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A Note on the East India Company and its Bengal Army

This book concerns itself chiefly with events in north-west India between July 1839, when seventeen-year-old John Nicholson landed at Calcutta as a cadet in the East India Company’s Bengal Native Infantry, and September 1857, when that same John Nicholson died of his wounds in the British camp below Delhi Ridge – eighteen busy years which saw the British East India Company extend its conquests to the very edge of the mountain barriers which define the northern boundaries of the Indian subcontinent.

In moments of pomposity the East India Company liked to refer to itself as ‘the Honourable Company’; for brevity it became ‘EICo’ or ‘Hon EICo’; its servants referred to it more familiarly as ‘John Company’, ‘Jan Kampani’ or even ‘Jan Kampani Bahadur’ (‘Heroic John Company’, as a local interpretation of ‘Honourable John Company’). During this period the EICo’s Indian territories were divided into the three presidencies of Bengal, Madras and Bombay, each with its own civil service and army but under the supreme control of a Governor-General, his Commander-in-Chief, and a Council based at Calcutta in the Cold Weather (October–March) and Simla during the Hot Weather months and the Rains. Although very much the ‘Lat Saheb’ (‘Lord and Master’) in India, the Governor-General was always answerable to the Court of Directors at the EICo’s head offices in Leadenhall Street in the City of London.

The three presidency armies operated as three separate forces, but as the EICo continued to extend westwards from Bengal across and beyond the Gangetic plain, so its Bengal Army grew until it eclipsed the other two in strength and numbers. The greater part of this army was made up of several score of infantry regiments known as Bengal Native Infantry (BNI), composed of local recruits under the command of British officers and numbered in accordance with their original order of formation – for example, the 27th BNI, John Nicholson’s original regiment. These BNI regiments were strengthened by a number of infantry battalions made up entirely of British and Irish soldiery, known as European Infantry – for example, the 1st Bengal Fusiliers. The Bengal Artillery was also largely composed of British gunners and gunner officers and included highly mobile horse artillery, as well as elephant- and bullock-drawn guns. The rest of the Bengal Army comprised the Bengal Cavalry, chiefly formed of regiments of light horse, and two support units, a Corps of Sappers and Miners and a Corps of Pioneers.

All the British officers of the Bengal Army were recruited directly by the EICo and carried Company rather than Queen’s Commissions – a big social and military disadvantage. A major distinction was that there were far fewer British officers per unit in the Bengal Army: a ratio of one officer for every ninety men, as compared with one per thirty in the British Army (known then as the ‘Queen’s Army’). This was only possible because of the extensive reliance placed on the ‘Native Officers’, as they were known until 1885, who played a vital intermediary role between the British officers and the men under their command. Nominally, the most senior Native Officer was junior in rank to the lowliest British subaltern, although in practice no junior British officer worth his salt would do other than confer with and defer to his Native Officers, many of whom were twice or even three times his age. Cavalry units had four ranks of such Native Officers: rissaldar-major, rissaldar, rissaidar and jemadar. The equivalent in the infantry units were subedar-major, subedar and jemadar. No equivalent of the Native Officer existed in the Queen’s Army, but the two armies could be compared in the lower ranks: the infantry havildar and the cavalry duffadar of the Bengal Army were the equivalent of the Queen’s Army sergeant-major, the infantry rifleman or private soldier was known as the sepahi or sepoy, and the cavalry trooper as the sowar.

In times of war – which in the Indian context meant most of the time – the Bengal Army was strengthened by British troops drawn from the Queen’s Army – for example, HM 24th Foot, which fought alongside the Bengal Army throughout the Sikh Wars – as well as local irregular forces, both infantry and cavalry, raised by special order. These irregulars often went by the name of their commander, or the region in which they were raised – for example, Daly’s Horse (also known as the 1st Punjab Cavalry) or Coke’s Rifles (1st Punjab Infantry) – and came under the direct command of the provincial governor rather than of the Commander-in-Chief. The whole ethos of these locally recruited irregulars was different from that of the regular regiments. Their first loyalties were to the men who had recruited them, rather than to their regiment. A further difference between these and the regular units of the Bengal Army was that the irregulars had even fewer British officers, an average of one per two hundred sepoys or sowars, usually represented by the commander, the adjutant, the quartermaster and an assistant surgeon.

One final point about the composition of the Bengal Army of this period: its Native Infantry regiments were very largely made up of recruits from Bihar, Oude and Rohilkand, nearly all high-born Hindus from the Brahmin and Rajput upper castes. The result was that the men in these corps put caste and religious loyalties first. Only after the final defeat of the Sikh army in 1849 did Sikhs and Muslims from the north-west border regions begin to join the Bengal Army in large numbers. Units then formed, both regular and irregular, tended to be made up of different combinations of Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs brought together into one unit but put into their own companies, squadrons or troops. Thus a typical infantry regiment raised in the Punjab after 1849 might have two companies of Punjabi Muslims, one of Sikhs, and one of Hindu Dogras. Loyalties in such units were first and foremost to the battalion or regiment, rather than to caste or class.

In my text I have, as a general rule, followed the usage of the period. It makes no sense, for example, to call a battalion of Punjabi soldiers ‘Indian’: this was not a term employed by the native peoples of the subcontinent to describe themselves, although – curious as it now seems – it was sometimes used by the British in India about themselves. Where a group cannot be identified precisely, I have preferred ‘native’ – thus, ‘native troops’ and ‘British troops’. Similarly, I refer to the 1857–8 uprising as the ‘Sepoy Mutiny’ or the ‘Mutiny’, with a capital M. The Mutiny began as a series of mutinies by regulars of the Bengal Army and was waged by sepoys and former sepoys, and I see no reason to sacrifice accuracy to the political correctness of modern revisionists.

Furthermore, in describing the most significant racial group of eastern Afghanistan and Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province, I have abandoned the well-known term ‘Pathan’ in favour of ‘Pakhtun’, for two good reasons. The first is accuracy, again: ‘Pathan’ is simply wrong, a corruption of Pakhtanah, the plural of Pakhtun, picked up and promoted by the British. The second is that the word irritates the hell out of a people who set great store by Pakhtunwali, the Pakhtun way of life, and by Pakhtunkhwa, the land of the Pakhtun people. So Pakhtun it is, and I hope that others will follow suit.
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Prologue

‘The type of the conquering race’

LISBURN, 1903

A rainy day in September 1903 – not ‘Irish mist’, but a ‘continuous and drenching downpour of rain unparalleled since the Lord Lieutenant visited the city’, rain that has turned the red, white and blue bunting into so many rags. At five minutes past one precisely the 12.45 local train from Belfast’s Great Northern Terminus steams into Lisburn railway station to the accompaniment of a series of explosions caused by detonators placed on the line in lieu of a gun salute. As a reserved saloon carriage draws up beside a specially erected dais the Lisburn Amateur Brass Band, strategically placed on the balcony of the Lisburn court-house, strikes up ‘See! The Conquering Hero Comes’. A dense crowd gathered on the arrival platform breaks into loud cheers.

Out steps a small, elderly, white-haired old gentleman: Field Marshal Lord Roberts, VC, Earl Roberts of Kandahar, Pretoria and Waterford, KG, KP, GCB, GCSI, GCIE, PC, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army and former C-in-C of the Army in India, where he was known to the troops as ‘Bobs’ or ‘Bobs Bahadur’ (Bobs the Hero). He stands smartly to attention as the band plays ‘God Save the King’, a diminutive figure but every inch a soldier.

In reply to an address presented by the town council, the Field Marshal explains that for many years it has been his wish to visit Lisburn. An unknown scribe representing the Hillsborough Parish Magazine stands at his elbow and then shadows him throughout his visit, noting down his every word. ‘It has been my desire to see the birthplace of a man for whom I had a most profound respect and admiration – John Nicholson,’ proclaims Lord Roberts, to loud applause. ‘It was my great privilege to serve for a short time on General Nicholson’s staff, and I perhaps had opportunities which few others had of understanding his great military genius and of appreciating his many noble qualities. He did great things in Delhi and gave up his life there in defence of his country. (Applause.) I am proud to think that I was associated with General Nicholson, and I am very much obliged to you. (Loud applause.)’

After luncheon the Field Marshal is driven in an open carriage by way of Clonavon Park, Antrim Road, Bow Street and Market Square to the parish church, the cathedral of the diocese of Connor, his route lined all the way by cheering crowds and sodden bunting. Perhaps the downpour speeds his progress, because Lord Roberts arrives at the sacred edifice ‘considerably in advance of the programme time’. The canon and churchwardens conduct him in solemn procession up the left transept to the foot of a large tablet of white marble set high on the wall. It consists of a broad base bearing fourteen long lines of inscription, surmounted by a large bas-relief, the work of J.H. Foley, RA. This portrays the storming of the breach in the Kashmir Bastion on the walls of Delhi on the morning of 14 September 1857. The glacis is piled with British and Indian dead, and the fusiliers pushing forward at the top with musket and bayonet are waved on by a figure in the left forground: it is John Nicholson, mortally wounded, heaving himself up on one elbow to urge the troops forward.

Bobs Bahadur gazes at the carving for some moments. The unknown Hillsborough parishioner, still at his side, notes the ‘emotion too deep perhaps for utterance’ that crosses the face of the ‘war-torn veteran, so deeply loved by his countrymen’. The Field Marshal then turns his attention to the inscription, written by Nicholson’s friend Herbert Edwardes at the request of his mother. He begins to read it aloud, from time to time adding his own interjections: ‘“He had an iron mind and frame, a terrible courage, an indomitable will” – an extraordinary good expression, that – “a terrible courage” – and that – “an indomitable will”.’

He reads on:

His form seemed made for an army to behold; his heart, to meet the crisis of an empire; yet was he gentle most exceedingly, most loving, most kind. In all he thought and did, unselfish, earnest, plain, and true; indeed, a most noble man. In public affairs he was the pupil of the great and good Sir Henry Lawrence, and worthy of his master. Few took a greater share in either the conquest or the government of the Punjab, perhaps none so great in both. Soldier and civilian, he was a tower of strength; the type of the conquering race. Most fitly in the great siege of Delhi he led the first column of attack and carried the main breach. Dealing the deathblow to the greatest danger that ever threatened British India, most mournfully, most gloriously, in the moment of victory, he fell mortally wounded on the 14th, and died on the 23rd of September, 1857, aged only 34.

Lord Roberts now turns again to his escort. ‘The memorial is somewhat at fault,’ he says, to a murmur of disquiet. He points out that Nicholson did not fall at the breach, as the bas-relief shows: ‘He got them over the Kashmir bastion and was two or three hours inside the city when he was shot.’ ‘Bobs Bahadur’ should know, of course, because he was there. And it was he – then a 25-year-old lieutenant – who found Nicholson abandoned by his stretcher-bearers. His memoirs tell the full story:

I observed by the side of the road a doolie [covered stretcher], without bearers, and with evidently a wounded man inside. I dismounted to see if I could be of any use to the occupant when I found, to my grief and consternation, that it was John Nicholson, with death written all over his face . . . He was lying on his back, no wound was visible, and but for the pallor of his face, always colourless, there was no sign of the agony he must have been enduring. On my expressing a hope that he was not seriously wounded, he said: ‘I am dying; there is no chance for me.’ The sight of that great man lying helpless and on the point of death was almost more than I could bear. Other men had daily died around me, friends and comrades had been killed beside me, but I never felt as I felt then – to lose Nicholson seemed to me at that moment to lose everything . . . Having with difficulty collected four men, I put them in charge of a sergeant of the 61st Foot. Taking down his name, I told him who the wounded officer was, and ordered him to go direct to the field hospital. That was the last I saw of Nicholson.

Having paid his tribute, the Field Marshal makes a quick tour of the church before returning once more by train to Belfast. It continues to rain for the rest of the afternoon.

On my eighth birthday a kind aunt gave me a boy’s adventure book and told me to read it very carefully: it was about a distant forebear of mine, of whom I should be very proud. The book’s title was Nikkal Seyn: A Tale of John Nicholson, Hero of Delhi, Saviour of India, its author was Ernest Gray, and it was published in the same year that partitioned India and Pakistan gained independence. It must have been one of the last examples of a genre, pioneered by Captain Marryat and greatly reinforced by G. A. Henty and other Victorian authors, which helped to despatch generations of young English, Scots and Irish Protestant gentlemen off to do their bit in the farthest reaches of the British Empire.

The book’s hero is a young drummer-boy known, with the innocence of the period, as Lanky Dick. The year is 1856, and a detachment of Dick’s regiment, HM 78th Foot, is set upon by ‘wolves of Pathans’ while manning an isolated fort on India’s North-West Frontier. Dick is rescued by the man whom the natives call ‘Nikkal Seyn, the mighty one, the tramp of whose war horse is heard from Attock to the Khyber’ – John Nicholson, Deputy Commissioner of Peshawar:

Into the flickering firelight stepped a tall man dressed in grey trousers and a grey, semi-military frock-coat, with a broad pale blue sash swathed round his muscular throat. From all he had heard of him, Dicky had imagined the famous John Nicholson to resemble some craggy prize-fighter, but the newcomer was as graceful as a mountain ash. Long glossy black hair fell to his shoulders; his eyes were dark and sparkling, and beneath an aquiline nose the points of a sweeping black moustache ran into a thick spade-shaped beard. His forehead was white and lofty. The grey frock-coat strained over a chest like a barrel, and its sleeves were taut over the rippling arm muscles. His hands and feet, though sinewy, were narrow and small. Fingers crossed over the hilt of a curved sword . . .

Dick becomes John Nicholson’s protégé and is transferred to his office as a clerk, which allows the reader to follow the last year of Nicholson’s short but action-packed life to its close on Delhi Ridge. Towards the end of the tale young Lanky Dick rather fades into the background of this ripping yarn, full of blood and guts.

The novel closes with a quote from John Nicholson’s patron, the future Viceroy John Lawrence: ‘As long as an Englishman survives in India, the name of John Nicholson will not be forgotten.’ Other admirers also did their bit to perpetuate the Nicholson legend by erecting monuments and memorials extolling his virtues and achievements. The first was a marble tablet set into a wall of the little church close beside the Deputy Commissioner’s bungalow at Bannu, its text written by the same man who composed the words on the Nicholson memorial in Lisburn church, Herbert Edwardes. Its sentiments encapsulate his image of his dearest friend, as he wished it to be preserved:

Gifted in mind and body, he was as brilliant in government as in arms. The snows of Ghazni attest his youthful fortitude; the songs of the Punjab his manly deeds; the peace of this frontier his strong rule. The enemies of his country know how terrible he was in battle, and we his friends have to recall how gentle, generous and true he was.

The indefatigable Captain Lionel Trotter did his best to preserve this same romantic image with his uncritical Life of John Nicholson, Soldier and Administrator, written in 1897. A few years later Rudyard Kipling’s Kim helped to bolster the mystique of ‘Nikal Seyn’ as an avenging spirit revered by his Sikh enemies. A second biography, The Hero of Delhi, published in 1939 by Hesketh Pearson, was scarcely less adulatory than the first – as, indeed, was that ripping yarn of 1947.

The post-1947 mood was very different, however. Heroes of Empire were no longer required, and the rising generation of historians had no time for them. I can still remember the frisson of shock I felt when I first opened a popular history of British India written in the mid 1970s and saw my family paragon described as a bully, a racist, a religious bigot and, to cap it all, a homosexual sado-masochist. Nicholson was indeed remembered, but not at all as his colleagues would have wished him to be. More than half a century after Independence, moral confusion still colours our attitudes to men like Nicholson, and to British rule in India in general. This book represents, in part, my own attempts to come to grips with this uncertainty; however, what began as a search to pin down the true nature of my illustrious/infamous relation very quickly grew into something more ambitious.

Although anything but a team player, Nicholson was an inextricable part of a small band of military officers-cum-civil administrators – the Soldier Sahibs of my title – who between them shaped what is still to this day known in Pakistan as the North-West Frontier Province – the NWFP, for short. Effectively, they drew lines with their sabres along the mountain tops that mark today’s border between Pakistan and Afghanistan. They secured the allegiance of the fiercely independent-minded tribespeople who had settled east and south of that line, and saw to it that their divided loyalties remained – for the most part – pro-Raj rather than pro-Afghanistan. They also established a style of loose-reined government which is still, almost a century and a half later, the hallmark of the NWFP and sets it apart from all other forms of local administration.

It soon became clear to me that I could not write about John Nicholson without also covering the personalities, actions and motives of those other pioneer frontiersmen. Some years after the death of Herbert Edwardes, his wife Emma wrote of the deep bond that had existed between her husband and John Nicholson, declaring that ‘they became more than brothers in the tenderness of their whole lives henceforth’. A similar attachment existed between the young Henry Daly of Daly’s Rifles and his brother-officer William Anderson. ‘We were much to each other,’ Daly wrote after Anderson’s murder at Multan. A very close friendship also grew up between the four men who formed what was almost an inner circle on the Frontier – Edwardes, Nicholson, Harry Lumsden and Neville Chamberlain. Such close friendships, between lonely men who lived many miles from each other, finding open expression only in the event of the death of one of their company, were very much the order of the day. This was a brotherhood of young men who shared a vocation: they saw themselves very much as a band of brothers, Paladins at the court of their master and mentor Henry Lawrence.

This brotherhood divides into two distinct age-groups. The older generation is represented by three father-figures in the form of the three Lawrence brothers: the above-mentioned Henry, born in 1806; his elder brother George (1804); and his younger brother John (1811). Along with the Lawrences are two others of their generation, James ‘Uncle’ Abbott (1807), himself one of four brothers who each made his own mark on the Punjab, and a second ‘Uncle’, Frederick Mackeson (1807), often overlooked, the outsider in the pack.

Separated from these five by about a decade are the Paladins themselves, the younger generation who became widely known as ‘Henry Lawrence’s young men’, junior officers of the Bengal Army who in nearly every case learned their administrative skills at the feet of Henry Lawrence as his political assistants before going on to exercise them more fully under John Lawrence. Their names and attributes were conveniently listed by Henry Lawrence himself in a letter sent to a military friend, the future historian John Kaye, shortly before his death in Lucknow in 1857:

I was very fortunate in my assistants, all of whom were my friends, and almost every one was introduced into the Punjab through me. George Lawrence, Macgregor, James Abbott, Edwardes, Lumsden, Nicholson, Taylor, Cocks, Hodson, Pollock, Bowring, Henry Coxe, and Melvill are men such as you will seldom see anywhere, but when collected under one administration were worth double and treble the number taken at haphazard.

Add to this list the names of four whom Henry Lawrence omits, three because they were full-time military men rather than administrators, and the fourth for pettier reasons – Neville Chamberlain, Henry Daly, John Coke and Frederick Mackeson – and you have a comprehensive roll-call of the men who laid the foundations of the Punjab and North-West Frontier Provinces in that pioneering phase between the close of the First Sikh War in January 1846 and the outbreak of the Sepoy Mutiny in May 1857.

For reasons of space alone this book follows the fortunes of only the most prominent of Henry Lawrence’s Young Men: mainly James Abbott (the old man of the pack), Herbert Edwardes (born in 1819), Neville Chamberlain (1820), Henry Daly (1821), Harry Lumsden (1821), William Hodson (1821), Reynell Taylor (January 1822) and John Nicholson (the youngest, born in December 1822). What old Kaka Abbott did at forty and these seven younger men in their twenties and early thirties, both individually and together, is the stuff of legend.

Would that I could say the same for their womenfolk but, alas, the Frontier has always been a male-dominated theatre in which women, whether native or foreign, play only walk-on parts. In pre-Mutiny days very few European wives ventured into the Punjab beyond Ferozepore, partly because it was frowned upon but also because there were not many of them to do so, it being customary in those days for East India Company officers to delay marriage until their first home furlough, usually after completing ten to twelve years’ service, after which they took ‘leave of absence’ for perhaps two years or more. The Frontier, which initially included the whole of the Punjab, was not considered a fit place to take a wife, certainly for anyone junior in rank to a captain, or a mere Assistant to the Political Agent. When Herbert Edwardes returned to India in 1851 at the age of thirty-two, having married his childhood sweetheart Emma Sidney, he failed to get the long-coveted Commissionership of Peshawar – and wrote to warn his friend John Nicholson, who had been best man at his wedding, that if he returned to India still a bachelor it would be in his favour. Nicholson made no effort to find a bride, and in the normal course of events would then have had to wait another decade for a second bite, the course followed by Harry Lumsden, Neville Chamberlain and Reynell Taylor, who all married comparatively late in life.

The odd one out was – as always – William Hodson. Like others, he left a childhood sweetheart behind; she married someone else, a man twice her age, but, fortunately for Hodson, the couple came out to India, where the husband died. As soon as he heard the news, Hodson travelled post-haste to her side in Calcutta, and married her. All the surviving indications suggest that they loved each other dearly for the few years they had together, writing daily when they were apart; regrettably, I have been unable to find evidence of this correspondence beyond the few letters from William Hodson quoted by his brother, the Reverend G.S. Hodson. Susan Hodson died in 1884 in the grace-and-favour apartment at Hampton Court given her by Queen Victoria ‘out of consideration for the distinguished services of her husband’. Some fine ‘last words’ have been preserved from this time, but none do I find more moving than Hodson’s gasp, as a musket fired at close range tore open his chest – ‘Oh! My wife!’ – and his dying whisper: ‘My love to my wife. Tell her my last thoughts were of her. Lord, receive my soul.’

Of the older generation, James Abbott was recently widowed when he first appeared on the Punjab scene, and Frederick Mackeson, a shadowy figure, appears to have been a lifelong bachelor. All three Lawrence brothers, however, were very happily married to wise and down-to-earth women always prepared – though frequently forbidden – to follow their husbands through thick and thin, who brought up (or, in several instances, lost) children in circumstances that no gentlewoman of the day expected to have to endure. Of these three sisters-in-law a later memsahib, the novelist Maud Diver, wrote that their marriages were ‘as decisive as entering a convent’. One in particular, Henry Lawrence’s wife Honoria, was an exceptionally observant and perceptive woman. Her writing positively throbs with life when set beside the work of the more learned menfolk whose diaries, letters, journals and reports I have drawn upon. ‘She and her children became camp equipment,’ writes Diver, ‘jolted in bullock-carts and on the backs of camels, exposed to dust, sun, heat, cholera and malaria, moving always from tent to bungalow and back again, gypsies without a home, hearth beneath the stars. They must expect hard wear and a short life, and, if they survive that, years of anxious, deadening separation.’ What kept these wives going was their faith: ‘To accept such a life without some sense of spiritual dedication would almost inevitably mean a coarsening of the fibres, but the wives of the Lawrences and their followers were vowed to God just as definitely as their husbands, were as closely knit in a community of work and religion.’ But theirs is quite another story, and one that in Honoria Lawrence’s case at least has been well told by others.

It comes as a shock to discover how very young most of these Young Men were when they first went to the Punjab, and what power they exercised; for example, Harry Lumsden, aged twenty-five, leading a force of 3,500 Sikhs, but lately his enemies, against 7,000 Hazarawal tribesmen, or Herbert Edwardes at twenty-nine leading an army of Afghan tribesmen against Dewan Mulraj of Multan. But this has always been the way of things in times of war – and the North-West Frontier has always been a cockpit of war. It is also true to say that, from the British perspective, India was always a young man’s country. The striking exception to this rule was its generals, allowed to stagger on into their dotage as field commanders, often with near-disastrous consequences. Time and again, it was the young men under them who saved their skins and reputations – as these pages will demonstrate.

The Victorians saw the Lawrences and their lieutenants as a special breed of British hero: saints militant fired with Christian grace; beaux sabreurs, sans peur et sans reproche. Today we are more judgemental: to our eyes they come across as young men of strong convictions and unlimited self-confidence, driven to do extraordinary things quite as much by their upbringing and motivation as by their personal qualities. They were, after all, recruited locally in the field from a fairly small pool of officers serving in the EICo’s Bengal Army – a pool that was never more than three thousand strong at any one time. However, it is worth bearing in mind that these officers were all gentlemen and, even if they called themselves Englishmen, mostly Scots, Scots-Irish or Anglo-Irish: in the main, younger sons of small country squires, lairds and vicars who lacked the means to set them up at home. The Queen’s Army, the Navy, the clergy – and India: these were the classic outlets that might, if fortune (and patronage) smiled, bring advancement and ‘genteel enrichment’ sufficient to retire on at fifty. India, as that well-known Borderer Sir Walter Scott wrote, had become ‘the corn chest for Scotland where we poor gentry must send our youngest sons as we send our black cattle to the South’. As a group, these poor gentry were well-educated, hardy and ambitious.

Another common factor was religious conviction, ranging from the fervid evangelicalism of such as Herbert Edwardes, who saw himself as a ‘pioneer of Christian civilisation’, to the sin-ridden gloom of the kirk which gripped men like John Nicholson. Somewhere in between were the bluff, no-nonsense C. of E. Christians like Neville Chamberlain; God-fearing rather than devout, but whose rock-solid convictions were a bastion in dangerous times. ‘A horse and a sword were all that were needful,’ Neville Chamberlain wrote of those times in later years, ‘and one never gave a thought as to danger. Not that there was any levity in facing death; it was simply that one was possessed of a light heart to meet anything that came. There was nothing but God above and duty below.’

We have to make a leap of imagination, from our own faithless age, back to an era when the promise of the Heavenly Kingdom for those who had fought the good fight was still very real. Contemporaries on both sides of the racial divide write of the extraordinary recklessness with which the British soldiery – men and officers – went into battle at this time. Drink played its part, to say nothing of fighting spirit and military discipline, but for many it was the confidence born of unshakeable faith that enabled them to look death in the face – if not actually to seek out danger. Think of the youngster Quintin Battye, recently-joined subaltern of the Guides’ Cavalry, sketching on the walls of the new billiard room in the officers’ mess at Hoti Mardan a spirited mural of the Guides at full tilt, the officers brandishing their swords and the sowars their lances – and then adding underneath the words of the Roman poet Horace: ‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’. Two years on, slipping into death on Delhi Ridge, he whispers his last words to his friend William Hodson: ‘Ah well, old fellow, “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori”. That’s how it is.’

Along with religious conviction came the sense of a divine mission. This is best illustrated by Henry Lawrence’s answer when asked by Maharaja Gulab Singh of Jammu and Kashmir to explain how it was that the British always conquered their foes. Lawrence at first refused to be drawn, but when the Maharaja pressed him for an answer he marked on a sheet of paper the mystical letters which had become more or less synonymous with the Evangelical Movement then sweeping through the Church of England, and which can be seen carved on Victorian pulpits in parish churches all over England: IHS. He did not trouble to explain to Gulab Singh that these letters represented the Latin form of ‘Jesus Saviour of Men’, so that the maharaja took them to be some cabalistic sign of good fortune and even had them stamped on the silver rupee coins for his newly-acquired kingdom of Kashmir.

One other quality these young Paladins also had in common was luck, the attribute Napoleon always demanded in his generals. The Indian subcontinent – and the Frontier, in particular – is littered with half-forgotten graveyards filled with the bones of the unlucky, their lives extinguished before they had a chance to shine. Among those whose luck ran out before their time we might list Alexander ‘Bokhara’ Burnes, assassinated by the Afghans at Kabul in 1841; Charles Stoddart and Arthur Conolly, both beheaded by the Amir of Bokhara in 1842; George Broadfoot and Elliott D’Arcy Todd, blown to pieces at the savage battle of Ferozshah in 1845; and twenty-one-year-old Patrick Vans Agnew and his equally youthful military assistant Lieutenant William Anderson, whose murders at Multan in April 1848 set off the Second Sikh War. One wonders, too, what kind of career might have been followed by John Nicholson’s younger brother, Alexander, had he not been ambushed by Shinwari tribesmen in the Khyber Pass within weeks of arriving at Peshawar in November 1842. Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Arithmetic on the Frontier’ could almost have been written for poor seventeen-year-old Alexander:

A scrimmage in a Border Station –

A canter down some dark defile –

Two thousand pounds of education

Drops to a ten-rupee jezail –

The Crammer’s boast, the Squadron’s pride

Shot like a rabbit in a ride!

It was a particularly violent period, in a theatre where warfare and killing was and is endemic. But the violence was emphatically bilateral, with both sides giving as good as they got, and this balanced equation of strong men on both sides lies at the heart of the Frontier story.

It has been said by a much later frontiersman – Sir Olaf Caröe, last British Governor of the NWFP in 1946–47 (at whose feet I had the honour of sitting, as a young man from the BBC, in the summer of 1974) – that the British political officers who served in the NWFP were ‘more than half Pathans themselves’. Caröe and others like him have written of the shared bonds between themselves and the people of the North-West Frontier. These were bonds not so much of friendship as of mutual respect, a respect encapsulated by Rudyard Kipling in his much misunderstood poem ‘The Ballad of East and West’, and constitute the third element in this book.

One can no more write about John Nicholson without reference to Henry Lawrence’s Young Men than one can write about the latter without reference to the tribespeople of the Frontier, the Pakhtuns (Pathans), and to Pakhtunwali, the way of the Pakhtuns – an uncompromising social code so profoundly at odds with Western mores that its application constantly brings one up with a jolt. Pakhtunwali still forms the single most powerful guiding and unifying force in Frontier life today, while at the same time being the most divisive force in NWFP politics. Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Pakhtunwali is Islam. The issue of Shariat law versus secular law remains a matter of the hottest dispute in Pakistan, while on its western borders the hard-line fundamentalist Talib government of Afghanistan – whose followers, the Taliban, believe profoundly in the sixth pillar of Islam, Jihad or ‘holy war’ – is both a source of inspiration and a threat. It is also a reminder that, on the Frontier, Islam has always been forceful and uncompromising.

Lastly, there is that Frontier itself: as a border, an imaginary line demarcated by Sir Henry Durand in 1893 that runs for about a thousand kilometres from one mountain top to another between Pakistan and Afghanistan – and in so doing cuts right through the homelands of a dozen major Pakhtun tribes, from the Afridi to the Waziri; as a province of Pakistan, an area of approximately 100,000 square kilometres separated from the Punjab by the River Indus (give or take a couple of pockets of land on the wrong side of the river) and largely made up of poor soil, sandy scrub and rocky mountainside. These highlands, however, overlook a number of fertile valleys, of which the largest, the Vale of Peshawar, watered by the Kabul and Swat rivers, is one of the most productive agricultural regions of Pakistan.

The first westerner to leave a detailed description of the Vale of Peshawar was Mountstuart Elphinstone, writing at a time when the Indus formed the boundary between India and Afghanistan. Set down in his Account of the Kingdom of Caubul, it is as valid today as it was in 1809, the year of his diplomatic mission to the court of the Amir of Kabul. ‘The plain’, he writes, ‘is nearly circular, and about thirty-five miles in diameter. Except for a small space on the east, it is surrounded with mountains, of which the range of the Indian Caucasus [the Hindu Kush] on the north, and the Peak of Suffaidcoh [the Safaid Koh range] on the south-west, are the most conspicuous.’ His party entered the Vale of Peshawar in springtime, when the countryside is at its loveliest:

The plain was clothed with the richest verdure, and the climate was delicious . . . The numerous gardens and scattered trees were covered with new foliage, which had a freshness and brilliancy never seen in the perpetual summer of India. Many streams ran through the plain. Their banks were fringed with willows and tamarisks. The orchards scattered over the country contained a profusion of plum, peach, apple, pear, quince, and pomegranate trees, which afforded a greater display of blossom than I ever before witnessed; and the uncultivated parts of the land were covered with a thick elastic sod, that perhaps never was equalled but in England. The greater part of the plain was highly cultivated, and irrigated by many water-courses and canals. Never was a spot of the same extent better peopled.

This fertile paradise was the lure which throughout history had drawn plunderers down from the mountains of Afghanistan in search of the three great prizes of zan, zar and zamin – women, gold and land. Today it is still a lure, but hardly a paradise: the highway first laid across the Vale from the mouth of the Khyber to the river Indus at Attock by the Mughal invader Babur in the sixteenth century, and then modernised by Lieutenant Alexander Taylor and his sappers in the 1850s, is now built up on both sides all the way from the sprawling military depot of Nowshera to the city of Peshawar, and on almost up to the foot of the mountains. Peshawar itself now extends far across the plain on all sides, its population quadrupled in the last two decades by a huge influx of Afghan refugees fleeing first the war against the Russians and then the civil war that followed. During the day its streets are crowded and clamorous with pedestrians, motorised rickshaws, lorries and buses, the air fouled by diesel exhaust fumes. But walk a few yards into any back-street and, with a little imagination, you can see how it might have looked to Elphinstone when he first rode through one of its gates in 1809, into a walled city some five miles in circumference, with no more than 100,000 inhabitants. ‘The houses’, he wrote, ‘are built of brick (generally unburnt), in wooden frames: they are commonly three storeys high, and the lower storey is generally occupied by shops. The streets are narrow, as might be expected, where no wheeled carriages are used . . . The shops were all open. Dried fruits, and nuts, bread, meat, boots, shoes, saddlery, bales of cloth, hardware, ready-made clothes, and posteens [sheep-skin coats], books, etc., were either displayed in tiers in front of the shops, or hung up on hooks on the roof. Amongst the handsomest shops were the fruiterers’ (where apples, melons, plums, and even oranges, though these are rare in Peshawar, were mixed in piles with some of the Indian fruits); and the cookshops, where every thing was served in earthen dishes, painted and glazed so as to look like china.’

Large sections of the bazaar area of the old city remain almost unchanged, still thronged by passers-by as varied and picturesque as they were in Elphinstone’s day:

The streets were crowded with men of all nations and languages, in every variety of dress and appearance . . . people carrying greens, curds, etc., and men carrying water in leathern bags at their backs, and announcing their commodity by beating on a brazen cup, in which they give a draught to a passenger for a trifling piece of money. With these were mixed people of the town in white turbans, some in large white or dark blue frocks, and others in sheep-skin cloaks; Persians and Afghauns, in brown woollen tunics, or flowing mantles, and caps of black sheep-skin or coloured silk; Khyberees, with the straw sandals, and the wild dress, and air of their mountains; Hindoos, uniting the peculiar features and manners of their own nation to the long beard and the dress of the country; and Hazaurehs [people of Hazara], not more remarkable for their conical caps of skin, with the wool, appearing like a fringe round the edge, and for their broad faces and little eyes, than for their want of the beard, which is the ornament of every other face in the city. Among these, might be discovered a few women, with long white veils, that reach their feet . . . Amidst all this throng, we generally passed without any notice, except a salaam alaikum [greetings] from a passenger, accompanied by a bow, with the hands crossed in front, or an application from a beggar, who would call out for relief from the Feringee Khauns [Frankish or foreign lords], admonish us that life was short, and the benefit of charity immortal, or remind us that what was little to us was a great deal to him.

What has changed most are the means of transport. Today pedestrians are assailed by the roar and stink of thousands of customised buses, public-carriers and motor-rickshaws with hand-painted panels and gaudy decorations. In Elphinstone’s day the sounds were easier on the ear. ‘Sometimes a troop of armed horsemen passed,’ he writes, ‘and their appearance was announced by the clatter of their horses’ hoofs on the pavement, and by the jingling of their bridles. Sometimes, when the King was going out, the streets were choked with horse and foot, and dromedaries bearing swivels [mounted guns], and large waving red and green flags; and, at all times, loaded dromedaries, or heavy Bactrian camels, covered with shaggy hair, made their way slowly through the streets; and mules, fastened together in circles of eight or ten, were seen off the road, going round and round to cool them after their labour, while their keepers were indulging in an eating-house, or enjoying a smoke of a hired calleaun [chillum, or hookah] in the street.’

Babur, first of the Mughal Emperors, gave the city its present name and its meaning: ‘frontier town’. Peshawar is still a frontier town – but it is also the hub about which the North-West Frontier turns. To many, the NWFP is simply ‘the Frontier’; there is no other. And its romance is unquestionable. Pakhtuns will say that the romance was started by the great seventeenth-century warrior-poet of the Khatak tribe, Khushal Khan. Fans of the Mughals might say it was Emperor Babur, writing in that neglected masterpiece among memoirs, Baburnama. However, from a British perspective, the Frontier legend begins with Herbert Edwardes’s A Year on the Punjab Frontier in 1848–9 – now long out of print but a classic of its time. Within a decade of the publication of Edwardes’s book in 1850 the Frontier had carved out a special niche for itself in British folklore – and with good cause. It had, after all, been the frontier from which thousands of young men had marched off into the dark defiles of Afghanistan, and into oblivion, in the First Afghan War. It had taken two fiercely-fought wars against the Sikhs to secure – and from that time onwards became the ultimate testing-ground for generations of professional soldiers from both the British and Indian Armies, a posting to be feared by the greenhorn and the timid, but one eagerly sought-after by the ambitious and by those who liked their soldiering to carry a whiff of gunpowder and cordite. This remained true of those who followed in the footsteps of Henry Lawrence’s Young Men, the officers of the Indian Political Service who served in the NWFP, an élite cadre drawn from both the Indian Army and the Indian Civil Service. Again I turn to Sir Olaf Caröe, for a quotation (taken from Plain Tales from the Raj) that sums up the Frontier ethos:

I remember Lord Ronaldshay saying that ‘the life of the frontiersman is hard and he treads it daily on the brink of eternity’. That was the sort of feeling one had about the landscape there, which was sometimes gloriously beautiful – green and lovely and verdant – and sometimes stark and horrible and beset with duststorms. The stage on which the Pathan lived out his life was at the same time magnificent and harsh – and the Pathan was like his background. Such a contrast was sometimes hard to bear but perhaps it was this that put us in love with it. There was among the Pathans something that called to the Englishman or the Scotsman – partly that the people looked you straight in the eye, that there was no equivocation and that you couldn’t brow-beat them even if you wanted to. When we crossed the bridge at Attock we felt we’d come home.

The North-West Frontier was to Britain and British India what the Wild West was to the United States of America. Service on the Frontier always carried risk. It was (as it remains) a hard country of hard men, who bore arms almost from the moment their mothers first set them on the earth, who were merciless to the loser yet always offered hospitality whenever it was asked, who would go to the ends of the earth to settle old scores, who stuck to their own code through thick and thin, and who refused to become part of the fold, even when this meant bringing the wrath of government down on their heads.

Throughout the period of British crown rule in India, from 1858 to 1947, scarcely a year passed without some form of military force or punitive expedition having to be raised and sent into the Tribal Areas of the NWFP to bring one or other of the clans to heel. But once a settlement had been reached and punishments or fines levied, those same punitive forces always marched away again – out of the Tribal Areas and back into the Settled Areas. And throughout the British period the Pakhtuns in the Tribal Areas, uniquely, retained a high degree of independence. They never paid taxes, other than collective fines, and even received what they regarded as tribute from the Raj to keep the peace – danegeld, in the form of cash payments as well as lesser favours such as gun licences. So when the British troopships finally sailed away from Karachi in August 1947 they left behind, in the NWFP, one of the biggest of their headaches.

With Partition, the Pakhtuns of the NWFP threw in their lot with Pakistan, but remained as determined as ever to preserve their quasi independent status and their traditional way of life. How the government of Pakistan has managed the Frontier since 1947 and what goes on today in those same divisions and districts that Nicholson and the rest of Henry Lawrence’s Young Men first governed is a story in itself – but one which, regrettably, falls outside the confines of this book. But the romance continues; and today, as yesterday, the politicals of the NWFP tread daily on the brink of eternity.
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