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Abstract

The subject of this thesis, Sir William Gustavus Nicholson (1845-1918), later
Baron Nicholson of Roundhay, was a significant and often controversial figure in the
British army during the later Victorian and Edwardian periods. He rose to become
Chief of the General Staff in 1908 and was described as the most powerful
personality in the army.! This thesis will aim to understand Nicholson’s influence on
the development of the War Office and the establishment of a General Staff. The
period 1901-1914, which coincides almost exactly with Nicholson’s time at the War
Office, was one of the most critical in the history of the development of the British
army, and this thesis will examine Nicholson’s influence within the army at this
crucial period.

This work is important because of the absence of any previous study of
Nicholson’s career, and of any critical appraisal of his influence upon the War Office
and the army. It will also explore reasons why historians have largely ignored
Nicholson, who never distinguished himself in the field but proved himself to be an
outstanding army administrator. Being regarded as the most powerful personality
in the army, he earned the reputation of being a difficult man with whom to work,
and yet he was a significant figure within the War Office. It will analyse how he
helped to move the army towards being a more professional entity, and his
contribution to what John Dunlop described as ‘incomparably the best trained, best
organised, and best equipped British Army which ever went forth to war’? This

thesis will analyse and challenge generally accepted views about Nicholson’s work

1 A comment by Col. ]. S. Ewart, the Military Secretary, to Lord Haldane, made on 13 December 1905.
Quoted in J. Gooch, The Plans of War: The General Staff and British Military Strategy (Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1974), p. 98.

21. Dunlop, The Development of the British Army 1899-1914 (Methuen, 1938), p. 305.



and character. Haldane described him as ‘an acute big brain’ and ‘not an easy man’,
however, he also said that he was someone that he needed in the War Office during
the period of the implementation of his reforms.3 It will examine how Nicholson'’s
reputation was acquired, and his influence in the War Office and within Whitehall.
The thesis will show that even during his retirement Nicholson remained active and

continued to be both influential and controversial.

3NLS (National Library of Scotland), Haldane MSS 5906, Haldane to Rosebery, 19 December 1905.
Richard Burdon Haldane was the Secretary of State for War between 1905 and 1912.
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Introduction

William Nicholson (1845-1918) was an extremely able and talented soldier,
who rose to a position of significance within the British Army. He was an influential,
and often controversial figure in the army during the later Victorian and Edwardian
periods. He rose to become CGS, later designated CIGS and was possibly the most
powerful personality in the army. His reputation as an outstanding administrator
and military expert had been formed during his time in India (1871-1900) and South
Africa (1900) when he became a protégé of Lord Roberts. He was appointed as
secretary to the Defence Committee at Simla and then Roberts’ Military Secretary in
1890. When Roberts became Commander-in-Chief in South Africa he again
appointed Nicholson as his Military Secretary and subsequently as Director of
Transport. Roberts, when appointed C-in-C of the army in 1901, brought Nicholson
with him to the War Office.! Nicholson was to prove a great success in his new post
as DGM]I, and his department might in many ways be regarded as an embryonic
General Staff.2 However, the Esher Committee of 19043 recommended radical
reform of the British Army, including the creation of an Army Council, General
Staff and CGS and the abolition of the post of C-in-C of the forces. In his ‘clean sweep’

of the War Office that year, Lord Esher decided that Nicholson had to go.

1 Frederick Sleigh Roberts was one of the most successful military commanders of the era. He won
a VC during the Indian Mutiny and rose to become Commander-in-Chief, Madras and then C-in-C,
India. He led the British forces during the South African War before becoming the final
Commander-in-Chief of the Forces in 1901. The post was abolished in 1904.

2]. Gooch, The Plans of War: The General Staff and British Military Strategy (Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1974), p. 22.

3 The Esher Committee or the War Office Reconstitution Committee, known colloquially as ‘the
Triumvirate’, consisted of Lord Esher, Sir John Fisher and Sir George Clarke with Sir Gerald Ellison
as secretary, and was established to consider reform of the War Office (see Chapter Four).


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Army
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Army_Council_(1904)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Staff
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Staff
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chief_of_the_General_Staff_(United_Kingdom)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commander-in-Chief_of_the_Forces

When Richard Haldane became Secretary of State for War in 1905 he wanted
to return Nicholson to the War Office and stated that he needed him badly.* As a
result Haldane installed Nicholson as QMG. Haldane certainly, in Spiers’ analysis,
‘relied upon individual members of the Council like Nicholson, gifted subordinates
like Ellison, or outside “experts” like Esher and Clarke’.5 As will be shown in Chapter
Four, Nicholson was a strategic thinker who wanted to learn from the lessons of the
past and to study during times of peace, problems which might arise during
wartime.® However, Haldane effectively sidelined Nicholson during the period of his
army reforms, in favour of intelligent, younger officers. My thesis will examine the
reasons for this and the consequences for Nicholson’s effectiveness in his role. When
his reforms were completed Haldane eventually, after a two year wait, promoted
Nicholson to the post of CGS, redesignated CIGS the following year. Nicholson retired
in 1912 but was appointed to chair a committee on Indian Army finance and then
sat on the Dardanelles Commission, both appointments bringing further
controversy.

Responses both from contemporaries and historians testify to Nicholson’s
power and influence, and the fact that he was a controversial figure. This makes it
all the more astonishing that no-one has analysed his career or work or the
significance of his contribution to the development of the British Army. Very little,
scholarly or otherwise, has been written about him and no biography exists.

The aim of this thesis is to redress this omission and to examine Nicholson’s

influence within the army in the years prior to the Great War, and his contribution

4 NLS, Haldane MSS 5906, Haldane to Rosebery, 19 December 1905.

5 E.M. Spiers, Haldane: An Army Reformer (Edinburgh University Press, 1980), p. 190.

6 See Alfred Gollin, No Longer an Island: Britain and the Wright Brothers 1902-1909, (Heinemann,
1984), p. 300. Also, N. Dixon, The Psychology of Military Incompetence, pp. 58-59. Dixon refers to
this as ‘positive transfer’.



to military developments in the Edwardian period. It will also examine, and
challenge, a number of currently accepted views about Nicholson, his work and
relationships.

Historiography

In terms of existing literature, a great deal has been written about the
development of the British Army prior to the First World War, and this thesis will
aim to consider Nicholson’s role in that development.

The historiography with regard to Nicholson, however, is sparse. There is no
full-length biographical study. Indeed, there are only two brief works that focus on
him explicitly: the first is a four-page article by David Nalson in the Journal of the
Victorian Military Society,” and the second is a chapter by Paul Ramsey in a recent
book, which significantly is titled Forgotten Victorian Generals.® Both of them rely
heavily on secondary sources. There has been nothing else specifically written
about Nicholson apart from T.R. Moreman’s entry in the Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography® and G.K. Scott-Moncrieff’s obituary in the Royal Engineers’
Journal of 1918.10

There is a plethora of books about warfare during the earlier stages of

Nicholson’s career.l! The details of those campaigns in which he took partlie outside

7 D. Nalson, ‘Field Marshal Lord Nicholson’, Journal of the Victorian Military Society 137 (2009), pp.
12-15.

8 P. Ramsey, ‘Field Marshal Lord Nicholson’, in Forgotten Victorian Generals, Studies in the Exercise
of Command and Control in the British Army 1837-1901, Christopher Brice (ed), (Helion, 2021), pp.
199-236.

9 T.R. Moreman, Nicholson, William Gustavus, Baron Nicholson, The Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography. pp. 843-846.

10 G. K. Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Field Marshal Lord Nicholson GCB, Colonel Commandant. RE’, Royal
Engineers Journal, n.s. 28 (1918) pp. 237-49.

11 [LF.W. Beckett, Victoria’s Wars (Shire, 1998); L.LF.W. Beckett, The Victorians at War (Hambledon,
2003); B. Farwell, Queen Victoria’s Little Wars (Allen Lane, 1973); S. David, Victoria’s Wars: The Rise
of Empire (Penguin, 2007); B.J. Bond (ed), Victorian Military Campaigns (Hutchinson, 1967); S.M.
Miller (ed), Queen Victoria’s Wars: British Military Campaigns 1857-1902 (Cambridge University
Press, 2021). The Afghan Wars are covered in R. Atwood, The March to Kandahar (Pen and Sword,
2012); B. Robson, The Road to Kabul: The Second Afghan War, 1878-81 (Spellmount, 2003); M.



the scope of this thesis but it will consider the effect that his participation in them
had upon his career.’? In particular his time in India helped to create the reputation,
which preceded him to the War Office, as did his involvement in the Tirah expedition
(1897) in which he served as William Lockhart’s Chief of Staff with little success and
no little friction. Lord Roberts wrote his own account of his time in India®3 and this
thesis will consider the amount of assistance he received from Nicholson in writing
this memoir. It will argue that Nicholson made extensive drafts of the work and
indeed wrote large parts of it himself. It will also consider Roberts’ motivations
behind wanting to produce such a work.

lan Beckett’s recent book, A British Profession of Arms,’* is a modern,
definitive study of the late Victorian Army. Beckett examines the role of personality,
politics, and patronage in the selection and promotion of officers and considers the
impact of the rivalry of the so-called rings of adherents of major figures such as
Garnet Wolseley and Frederick Roberts. Beckett similarly considers the relationship
between professionalism in the army and that in other professions. The book,
therefore, considers many of the themes that are relevant to this thesis, at a time
when Nicholson’s career and his reputation were being forged. This thesis will use

the work of historians such as Beckett, Spiers and Gooch as a starting point to

Barthorp, Afghan Wars and the North-West Frontier, 1839-1947 (London: Cassell, 2002); T.A.
Heathcote, The Afghan Wars 1839-1919 (Osprey, 1980); H. Hensman, The Afghan War 1879-80 (W.
H. Allen, 1881) and T.R.Moreman, The Army in India and the Development of Frontier Warfare
(Macmillan, 1992). The Tirah campaign, in which Nicholson served, without any great distinction,
as Lockhart’s chief of staff is covered in H.D. Hutchinson, The Campaign in Tirah 1897-1898
(Macmillan and Co., 1898); L. James, The Indian Frontier War: Being an Account of the Mohmund and
Tirah Expeditions, 1897 (William Heinemann, 1898).

12 Much of Nicholson’s career was spent in India, where he took part in the Second Afghan War
(1878-80); the Egyptian Campaign (1882); the Third Burma War (1885-87) and the Tirah
campaign (1897-98) before serving in the South African War (1899-1902).

13 Frederick Roberts, Forty-One Years in India: from Subaltern to Commander-in-Chief (Macmillan,
1897).

14 LF.W. Beckett, A British Profession of Arms: The Politics of Command in the Late Victorian Army
(Oklahoma University Press, 2018).



progress to a consideration of Nicholson’s contribution to themes at the heart of the
development of the British Army at this time.

Edward Spiers in the Late Victorian Army, followed chronologically by T.
Bowman and M. Connelly, The Edwardian Army: Recruiting, Training and Deploying
the British Army 1902-1914, focus on the nature and development of the army during
this period.’> The former argues that the South African War (1899-1902) exposed
the deficiencies within the British Army and emphasised the need for continued
reform. This thesis will consider Nicholson's role in the development of the army,
particularly that of a General Staff.

The South African War has attracted much attention from historians. Little
has, however, been written about Nicholson'’s contribution to the aspect of transport,
for which he had responsibility, alongside his role as Roberts’ Military Secretary. The
Official History of the War in South Africa, in four volumes'¢ does contain a section
on the restructuring of transport during the campaign, but only two passing
references to Nicholson. Leo Amery’s Times History of the War in South Africa,
published in seven volumes between 1900 and 1909 is a comprehensive,
contemporary study of the war and remained the standard text until the 1970s.17 It

contains a detailed section on the development of transport although there are few

15 E.M. Spiers, The Late Victorian Army 1868-1902 (Manchester University Press, 1992); T. Bowman
and M. Connelly, The Edwardian Army: Recruiting, Training and Deploying the British Army 1902-1914
(Oxford University Press, 2012).

16 The Official History of the War in South Africa was written by Sir Frederick Maurice and Captain
Maurice Harold Grant.

17 There have been a number of more recent studies of the war. R. Kruger, Goodbye Dolly Gray: The
Story of the Boer War (Pimlico, 1974); T. Pakenham, The Boer War (Abacus, 1979); D. Judd and K.
Surridge, The Boer War: A History (John Murray, 2002); ]. Gooch, The Boer War: Direction, Experience
and Image (Routledge, 2000); Field Marshal Lord Carver, The National Army Museum Book of the Boer
War (Sidgwick and Jackson, 1999); P. Warwick and S. Spies (eds), The South African War: The Anglo-
Boer War 1899-1902 (Longman, 1980) .



references to Nicholson. The reason for this may well be that, according to Aylmer
Haldane, Nicholson wrote the chapter.18

Nicholson is one of a number of Victorian generals who might be described
as ‘forgotten’, and indeed the title of Brice’s book describes him as such. Beckett also
makes a similar statement:

Modern historians have themselves also neglected some of the

towering personalities of the Victorian army, even where the

surviving personal papers are voluminous.?
Unlike Nicholson, many of his contemporaries have had their biographies written
and many of them contain references to Nicholson. This thesis will examine the
contributions that these biographies have made towards understanding the
relationships between these individuals and Nicholson. In particular it will examine
how they help to provide an explanation why many of his contemporaries had a
negative view of him, and explain why he is viewed as a controversial figure.
Kitchener, for example, has had many biographers20 and John Lee’s biography of [an
Hamilton,?! which considers the developing feud with Nicholson, is according to Max
Hastings, ‘a brave apologia for his man’??2 The development of the feud is drawn out
in Jenny MacLeod’s book Reconsidering Gallipoli,?3 which provides an analysis of the

outcomes of the campaign and a brief but insightful chapter on the Dardanelles

Commission. A similar theme is echoed in the biographies of Field Marshal Sir Henry

18 NLS, Aylmer Hamilton Diary, MSS 20247, Friday 26 April 1901. Haldane also claims that Roberts
took Nicholson’s chapter and used it as his official despatch.

19 Beckett, The Victorians at War, p. xiv.

20 See T. Royle, The Kitchener Enigma: The Life and Death of Lord Kitchener of Omdurman (The
History Press, 2016); C. Brad Faught, Kitchener: Hero and Anti-Hero (1. B. Tauris, 2016); P. Warner,
Kitchener: The Man Behind the Legend (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2006); Rev ]. Pollock, Kitchener:
The Road to Omdurman and Saviour of the Nation (Constable and Robinson, 1998); G. H. Cassar,
Kitchener: Architect of Victory (Harper Collins, 1997); Sir G. Arthur, The Life of Lord Kitchener, 3 vols
(MacMillan, 1920); P. Magnus, Kitchener: Portrait of an Imperialist (John Murray, 1958).

21]. Lee, A Soldier’s Life: General Sir lan Hamilton 1853-1947, (MacMillan, 2000).

22 [bid. Hastings’ critique on the back cover of the paperback edition.

23 ]. Macleod, Reconsidering Gallipoli (Manchester University Press, 2004).



Wilson.?4¢  Wilson originally felt that Nicholson’s influence was essential in
establishing the General Staff, while later he expressed frustration, feeling that
Nicholson had achieved little during his time as CIGS.2>

Many of the significant political figures of the time have received attention
from biographers.2¢ Edward Spiers’ biography of Haldane and Peter Fraser’s of Lord
Esher cover the careers of those two important political figures of the period, and
comment on the relationship with Nicholson and his involvement in their work and
reforms. My thesis will examine Nicholson’s role in relation to these significant
figures of the period. Churchill transcends all the others in the sheer volume of books
written about his life and career, which encapsulated many conflicts and political
manoeuvrings.?’” Many of these cover Churchill’s time as First Lord of the Admiralty
and refer to the debates over the rivalry between the two services, and the work of
the CID, in which Nicholson took a full part. Christopher Bell’s book, Churchill and
the Dardanelles, includes useful chapters regarding the work of the Dardanelles
Commission on which Nicholson sat as the military member.

Significantly Nicholson only attracted the attention of historians when, in
1901, he began his work in the War Office. There is a number of highly influential

books, such as John Gooch’s book, The Plans of War,?¢ which is a key study of the

24 The most recent biography of Wilson is K. Jeffery, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson: A Political
Soldier (Oxford University Press, 2006).

25 Jeffery, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, p. 102.

26 Examples include, Spiers, Haldane; P. Fraser, Lord Esher: A Political Biography (Granada, 1973).

27 The most recent biography of Churchill is A. Roberts, Churchill: Walking with Destiny (Allen Lane,
2018). There are far too many books on the subject of Churchill to list them all (Roberts estimates
that over 1,000 biographies of Churchill have been written) but examples include: C. Coughlin,
Churchill’s First War: Young Winston and the Fight against the Taliban (MacMillan, 2013), S. Roskill,
Churchill and the Admirals (Pen and Sword, 2004), R. Jenkins, Churchill (Pan, 2003). C.M. Bell,
Churchill and the Dardanelles (Oxford University Press, 2017), R. R. James, Churchill: A Study in Failure
1900-1939 (Penguin, 1981). R. Freeman, “Unsinkable”: Churchill and the First World War (The History
Press, 2013).

28 Gooch, Plans of War.



General Staff and its strategies during the period prior to the Great War. He states
that while Nicholson might have been, at first sight, poorly qualified for the post of
DGMI he proved to be a great success and grasped the potential of his new
department, even suggesting that it might develop into something based on the
model of German General Staff. The British General Staff, %° a series of studies by
distinguished historians, edited by David French and Brian Holden Reid, covers
aspects of the working of the War Office and the CID. Similarly, Brian Bond in The
Victorian Army and the Staff College 1854-1914 provides an insight into Nicholson’s
work in Whitehall, claiming that ‘When Nicholson became CGS there was a marked
improvement in staff work. Under Nicholson the General Staff became the “blue
ribbon” of the army’3° Bond’s work is also central to tracing the development of
British military thought. Nicholas D’Ombrain’s War Machinery and High Policy3!
considers the work of the CID in the period leading up to the First World War. David
Morgan-Owen has provided a more current analysis of the CID, invasion debates and
preparation for war in his recent book The Fear of Invasion: Strategy, Politics and
British War Planning 1880-1914.5 Earlier historians of British strategic policy were
unable to decide about Nicholson’s role and significance in the administration of
Britain’s defence prior to World War . D’Ombrain, for example, claims that
Nicholson was ‘all wit and words [...] rather than demonstrable talent’33 Morgan-
Owen provides a more balanced view, recognising the significance of Nicholson’s

role. They provide different and significant commentaries upon Nicholson’s role and

29 French, D. and Reid, B.H. (eds), The British General Staff: Reform and Innovation 1890-1939 (Frank
Cass, 2002).

30 B.J. Bond, The Victorian Army and the Staff College 1854-1914 (Eyre Methuen,1972), pp. 232-233.
31 N. D’Ombrain, War Machinery and High Policy (Oxford University Press, 1973).

32 D.G. Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion: Strategy, Politics and British War Planning 1880-1914
(Oxford University Press, 2017).

33 D’0Ombrain, War Machinery, p. 210.



work in defence strategy in the years prior to the Great War. This thesis will consider
and analyse these debates and draw conclusions from the evidence, especially in

relation to the influence and activities of Nicholson.

Methodology

Rather than being a biography of Nicholson, this thesis aims to develop an
understanding of his role and career, and the significance of his contribution to the
development of the army. My starting point has been to read secondary sources,
which have enabled me to identify and understand key issues, such as invasion
strategy, army reform, imperial defence and the development of a general staff, and
gain an understanding what Nicholson’s role might have been with regard to those
issues. This has been followed by seeking out and making a critical analysis of
relevant documents about Nicholson in a number of archives across the country. I
have evaluated and critiqued those sources alongside references found in secondary
sources. The thesis also engages with how contemporaries and historians have
appraised Nicholson’s response to issues where he encountered setbacks, such as
the Blue Water School and limitations in the development of an Imperial General
Staff.

One reason why Nicholson has been largely forgotten is that administrators
are not attractive and glamorous figures, failing to appeal to, and therefore attract,
the attention of military historians.3* The other reason - and a difficulty for the
author of this thesis - is that, unlike many of his contemporaries he left no cache of

private papers that might be used by historians. The reason for this may be that

34 Brice makes a similar argument with regard to Sir Henry Brackenbury in his book, The Thinking
Man’s Soldier: The Life and Career of General Sir Henry Brackenbury 1837-1914 (Helion, 2015) pp.
XV-XXV.
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Nicholson died quite suddenly from cancer3> and his wife sold their house and
possessions and moved to live in the south of France. What does remain is a
collection of letters and official documents, scattered throughout the country, among
the archives of those with whom Nicholson corresponded. A great deal of my work
has involved research in these various archives, gathering and assessing
correspondence to, from and about Nicholson. The fascinating yet complex
challenge has been to bring all of these various sources together and to reach
conclusions about Nicholson’s power, influence and impact upon defence policy.
My analysis has shown that archival sources for Nicholson really begin from
the time of his participation in the Second Anglo-Afghan War in 1880. This is an
important date because it is from this time that he began to emerge as a key member
of Roberts’ ‘ring’3¢ and began to exert an influence on significant debates.
Additionally, it is from this time that his reputation began to be built. Letters to both
Lord Roberts and Henry Spenser Wilkinson3” show an officer of ability, who was
outspoken and forthright about events and individuals, and who became
increasingly frustrated with life in India. They demonstrate Nicholson’s developing
views with regard to fighting on the north-west frontier and the defence of India.
The letters between Nicholson and Roberts show their mutual dependency.
Nicholson relied upon Roberts, initially at least, for his advancement, while Roberts

increasingly relied upon Nicholson’s literary skills and opinions. They indicate a

35 Information taken from Nicholson’s death certificate, which states that he had mediastinal
carcinoma for five months.

36 Field Marshal Frederick Lord Roberts V.C. (1832-1914). For Roberts’ “ring” see Beckett, A British
Profession of Arms, pp. 74-109; R. Atwood, The Life of Field Marshal Lord Roberts (Bloomsbury,
2015), pp- 166-167; 1. Hamilton, Listening for the Drums (Faber and Faber, 1944), pp. 149, 215.

37 Both sets of letters are in the National Army Museum. The letters with Roberts date between
1889 and 1914, while the correspondence with Spenser Wilkinson dates from 1892 until 1914.
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relationship which was based upon professional respect rather than showing any
particular warmth and friendliness.38

The letters to the journalist Spenser Wilkinson3? are somewhat more
informal in tone, perhaps indicating their friendship and the respect that they had
for each other’s views and intellect. The fact that he corresponded regularly with
Wilkinson in order to advance his causes (although he was not alone in having a
relationship with the press) was an approach that was deemed to be controversial.40

As is shown by the correspondence, a number of senior officers regarded him
with frustration. This is certainly shown in the correspondence of Sir James Hills-
Johnes with regard to Nicholson’s performance during the Tirah expedition.#! There
are those officers, however, who regarded him with affection, such as Aylmer
Haldane,*? Lockhart and Churchill.#3 There are others, such as Kitchener, who
regarded him as a constant irritant and others, lan Hamilton** and Henry Wilson,4>
who while initially friendly came to regard him with increasing frustration and
irritation. Many of his fellow officers saw Nicholson as someone who had the ear of
leading politicians, such as Haldane, Esher and Churchill, and with whom he engaged
on a number of issues.

Sources within the Royal Archives give a clear indication of the lessons that

Nicholson learned from his time as the chief British Army observer during the

38 They would appear to indicate that while Nicholson was a significant and important member of
Roberts’ ring, the latter was closer to other members, such as Ian Hamilton.

39 Henry Spenser Wilkinson (1852-1937) was a journalist with the Manchester Guardian and then
the Morning Post, who later became the first Chichele Professor of Military History at Oxford
University and Fellow of All Souls College. He was regarded as one of the most intellectual military
thinkers of the time.

40 French and Reid, (eds), The British General Staff, p. 40.

41 NLW, The Dolaucothi Collection - correspondence of Sir James Hill-Johnes.

42 NLS, Haldane MSS 20247, Aylmer Haldane Diary.

43 University of Cambridge, Churchill Archives Centre (CAC).

44 Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, Kings’ College, London, (LHCMA), Hamilton Papers.

45 Imperial War Museum (IWM), Wilson Papers, including Wilson Diary 1893-1922.
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Russo-Japanese War (1904-05), and reveal a number of the debates and issues that
involved Nicholson during his time at the War Office. The National Archives provide
insight into some of the key questions, such as his contribution to debates within the
War Office, development of professionalism and the establishment of the General
Staff. Nicholson’s time at the War Office, with the exception of the period from his
ousting by the Esher Committee until his return as QMG,*® spanned the remainder
of his military career until his retirement in 1912. The minutes of the Army Council
indicate the volume and variety of issues that Nicholson had to cover at the War
Office. There is a considerable number of resources in the National Archives,
including the Roberts and Kitchener papers, Cabinet papers, War Office files,
minutes of the CID and of the Army Council. An analysis of those is important for
understanding his work while at the War Office. These documents also enable the
writer to develop an understanding of Nicholson’s character and intellect. For
example, his forensic questioning of witnesses and his ability to analyse issues and
to write detailed and precise memoranda is clearly indicated during a number of
debates and committees, such as on the topic of aviation. Nicholson’s questioning of
experts was forthright and detailed, and it would appear that he influenced the
outcome of reports produced by those sub-committees.#’ Similarly the thesis will,
in Chapter Eight, examine Nicholson’s role during the Dardanelles Commission.
Sources from a variety of archives shed light upon Nicholson’s relationship
with a number of politicians. The Esher papers held in the Churchill College archives

show the developing relationship between Nicholson and Lord Esher. Esher had

46 Nicholson spent that period as the senior British observer attached to the Japanese Army during
the Russo-Japanese War. There are many relevant sources for that period in the Royal Archives
(RA), the Roberts MSS and the Wilkinson MSS.

47 TNA, CAB 16/7, Report and Proceedings of a Sub-Committee of the Committee of Imperial
Defence on Aerial Navigation, 28 January 1909. See also Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 246.
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been responsible for Nicholson’s removal from the War Office in 1904, but soon
changed his mind about Nicholson, having read his despatches during the Russo-
Japanese War#8.  Sometime later, Esher was to confirm this revised view of
Nicholson by again writing to Knollys#° that he had a high opinion of the CIGS as a
quiet but hard worker and ‘an underrated man’>® The Haldane papers and Haig
papers in the National Library of Scotland have revealed a considerable amount of
information regarding the relationship that pertained between them, and also
Nicholson’s time at the War Office. Likewise, the British Library holds a number of
significant collections. The Arnold-Forster papers reveal the Secretary of State’s
attempts to introduce reforms, his desire to bring Nicholson back to the War Office
following his time in Manchuria, and his views on the ineffectiveness of Lyttelton.51
The Hutton papers, also in the British Library, show the significance of Nicholson'’s
time as CIGS and his intrigues, in 1911, in endeavouring to prepare the dominions
for a possible war in Europe. Following Nicholson’s retirement, he was sent to India
to chair a committee to investigate Indian Army expenditure, the report of which
was never published and which divided the members of the committee, resulting in
the production of both majority and minority reports.>? The archival sources
regarding the report provide important information regarding the debates of the
financing of the Indian Army and how Nicholson conducted himself as chair of the

committee.

48 RA, ADD E/25, Esher to Knollys, 30 December 1904.

49 Francis Knollys, 1st Viscount Knollys was the Private Secretary to the monarch from 1901-13.

50 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/41/103, Esher to Knollys, 31 December 1909.

51 The Arnold-Forster papers are held in the British Library (BL). Hugh Oakley Arnold-Forster was
secretary of state for war between 1903 and December 1905. Sir Neville Lyttelton was the first CGS
(1904-1908).

52 Asia, Pacific and Africa Collections (APAC), British Library, Minutes of Evidence taken before the
Committee of Indian Army Expenditure (Nicholson Committee).
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Given the significance of the period 1901-1914 with regard to the
development of the British Army, the aim of this thesis is to fill the gap in the
historiography regarding Nicholson’s role in this process. In analysing this, the
thesis will address several key questions. Firstly, how important to the development
of Nicholson'’s career was his relationship with Lord Roberts? Secondly, what was
Nicholson’s contribution to the establishment of a General Staff, and how effective
was he when he took up the post of CGS/CIGS? Thirdly, what was Nicholson's
contribution to the preparation of the army for a continental war? Finally, given
Nicholson’s intellect and ability, especially as an administrator, why has he largely
been forgotten?

The thesis, which is largely chronological in approach is, however, a thematic
analysis of Nicholson’s career. It is divided into nine chapters. The first two deal
with Nicholson’s early life and career. The third chapter analyses the relationship
between Nicholson and Roberts. It addresses the first key question about the nature
of that relationship at a time when Roberts began to acknowledge and appreciate
Nicholson’s skills as an engineer and then as an administrator. He began to rely
heavily on Nicholson to write his despatches, speeches and even his book. In many
respects, however, this was the most successful and significant period of Nicholson's
career. It not only shaped his own career but in many ways helped to shape Roberts’
career, too. The chapter will also consider the relationship they both developed with
the press. The relationship between Nicholson and Roberts developed further
during the South African War when Nicholson was appointed by Roberts as his
Military Secretary and subsequently as Director of Transport. Building upon that,
Chapter Four considers Nicholson’s growing reputation as a strategic thinker. This

reputation, and that as a military expert, developed during his time as secretary of
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the Defence Committee at Simla, as the chief observer in the Russo-Japanese War
and as a member of the invasion and channel tunnel committees of the CID.

The next three chapters analyse Nicholson’s career at the War Office between
1901 and 1912 when he held the posts of DGMI (1901-04), QMG (1905-08) and
CGS/CIGS (1908-12). They will consider the two key questions regarding his
contribution to the establishment of a General Staff, coupled with an analysis of his
effectiveness as CGS/CIGS. These chapters will also analyse his contribution
towards preparing the army for a continental war. They will examine Nicholson's
role in dealing with the significant issues facing the country at that time, including
army reform, the establishment of a General Staff and subsequently an Imperial
General Staff. Nicholson’s contribution towards a series of debates about possible
invasion and his disputes with Sir John Fisher form an important part of the
conversation and whether their feud reduced the effectiveness of the CID. Nicholson
was personally in favour of conscription but was pragmatic in his decision to oppose
its introduction, recognising that it was both unacceptable politically and unpopular
with the general public. In answering the question of Nicholson’s contribution to
the preparation of the army for a continental war, further consideration will be given
to whether Nicholson was a technophobe, as some, especially aviation ‘enthusiasts’
have claimed. A detailed discussion of aviation is given in response to this question.

Nicholson continued to play an important role in retirement and Chapter
Eight will consider the significance of this last phase of his career. Upon retirement
he was called to return to India to chair a committee, known as the Nicholson
Committee, examining Indian Army expenditure. Following his return home, he was
selected to be the army representative on the Dardanelles Commission, which was

to investigate the failures of the Dardanelles campaign. In both of these Nicholson's
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role proved to be controversial. In the former it brought him into conflict with the
supporters of Kitchener. Additionally, the report was never published since
agreement on an outcome could not be reached as the committee was divided. In
the latter it brought him into conflict again with lan Hamilton. In addition, there was
an adverse reaction to the influence that some claimed he had upon the conclusions
of the Commission.

The final question, about why Nicholson has largely been forgotten is an
important theme of this thesis. Given his prominence in the important years before
the First World War it is difficult to understand why no historian has undertaken any
analysis of his career. There are a number of possible reasons for this. Firstly,
Nicholson spent much of his career in India and consequently was not well known
at home. Secondly, being an army administrator, he did not fit the heroic warrior
model and has therefore been ignored by historians. Finally, and importantly, the
lack of any archive of documents relating to him makes researching his career very
complicated. These issues will be explored in detail in the course of the thesis.

Hew Strachan, when talking about the development of the British Army in
this period, has recently indicated that ‘waging a modern war was about
administration and good management as much as courage and inspiration.s3
Nicholson was the prime example of an army administrator and now is the
appropriate time to reconsider Nicholson’s contribution to that development. This
thesis aims to provide a more sustained analysis of his career, and especially his role

in the War Office, than previously attempted.

53 Sir Hew Strachan’s comments on the back cover of the paperback edition of Brice, Sir Henry
Brackenbury.
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Chapter One Background, Education and Formative Influences
Education

William Gustavus Nicholson was born into a minor landowning family in
Yorkshire and rose to become the first CIGS. This chapter will examine the influence
that his early life and education had on the establishment of his reputation as an
intelligent, hardworking individual, who would later develop into a successful
officer. It will also consider how he began to develop his skills as an administrative
and military expert.

Nicholson was born in the Mansion House at Roundhay, Leeds, on 2 March
1845, the fifth son of Mr William Nicholson Nicholson ].P, D.L. and his wife Martha.
William Nicholson Nicholson inherited the estate at Roundhay on the death of his
uncle in 1858.1 Nicholson’s father was a learned and moderately wealthy man; he
had a master’s degree from Cambridge University and became a Deputy Lord
Lieutenant of the West Riding of Yorkshire and a Justice of the Peace. Despite his
inheritance, in an era when a combination of money, position and connections
mattered, he did not have the influence or family interest that would expedite his
son’s career.

Following an incident when Nicholson’s father had accidentally shot and
killed his gamekeeper,? family life for the Nicholsons became dull and regimented.3

The family was deeply religious* and Bible reading took place every morning before

1 The Nicholson family had only acquired the estate in 1803 when Thomas Nicholson (Nicholson’s
great uncle) had purchased the land. William Nicholson Nicholson died in 1868 and in 1871 the
estate was put up for sale due to the problems of inheritance given that he had thirteen children. It
was bought by a group, including John Barran the Mayor of Leeds and subsequently purchased by
Leeds Council and turned into a public park.

2 The incident is described in the Leeds Mercury, 23 May 1840.

3 S. Burt, An Illustrated History of Roundhay Park (privately published, 1984), p. 24.

4 Burt, Roundhay Park, p. 13. The family, up to and including Thomas Nicholson, had been Quakers.
There is no indication of how Thomas became so wealthy, although Dr Stephen Burt, formerly
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breakfast while other reading was strictly limited to Christian texts, for example,
Biography of God’s People in Olden Times.> This austere, religious upbringing was to
influence William, who remained a deeply religious person throughout his life,
although he expanded the scope of his reading considerably at school. The fact that
he was a religious person may have marked him out as somewhat ‘different’ from
many of his military contemporaries and some of them were quick to point out that
Nicholson was fond of quoting scriptural verse to them.®

Nicholson attended Leeds Grammar School from 26 January 1857 until he
left in July 1862. His time at the school, which was to have a significant impact upon
his future life and career, entirely coincided with the headmastership of the great
Rev. Dr Alfred Barry.” Nicholson excelled as a student at school, and consequently
Barry tried to persuade him to pursue a university career, followed by a career in
law.8 However, despite his undoubted ability, William had his mind firmly set upon a
military career, even though there was no family tradition of service in the army.
Perhaps Nicholson’s most significant and lasting contribution to the life of the school
was the formation of an embryonic cadet corps. The Rifle Training Corps at Leeds
Grammar School was founded in 1860° as were corps at Rossall School,1? Eton,

Harrow, Rugby, Marlborough and Winchester.1! Tension between Britain and France

Director of the Royal Armouries in Leeds, believes it may have been through the production of
munitions.

5 Burt, Roundhay Park, p. 24.

6 W. Robertson, From Private to Field Marshal (Constable, 1921), p. 167.

7 Barry'’s father was the renowned architect Sir Charles Barry, who designed the Houses of
Parliament. His brother, Edmund, was also an architect who designed the new buildings for the
Grammar School, which were opened in 1859.

8 The Grammar School at Leeds Archives (GSAL), The Leodiensian, XXXVII. 3, December 1918, p. 96.
9 A. C. Price, A History of the Leeds Grammar School (Leeds, 1919), p. 282. Price was the Senior
History Master at the school and in his book, he termed it the Cadet Corps.

10 The corps at Rossall was founded on 1 February 1860 and is accepted to be the first in any of the
Public Schools.

11 A. Seldon and D. Walsh, Public Schools and the Great War: The Generation Lost (Pen and Sword,
2015) p. 25.
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had risen following the Orsini affair'? and by 1859 there was a perceived threat of
invasion by a large French army.13 The Secretary of State for War, Jonathan Peel, 4 in
May 1859, sent a letter to the lieutenants of counties throughout the country
authorising the formation of volunteer rifle corps.1> He also sent letters to a handful
of public schools and universities inviting them to form units of the volunteer corps.
It is a measure of Nicholson’s awareness, ability and powers of persuasion that he,
even at this early stage, recognised the importance of this potential threat and
persuaded the headmaster to allow him to form a cadet corps at the school.

At first the cadet corps in the public schools were not taken particularly
seriously!6, but the corps at Leeds Grammar School appears to have been an
exception,!” even though numbers did tail off significantly after the initial
enthusiasm. The fact that it was taken seriously derived from the influence and drive
of Nicholson, the first officer.18

Nicholson again demonstrated his attention to detail by designing and
organising the production of the uniform for the cadet corps at the school. The initial
uniform of the corps at Leeds Grammar School, as decided upon by Nicholson, was
a light grey tunic with narrow black and red facings, light grey trousers, a shako with
a bronze medallion of the school arms and a buff belt. In his history of the school,

Price indicated Nicholson’s significance in the development of the corps.

12 Felice Orsini tried to assassinate Emperor Napoleon III of France in January 1858 using bombs
that had been manufactured in Birmingham.

13 R.E. Zegger, “Victorians in Arms. The French Invasion Scare of 1859-60", History Today, 23. 10
(October 1973), pp. 705-714.

14 Peel was the fifth son of Sir Robert Peel and was Secretary of State for War between February
1858 and June 1859.

15 [.LF.W. Beckett, Riflemen Form: A Study of the Volunteer Rifle Movement, 1859-1908 (Pen and
Sword, 2007); H. Cunningham, The Volunteer Force: A Social and Political History 1859-1908 (Croom
Helm, 1975).

16 Seldon and Walsh, Public Schools and the Great War, p. 26.

17 Price, Leeds Grammar School. pp. 314-317.

18 Tbid, p. 317.
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The officers were a lieutenant (W.G. Nicholson), an ensign
(C.H. Kemplay), a colour-sergeant (A.L. Jukes), and, I think
a corporal. Sergeant Neville was the instructor - always
punctual, painstaking, and good-humoured. Two or three
times a week - perhaps on Wednesdays and Saturdays
only - the members came to School in uniform and had an
hour’s drill after twelve|...]The corps came into existence
about 1860 and may have reached a total strength of 25
or so in its most flourishing state. Then attendances fell
off until half-a-dozen was the usual muster, and it had
probably died a natural death several months before
Midsummer 1862, when the C.0. left School for
Woolwich.1®

The fact that the corps was instituted with the permission of, but without any
particular influence, or indeed interest from, Dr Barry indicates the motivation and
ambition of Nicholson, as all the sources from the school suggest that it was entirely
at his instigation. Despite the difficulties when Nicholson left, by 1911 its strength

had reached two officers and 77 cadets.20

In general, the education system was designed to give instruction in a very
narrow range of subjects, a view that was expressed by Dr Edward Thring,?! ‘If
professional education is the object, then by all means establish schools to give it.
But they cannot be great schools that train for the Universities, for they go on the
principle that education is the object. 22 According to G. Harries-Jenkins:

It was initially left to a number of poorly endowed grammar schools,

and a number of private schools which ranged in their efficiency from

‘Dame Schools’ to ‘Private Academies’ to teach subjects other than the

‘business of the classics’, and to meet the needs of the middle class with
regard to professional training based on scientific instruction. 23

19 Price, Leeds Grammar School, p. 315.

20 Hansard, House of Commons Debates, 11 April 1911, vol. 24 cc407-13.

21 Edward Thring was the Headmaster of Uppingham School from 1853-1887 and is generally
accepted as being the founder of the Headmasters’ Conference, the origin of the public school
system.

22 E. Thring, Education and School (Cambridge: 1864), p. 94.

23 G. Harries-Jenkins, The Army in Victorian Society (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977) p. 110.
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Leeds Grammar School was to prove to be the exception, and this was to have
significant consequences for Nicholson’s educational background. The school was
an old, well-endowed grammar school, having its foundation, officially, in 1552.24 The
school had begun to teach mathematics before 1790,2> and had also introduced
teaching in French, and other foreign languages in 1779.26 Although Nicholson
would have received instruction in French, he was later to comment to Spenser
Wilkinson that he could not speak the language.?” That comment is even more
interesting when it appears likely that his wife was at least partly French; ‘Lady
Nicholson was a Miss Dillon?8, but she is more French than Irish and she is the happy
owner of some exquisite lace which once belonged to the Empress Josephine.??

Like all public schools and grammar schools at this time, Leeds Grammar
School followed a largely classical education. However, following the Eldon
Judgement of 1805, which became known as the ‘Leeds Grammar School case’, the
curriculum was widened to include subjects other than the classical languages and
divinity.3 Mathematics was to be taught as it was usually required for entering the
universities, but nothing except classics was to be taught until a boy could ‘construe

his Latin Testament’3! In 1818 a third master, who was to teach mathematics, was

24 The origins of the school can be traced back to 1341. See ].G. Davies, From Bridge to Moor (Smith
Settle, 2002), pp. 1-4.

25 1. Sheepshanks, A Brief History of the Free Grammar School at Leeds (Dewhirst, 1822), p. 39. See
also Davies, From Bridge to Moor, p. 44.

26 Sheepshanks, Brief History, p. 54.

27 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-59, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson. 16 June 1904.

28 Some sources claim her maiden name to have been D’Allier. See appendix 2.

29 The Sketch, ‘Small Talk of the Week; Sir William Nicholson’, 23 November 1904, p. 7.

30 GSAL, 11 Vesey Junior Report, The Attorney-General v. Whiteley, 20-22 July 1805, p. 241-7.

The case had its origins in a dispute between the headmaster and trustees (governors) over the
latter’s desire to extend the curriculum to prepare the pupils for a more modern society. The
headmaster argued that this would be against the principles of the founders of the school.

31 Price, Leeds Grammar School, p. 145.
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appointed.3? The Rules and Orders of the school of 8 March 1822 shows very clearly
that mathematics, including algebra and trigonometry, was taught throughout the
school from the second form.33 This is probably one of the reasons why the school,
despite its classical heritage, was able to produce a significant number of pupils who
became prominent engineers.

Nicholson was educated under this extended curriculum, although he
did still enjoy an essentially classical education. Indeed, Nicholson could quote Latin
verse and scripture at will and did so on many occasions.?* ‘In Nicholson’s case it
resulted in his being, to an extraordinary extent, a polished student of classical
authors, and an accomplished writer of felicitous expressions and incisive
phraseology in his own language’3> According to Henry Spenser Wilkinson, the
military correspondent of the Manchester Guardian and with whom Nicholson
corresponded regularly, he was always ready with a Latin quotation from Ovid to
Virgil3e. It was, however, his education at the school, with this extended curriculum,
that prepared Nicholson particularly well for his entry into Woolwich. Indeed, many
of Nicholson’s contemporaries and near contemporaries at school became, like
Nicholson himself, well-known engineers and/or soldiers.3” The school was not a
specialist school for engineers and yet:

The fact, however, of so many pupils becoming leaders in various walks

of life and especially in engineering shows how Dr Barry must have
been able to educate them, not only in what Carlyle calls ‘gerund

32 Ibid, p. 27.

33 |bid, p. 46.

34 GSAL, Leeds Free Grammar School Calendar, 1862, p. 11. Nicholson was awarded the Theology
prize in his final year at school.

35 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 237.

36 R. Atwood, The Life of Field Marshal Lord Roberts (Bloomsbury, 2014) p. 164.

37 Robert Elliott-Cooper became President of the of the Institute of Civil Engineers in 1912; George
Francis Henderson became a very distinguished soldier, noted military historian, instructor at
Sandhurst, and Director of Military Intelligence on Lord Roberts’ staff; Sir Robert (known as Robin)
Wynne-Edwards, who served with distinction during the Great War, was also to become the
President of the Institute of Civil Engineers.
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grinding’, but in the far harder task of grasping the broad essentials of
life and the practical purposes to which to apply their knowledge.38

In addition to providing an essentially classical education most public schools
regarded the development of character as being of almost equal importance to
intellectual development. The Clarendon Commission, which had been set up in
1861 by Parliament to investigate concerns over the finances, buildings and
management of these institutions, stated that, ‘these schools have been the chief
nurseries of our statesmen: [they] ... have had perhaps the largest share in moulding
the character of an English gentleman’3® The young men at these schools, ‘had been
educated in the gentlemanly traditions of loyalty, chivalry, honour, patriotism,
Christianity, sportsmanship and leadership.“°Great emphasis was also placed upon

the establishment of character by means of participation in organised games.

There is no evidence that Nicholson took part in any sporting activity. An
article writer in The Sketch writes of him as, ‘a tall, well-set-up man, with a charming
manner and is a regular glutton for work, which can best be done, he believes, in the
small hours between 4 a.m. and breakfast.4! The writer goes on to say that, ‘He does
not care about sport, therein differing greatly from his wife, Lady Nicholson.4? The
fact that he worked so hard and had no interest at all in sport might explain partly
why Nicholson was regarded as being somewhat aloof and not good at mixing with
his fellow officers and ordinary soldiers.#3 That, coupled with the fact that he was
most uncomfortable on horseback, was certainly a handicap in India where favourite
sports among officers included polo and riding. William Robertson was later to

describe an awkward situation for Nicholson in the presence of the King:

Once when Sir William Nicholson was attending in this capacity [CIGS]
the King led us a long morning ride in the hot sun, and as Nicholson

38 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238.

39 Clarendon Commission 1864.

40 ].G. Davies, A High Ideal. Leeds Grammar School and the Great War (Leeds Grammar School, 2015),
p. 15. See also G. Best, ‘Militarism and the Victorian Public School’ in The Victorian Public School, B.
Simon and 1. Bradley(eds), (Gill and Company, 1975).

41 The Sketch, 23 June 1904, p. 7.

42 [bid. p. 7.

43 W. R. Birdwood, Khaki and Gown (Ward, Lock and Co., 1941), pp. 82-83.
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neither liked nor was accustomed to horse-exercise he returned to the
Royal Pavilion feeling rather stiff and sore, both in mind and body.
During luncheon he had to submit to a certain amount of chaff on the
subject, the King humorously condoling with him on the sufferings of
the morning. Nicholson, who was fond of quoting scripture, replied,
“Thank you. Sir, but I trust that I bear my trials with appropriate
patience, for [ know that whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth.”44

By way of contrast Lady Nicholson was described as a ‘brilliant lady, who
proved herself to be a crack rifle-shot, a capital golfer, in addition to her

owning a nice string of horses which won many a trotting-match for her’4>

Nicholson left the school in July 1862 to compete for a place at the Royal
Military Academy, Woolwich. He did, however, keep in contact with the school
throughout his career and the school magazine regularly reported his activities,
advancements and promotions. Owing to the fact that the majority of his career was
spent in India and other parts of the Empire he rarely had the opportunity to visit,
although on 11 July 1910, when he was Chief of the Imperial General Staff, he was
able to return:#6

We had the honour of a visit from our most distinguished Old Boy,
General Sir W G Nicholson. The Corps paraded at 10 am and in review
order. The General arrived at 11.15 and was received with the usual
ceremonial salute. Then he inspected the Company and a march past
was performed and a little drilling done. The movements were all
executed with smartness and steadiness, and altogether the drilling
was on that occasion well up to the best work of the Corps... In his
words of praise for Doctor Barry he said, “Doctor Barry was a very
brilliant scholar besides being a most sympathetic headmaster. And
under his tuition to quote ‘Hudibras’ we could ...speak Greek as
naturally as pigs squeak, [...] Latin was no more difficult than to a
blackbird ‘tis to whistle”. Further in sketching his career as a soldier
he said that his position of officer of the School Cadet Corps, which he
started, had first trained his mind to the idea of military service. He
hoped those who were now in the training corps would not allow their
knowledge to go to waste. He mentioned the various fields of activity

44 Robertson, Private to Field Marshal, p.167. Field Marshal Sir William Robert Robertson (1860-
1933) was Chief of the Imperial General Staff from 1916-1918.

45 The Sketch, 23 June 1904, p. 7.

46 Nicholson was in Leeds to be awarded an honorary degree by Leeds University.
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open to them, the Regular Army, the Special Reserve, or the Territorial
Force.*’

Woolwich
Nicholson had left Leeds in 1862 for the RMA Woolwich, which had been

established in 1741 as a British Army military academy for the training of
commissioned officers for the Royal Engineers and Royal Artillery. The army had the
advantage over other occupational professional groups of having its own academic
institutions in the form of the RMA and the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. At
the RMA ‘Gentlemen officer cadets were expected on entry to possess a knowledge
of English, Mathematics, Latin, French, Geography, History and Drawing, a range of
subjects far wider then associated with a classical education.’4® Likewise, at the
Academy, a considerable emphasis was placed upon instruction in mathematics and
in both of these regards, Nicholson was at something of an advantage having
received some instruction in these subjects while at school.

The Royal Military Academy, in theory, appeared to ensure that

potential officers in the Artillery and Engineers were participants in

an educational process which was directly related to the

development of a highly professionalized occupational group.#®

Entry to Woolwich was by competitive exam. Commissions from Woolwich

were also awarded by examination rather than purchase, and therefore there was
considerable competition to enter that place. Coming from a minor land-owning
family, at a time prior to the abolition of the purchase of commissions, the fact that

the Royal Engineers were not covered by that system was beneficial to him.

Nicholson proved both his ability and the good education he had received at school

47 GSAL, The Leodiensian, XXIX (July 1910), pp. 65-67.
48 Harries-Jenkins, The Army in Victorian Society, p. 114.
49 [bid. p. 114.
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by finishing in first place in the examination and as a consequence was appointed a
gentleman cadet in the 5t class on 11 August 1862.5° A cadet would be in each of
the 5 classes during his time at the Academy and progress depended upon
satisfactory performance in the examinations.

Conditions at Woolwich tended to be quite harsh, although food tended to be
simple but of good quality. Given the austere nature of Nicholson’s family life, he
appeared to have little difficulty in adjusting to the nature of the regime at the RMA,
and it was noted that, when a senior cadet he could be most sympathetic to those
junior cadets who were struggling.>? Nicholson came out top of his year and was
awarded the Pollock medal and sword.5?

One of Nicholson’s contemporaries at the Royal Military Academy spoke very
gratefully about his kindness and consideration to a forlorn ‘snooker’>? at a time
when discipline at the RMA was lacking in those qualities.>* This was to be reflected
during Nicholson’s career in that he could be considerate and loyal to those whom
he supported and who shared his views while, conversely, he could be outspoken
and intolerant of those with whom he disagreed. The correspondent for The Sketch,
for example, describes him as having a ‘charming manner’,>> while Robertson said

that he was, ‘in reality a kind hearted man.>¢ Scott-Moncrieff, who knew Nicholson

50 Archive of RMA Sandhurst (SA), Register of the RMA Woolwich. Nicholson entered the 4t class
on 30 January 1863, the 3d class on 14 August 1863, the second class on 3 February 1864 and the
1st class on 4 August 1864; GSAL, Leeds Free Grammar School Calendar 1863, p. 7.

51 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238.

52 SA, Register of the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich. Records of the Institution of Civil
Engineers (ICE), entry 3006, Entry for William Gustavus Nicholson, 3rd December 1872; GSAL,
Leeds Free Grammar School Calendar 1865, p. 7.

53 The term ‘snooker’ was used for new cadets to the RMA.

54 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238.

55 The Sketch, 23 November 1904.

56 Robertson, Private to Field Marshal, p. 137.
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well, said of him, ‘he was an intensely amusing comrade, full of humour and
unexpected jokes [...] He was full of sympathy and kindness’.5”

Nicholson had a successful career at Woolwich, bringing with him the same
attributes that he had displayed at Leeds Grammar School. A public school
education, such as he had experienced at Leeds, was deemed invaluable because of
the qualities of character which such schools developed. Those qualities included,
training the mind in the classical tradition, with an emphasis on order, discipline,
loyalty and authority, and training the body by means of team sports. At Woolwich
the predominant subject was mathematics, and cadets also studied military
engineering, practical geometry, topography, drawing, French, German, gymnastics,
military administration and infantry drill. Nicholson had passed into and out of
Woolwich at the head of the list, leaving on 22 December 1864. In addition to being
awarded the Pollock sword and medal,>® Nicholson was also awarded prizes for
artillery, fortification, chemistry, mathematics and practical geometry.>®
Consequently, he was able to obtain a commission into the Royal Engineers, since
those placed highest on the list could choose whether to enter the Engineers or the
Artillery. Cadets who finished lower down the list were, in general, given
commissions in the Artillery. After receiving his commission on 21 March 1865,
Nicholson was posted, as was usual for all Engineer graduates, to the School of

Military Engineering at Chatham for two years further training.

57 Scott-Moncrieff, p. 249.

58 The medal was first awarded in June 1848 and continued to be awarded in its original form until
June 1861, soon after which the seminary (The East India Company’s Seminary at Addiscombe) was
closed and activity transferred to the RMA, Woolwich. The award was in commemoration of
General George Pollock’s victories in Afghanistan in 1842 and was given to the ‘most distinguished
cadet of the season’.

59 SA, Register of the RMA, Woolwich.

60 SA, Register of the RMA, Woolwich.
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Early career

Following his two years at Chatham Nicholson was, somewhat unusually, sent
as one of the delegation, on behalf of the government, to make observations and
prepare a report on the guns at the Paris Exhibition of 1867.61 It has not been
possible to trace the reasons why Nicholson was chosen for this task, given his youth
and lack of experience, but it can be speculated that someone who could carefully
observe and then analyse their observations was needed. Additionally, he had
finished first in his year at Woolwich and won the prize for artillery. At the
exhibition, the German firm of Krupp displayed their new 50-ton gun, which could
fire a shell weighing over 1,000 pounds. It was described as, ‘A monster such as the
world has never seen’%? Although many of the reports by the myriad of observers
are in existence, it has not been possible to find a copy of Nicholson’s own report.
Following his completion of that assignment he then obtained a posting to
Barbados.3

It would appear that the work in which he was then involved, essentially the
construction of the port and harbour defences, was not too arduous and certainly
would not tax someone of his undoubted ability.®4 Unlike many who served in that
area, Nicholson seemed to cope very well with the conditions ‘and the climate seems
to have left his vigour and energy unimpaired.®> In actual fact, the experience he was

to gain in the essential features of coastal fortification, as exemplified in the defence

61 [CE, Entry 3006 for William Gustavus Nicholson, 17 April 1872.

62 W.0. Henderson, Industrial Revolution on the Continent - Germany, France, Russia 1800-1914
(Frank Cass, 1961), p. 37.

63 [CE, Entry 3006 for William Gustavus Nicholson, 17 April 1872.

64 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238.

65 [bid, p. 238.
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of the island, would stand him in good stead when he later came to take up the work
as secretary of the defence committee in India.

While based in Barbados he also spent time at Demerara in British Guiana
where he was appointed acting colonial engineer from August 1868 to July 1869.66
While he was in Demerara he met the lady who he was soon to marry. To be married
as ayoung subaltern in the 1860s/1870s was unusual and at the time of his marriage
he was only 24 years 0ld.%? It was generally felt in the army that to be married so
young hindered chances for promotion® and it appears that initially his rate of
promotion was quite slow, especially for someone of his ability; he remained as a
lieutenant until March 1878.69 The circumstances of Nicholson’s marriage were
quite unusual in that he was a religious man’? and a very committed member of the
Church of England while his wife was a Roman Catholic and remained so throughout
her life. According to Nicholson’s army service record’! he married Victorie Ursula
Dallier on 6 June 1869 in the Roman Catholic cathedral in British Guiana, the service
being conducted by the Roman Catholic Bishop of British Guiana.”? The marriage
was recorded in the Army and Navy Gazette of 21 August 1869 as follows,

7 June at Georgetown, Demerara, by the Reverend
Father Wilson, Lieutenant William Gustavus Nicholson,

66 [CE, Entry 3006 for William Gustavus Nicholson, 17 April 1872.

67 Assuming he had married in 1869.

68 The old military adage was, ‘Subalterns must not marry, captains may marry, majors should marry
and colonels must marry’. Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 131. See also .LEW. Beckett, ‘Women
and Patronage in the Late Victorian Army’ History, 85.279 (July 2000), pp. 463-480 for the influence
of wives upon their husbands’ careers in the army.

69 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 239.

70 In a number of his letters Nicholson freely quotes from or cites scripture. For example, NAM
Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-38, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson 14 July 1896, Nicholson writes, 'this
view is confirmed by the Sagacious Solomon, Ecclesiastes VII, 15 and VIII, 14.’

71 UK Regimental Registers of Service 1756-1900, Statement of the Services of William Gustavus
Nicholson of the Royal Engineers.

72 Ibid.
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Royal Engineers to Victorine, only daughter of the late

Dominique Dallier, of this colony.”3
Other sources, however, including both of their obituaries’4, state that his wife’s
name was Victorie Ursula Dillon and that they married in 1871.75> Whilst it may be
perceived that being married at an early age slowed down Nicholson’s early
promotion, it cannot be argued that his wife had a detrimental effect upon his career,
in fact the reverse was true. She was to prove to be a lively and vivacious character,
who was extremely popular. Major-General Sir George Greaves, who, from 1879-
1885, was adjutant-general in India, wrote of her, ‘Mrs Nicholson, now Lady
Nicholson of Roundhay, was a great hostess at Simla. She was called “Queen
Victoria”, as she was very stately and queenly and her name was Victoria. When the
Duke of Connaught came to Simla with the Duchess, he was very amused when he
heard of the Simla “Queen Victoria”7¢

Also Nicholson’s case was not unique because promotion in general slowed

down after the abolition of purchase in 1870,77 and in the artillery and engineers,
where seniority applied, promotion was notoriously slow.”® To clarify, in the Indian
army where purchase did not apply, promotion was even slower. Calculations in
1891 showed that officers in the Indian Staff Corps were serving eleven, twenty and
twenty-six years on average before gaining promotion to the rank of captain, major

and lieutenant colonel respectively.”®

73 Army and Navy Gazette, 21 August 1869, p. 542. See also Pall Mall Gazette, 16 August 1869, p. 5.
74 Nicholson'’s obituary is recorded by Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238. Lady Nicholson’s
obituary is recorded in The Tablet, 18 January 1938.

75 See Appendix 2. “Lady Nicholson”. This latter date would seem unlikely as Nicholson left his
posting in British Guiana in July 1869.

76 G.R. Greaves, Memoirs of General Sir George Richard Greaves (John Murray, 1924), p. 168.

77 Spiers, Army and Society, p. 194.

78 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 39.

79 NAM, Roberts MSS 7201/2/100/3, Roberts to Cambridge, 14 October 1891.
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After his three-year tour of service in the West Indies, during which
Nicholson had shown himself to be a competent officer, without ever having the
opportunity to distinguish himself, he returned home for a period of leave. This was
followed by a short period of service®® at Enniskillen in Ireland, where he went to

inspect defensive positions in the forts there.8!

Conclusion

Nicholson’s early life equipped him well for a career in the army;, initially in
the Royal Engineers. His time at school had shown his immense intellectual
aptitude, while his establishment of the officer corps had indicated his patriotism,
military interest and his leadership potential. The school had provided him with a
classical education but in contrast with the majority of his peers it had also given
him some mathematical training. This was to equip him well for his time at
Woolwich, where he had emerged at the top of his year, with the skills and talent to
become a successful engineer officer. Nicholson was not proficient at, or had any
interest in, sport, something which marked him out as different from the majority of
his peers in a profession where sporting activity mattered greatly. Most officers
spent their recreational time in the regimental mess while Nicholson had married
early. The fact that his marriage, although happy, was childless again marked him
out as different. Nicholson’s early life not only showed his immense potential and

intellect, but also his complex personality, and that he was different from his peers.

80 18 June to 30 September 1871. Statement of the Services of William Gustavus Nicholson of the
Royal Engineers.
81 ICE, Entry for William Gustavus Nicholson, entry 3006, 17 April 1872.
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Chapter Two The Reputation Established

This chapter will explore the crucial years of Nicholson’s career in India
(1871-1900) when his reputation began to be formed, and about which little has
been written. Additionally, there is little primary evidence for Nicholson’s role in the
early part of the Second Afghan War (1878-80). It was during this conflict, however,
that his skills as an engineer were recognised and he brought himself to the attention
of Major-General Sir Frederick Roberts, who acknowledged Nicholson'’s ability and
who was subsequently to ensure a series of promotions for him. He showed himself
to be an able engineer, and was subsequently to prove himself as an efficient
administrator. It was also during the later years of his time in India that, while
recognising his abilities, his fellow officers also found him to be, at times, a difficult
and abrasive person. The chapter will consider the significance of his relationship

with Roberts to the development of Nicholson’s career.

His Reputation Established as an Engineer

Following his time in Ireland Nicholson volunteered for service in India and
went out in October 1871. Service in India appealed to him for a variety of reasons.
Indian officers were paid similarly to those at home, but their money went further
and therefore India was a good prospect for officers, especially those not of

substantial background.! On the other hand, promotion was more difficult for

1 Nicholson’s father was not particularly wealthy, and his estate had to be divided in order to make
provision for each of his thirteen children.
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Indian officers, and they were generally not well regarded. Having arrived in 1871,
Nicholson was destined to spend most of his next thirty years of service in India.

On arriving in India, his first appointment was in the Public Works
Department at Hyderabad. During this time, on 10 January 1873,2 he was elected as
an Associate Member of the Institution of Civil Engineers while he was with Messrs
Gillanders, Arbuthnot and Co. of Calcutta.? This company was one of the first on the
sub-continent to produce and make use of concrete, and later in his career, Nicholson
was to use the experience he had gained with them. He was then employed in the
Punjab Irrigation Department, one of the favourite employments for Royal Engineer
officers in the area at that time. The work here was often on a large scale, allowing
Nicholson to show his potential. It was, however, quite a difficult and severe posting
for a young married couple and that, together with the fact that Nicholson was junior
to many of his contemporaries in the corps, meant that he soon moved on to military
works.* He was then employed at Rawalpindi and later at Peshawar on barrack
construction and road building.

While at Peshawar he was responsible for the construction of a new
waterworks scheme, and this was to place Nicholson at the forefront of civil
engineering construction in India.> The scheme was designed to improve sanitary
conditions in the Indian cantonments and was one of the most important

waterworks schemes in the sub-continent. It provided water from the Bara River

2 ICE, Entry for William Gustavus Nicholson, entry 3006, 17 April 1872. Nicholson’s application was
accepted on 3 December 1872, and he signed the acceptance on 10 January the following year.

3 [bid.

4 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238. For the work of the Royal Engineers in India see E.W.C.
Sandes, The Military Engineer in India (Chatham: The Institution of Royal Engineers, 1933) and E.
W. C. Sandes, The Royal Engineers in Egypt and the Sudan (Chatham: The Institution of Royal
Engineers, 1937).

5 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 238.
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and sent it through an ingenious system of settling tanks and filters to Peshawar, ten
miles away, and on to cantonments via a concrete aqueduct. This was one of the first
uses of concrete in India and Nicholson had to make use of local resources, as
Portland cement was too expensive to use. Nicholson’s work on the scheme lasted
for many years and was widely praised.®

During this time Nicholson learnt about life and conditions on the frontier.
He also learnt about the local tribesmen, which was to stand him in good stead
during the rest of his time in India. ‘His work was admirable and much praised, but
even though he had shown himself to be an engineer of no little ability, he still hadn’t
been afforded the opportunity to demonstrate to full effect the great qualities he

possessed.”

The Second Afghan War (1878-1880)

The Second Afghan War had its origins in Disraeli’s foreign policy® and was
to provide Nicholson with an opportunity to advance his career. The government
was suspicious of possible Russian intentions in central Asia and in particular
towards Afghanistan. The new viceroy, Lord Lytton,° was an adherent of the
‘forward school’, which advocated controlling the border peoples and the mountain
passes into Afghanistan, and ensuring that the ruling Amir was friendly towards

Britain.1® War broke out when the Russians sent another delegation to Kabul and,

¢ [bid, p. 238.

7 Ibid, p. 239.

8 Disraeli’s government had come to power in 1874 and in 1876 had conferred the title of Empress
of India upon Queen Victoria.

9 Lord Lytton replaced Lord Northbrook as viceroy in April 1876.

10 M. Cowling, ‘Lytton, the Cabinet and the Russians, August to November 1878’ The English
Historical Review, 76.298, (January 1961), pp. 59-79.
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consequently, the British invaded Afghanistan in November 1878. The army
advanced in three columns. The third column, under Major-General Donald Stewart,
went via the southern route towards Kandahar via the Bolan Pass. Nicholson had
been appointed as field engineer with Major-General Biddulph’'s 2nd (Quetta)
Division in Stewart’s force and although this column met little serious resistance
from the Afghans, the route they had to take was particularly arduous and the
weather severe. Among the baggage animals, over 12,000 camels died due to the
wind and intense cold.!! The intention of the mission was not to conquer
Afghanistan but to ensure the security of British India.1?

In October Biddulph set out for Quetta and left Nicholson behind to ‘form a
field mule train of tools and implements for blasting’ with orders to follow on as soon
as possible and ‘to bring with him ropes and cordage’!?® Nicholson joined Biddulph
in November and had to ensure that the route was passable for Stewart’s column. At
that time there was no bridge over the River Indus at Sukkur; the nearest point on
the railway was at Jacobabad in Sind, and they had to cross over one hundred miles
of barren desert before reaching the difficult Bolan Pass, which led to Quetta. The
route then crossed the uplands of Peshin and across the Khojak Pass where, ‘Colonel
Hichens, assisted by Captain Nicholson and his field park, opened operations on the

road-making of the pass on the 13t (December), before reaching the open country

11 R. Atwood, The March to Kandahar, p. 58.

12 B. Robson, The Road to Kabul, pp. 68-97; T. A. Heathcote, The Afghan Wars 1839-1919, pp. 103-125;
T. Moreman, The Army in India: D. S. Richards, The Savage Frontier: A History of the Anglo-Afghan Wars
(Pan Macmillan, 2003), pp. 58-74. In September 1893 Nicholson wrote to Spenser Wilkinson, ‘I quite
concur in your view that if we intend to retain India we shall be obliged sooner or later to annex
Afghanistan under far more difficult conditions that those existing in 1880." NAM, Wilkinson MSS
9011-42-14, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 10 September 1893.

13 ML.A. Biddulph, The March from the Indus to the Helmund and Back, 1878, 1879 (Forgotten Books,
2018), p- 20. Biddulph’s account was originally delivered as a lecture to the Royal United Service
Institution in 1880.
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to Kandahar’1# This presented Nicholson with the opportunity to display his skill as
an engineer in the field.

In this appointment he [Nicholson] did much excellent work in the re-

opening of the Khojak route for the passage of the Kandahar Column

across the Khwaja Amran range. The road followed was that which had

been made by the Army of the Indus in 1839-42 during the first Afghan

War, but which in the course of nearly forty years of entire neglect had

fallen into such a state that the passage of a laden camel had become

almost impossible. The slope on the north side of the Khojak was

found to be terribly steep, and much valuable time would have been

occupied in making the descent safe and practicable for wheeled

artillery; it was accordingly resolved to construct a slide down the bed

of a watercourse; and down this slide, thanks to the exertions and skill

of the Royal Engineers, of whom Captain Nicholson was not the least

hardworking and resourceful, the whole of the guns, limbers, and

wagons of the force were lowered by ropes without loss of time or

accident of any kind.15
Nicholson had excelled himself during the advance, was heavily involved in planning
and in making roads for the column to pass over, and had to ensure that there was
an adequate water supply for the troops.1® As such he was in the vanguard of the
advance and was with the most forward troops when they entered Kandahar. The
march over the Khojak Pass had been the most difficult part of the advance and
Nicholson with his engineers’ ‘field park’ had ensured its success. His work was
recognised when he was mentioned in despatches for his excellent work as field
engineer, which had enabled the rapid advance.

More importantly on a personal level, this action began to bring him,
probably for the first time, to the notice of Roberts. Nicholson was to show his

capability as an engineer in the field, experience which Roberts was later able to

utilise. A garrison was established at Kandahar and consequently, with their

14 Biddulph, The Indus to the Helmund, p. 28.
15 C. Gilbert-Wood (ed), Defenders of the Empire, 1.1 (August 1908), p. 72.
16 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 239.
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strategic objectives achieved, the British decided to withdraw their forces from
Afghanistan. Stewart’s force was ordered to leave Kandahar, while Roberts’ troops
were left to garrison and administer the area of Kurram. It had been decided earlier
in the year to send a column from Kandahar back to the Punjab via the then unknown
route through the Thai Chotiali country, east of Kandahar. This task was assigned to
the column under the command of Biddulph with Nicholson again as field engineer.
In fact, due to the nature of the Thai Chotiali force, Nicholson was effectively the
commanding Royal Engineer. This was a daunting task, not least because the country
was difficult and hadn’t been surveyed. It was very mountainous and the numerous
tribesmen were extremely hostile. Largely due to the efficiency of the two Royal
Engineer officers, Browne (the political officer) and Nicholson, the march proved to
be a great success and much useful geographical detail was gleaned.l” Considerable
knowledge was also gained about the ways of the local tribesmen and conditions in
the area. The march ended in April 1879, and following its conclusion, Nicholson
returned to Simla, believing that the war was over.

With the ending of the campaign Lord Lytton sent an embassy, led by Major
Louis Cavagnari to Kabul, but on 3 September 1880 Afghan regiments rebelled
against the foreigners and massacred Cavagnari and his staff. Consequently, Roberts
was ordered to take command of the column, which still occupied the Kurram Valley
and to go over the Shutagarden Pass to Kabul. Given Nicholson’s success in the
previous advance, he was specifically chosen by Roberts to be the field engineer of

the newly formed Kabul Field Force.

17 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 239; Biddulph, The Indus to the Helmund, pp. 38, 40-46, 49 details
the march of the Thai Chotiali Field Force; Sandes, The Military Engineer in India, vol. 1, pp. 402-3.
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Roberts’ force had to move quickly in order to cross the Shutagarden Pass and
they reached a group of villages called Charasia. As field engineer Nicholson had
been selected to be with the force crossing the Pass. Hensman, in his history of the
war, made it clear that Nicholson was present with the advanced forces of the 3
Sikh regiment and was responsible for strengthening the defences by laying down
wire entanglements at weak points to check any rush.1® Roberts went on to occupy
Kabul.

It was now seen to be essential to establish communication with India, not
least to keep open the supply route, via the Khyber Pass, the Shutagarden Pass being
already blocked by snow. In a letter to Spenser Wilkinson, Nicholson explained the
difficulties faced by the advancing British troops.

Firstly [...] the transport readily available in India was nearly

exhausted during the first phase of the Afghan War and serious delay

must have occurred before fresh transport could have been collected.

Secondly the road to Kabul via the Kuram and Shutagarden Pass is

generally closed by snow by the end of October or beginning of

November. Thirdly, if on this account an advance had been made by

the Khyber, it must have been a much more tedious and difficult

operation than by the Shutagarden, not only because the delay and

nature of the ground would have given the Afghans and Afreidis [sic]

time and opportunity to oppose our advance, but also because we had

entirely withdrawn our troops from that line while we had some

4,000 men (I speak from recollection) still quartered in the Kuram

Valley, and still occupied the Peiwar Kotal and Alikhayl.1®

The part of the road from Gandamak to Kabul, a distance of about 70 miles,
still needed to be constructed. It was decided that the advancing army should

construct the road as far as the Lataband Pass, and that the final 20 miles should be

built by Roberts’ force. Nicholson, given his experience and his recent achievements,

18 H. Hensman, The Afghan War of 1879-80, p. 98.
19 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-14, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 10 September 1893.
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was chosen for the task.20 Again, it indicates that his skills and growing reputation
as an engineer were being recognised. He carefully surveyed the route and
perceived that there were two critical points. The first was the mile wide Logar
swamp, which in winter was generally flooded to a depth of about four feet. The
second was the Lataband Pass, extremely difficult due to the narrow ravines and
rocky uplands.?! In order to deal with the former problem Nicholson, using his
acquired language skills and his local knowledge, together with his persuasive
powers, obtained the services, as a local contractor, of an influential Kabuli, a man
who had been the head of the local police and who was able to lay his hands on
material and labour and to put the latter to work effectively. Nicholson placed this
man under the control and orders of one of his subalterns, while he himself went
with his other second lieutenant to Lataband.

Lataband was a very remote and isolated outpost and the garrison there
consisted of one infantry battalion, two mountain guns and a small detachment of
cavalry. The outpost was under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel James Hudson.
Nicholson left a small force, at Butkhak consisting of one infantry company and a
regiment of native cavalry. They did, however, have a considerable amount of
transport, which was intended for transporting engineering stores towards
Lataband. Nicholson’s work went on unabated and successfully for about a month.
There was an ample supply of labour; together with timber, iron and other materials,

which were easily obtained. Nicholson quickly resolved the issue by draining the

20 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 240.
21 See Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, p. 424 for reasons why Roberts chose the Lataband Pass
route.
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swamp, which was skilfully crossed. The material for the many bridges was taken to
the various sites, and the tracks up the paths were quickly and expertly built. 22

A significant problem then occurred when the small British army near Kabul
was attacked by large numbers of Afghans. Estimates vary from 15,000 to 50,000.23
Fierce fighting continued for three days until Roberts decided

upon recalling to Sherpur the garrison at Butkak [sic], which was in an

exposed position, and not sufficiently strong to defend itself against

serious attack, and I had considered the expediency of withdrawing

the force at Lataband, which consisted of two mountain guns, the 28t

Punjab Native Infantry and a wing of the 23 Pioneers, the whole

commanded by Colonel J. Hudson of the former regiment; but as the

position was a strong one, ammunition plentiful, and sufficient
supplies in hand to last over the probable date of Brigadier-General

Charles Gough’s arrival, and moreover as it was in direct heliographic

communication with Kabul, I decided to maintain the post.2*

The small Butkhak garrison was, therefore, withdrawn to Sherpur for safety under
the cover of night. The garrison at Lataband was left in a precarious and isolated
position until it could be relieved.

This was Nicholson’s chance to prove himself in the field and he did so with
significant aplomb and success. He had, yet again, proved to be a very able engineer
and was now to show himself to be a more than adequate staff officer and defensive
expert. He immediately saw the seriousness of the situation, and anticipating
Roberts’ decision, issued orders to his subaltern at Butkhak to load up every one of
his transport animals with food and to send them to Lataband under as strong an
escort as he could muster. This added considerably to the supplies of the little

garrison. He was also untiring in his arrangement of the defences and everything

concerning the safety and welfare of the garrison. He organised a sufficiently

22 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 241.
23 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 241; Robson, The Road to Kabul., pp. 148-159.
24 Roberts’ Despatch of 23 January 1880, The London Gazette of 4 May 1880, p. 2847.
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powerful counter offensive against the Afghans. For two full weeks he was the chief
staff officer and successfully and efficiently commanded his small force. Hudson
acknowledged that he had relied very heavily on Nicholson, who had been the main
prop on which the successful defence had been based, and he, therefore, wrote to
Roberts, recommending that Nicholson should be mentioned in his next despatch.25
It had been vital to maintain the Lataband post, which was a commanding position
serving as a link between Kabul and Jugdulluk, and the route open for Brigadier
Charles Gough’s relief column. Gough reached Lataband on 22 December and then
moved on to relieve Sherpur the following day. Gough arrived at Kabul on Christmas

Eve and relieved Roberts’ force.

This was the first real step in Nicholson’s military career. Up to that
time he had been an engineer officer pure and simple. From then
onwards he became more and more a staff officer, reliable cool, far-
seeing and capable.?6

Nicholson passed the early months of 1880 in Kabul and was put to work by
Roberts building the permanent defences. The road he had built to Lataband, which
even in December had been good enough to take the traffic of the relief force, had
now been finished. It was the subject of a special report from Roberts and elicited a
letter of thanks from the Commander-in-Chief to Nicholson and his two subalterns.?”
Under difficult circumstances Nicholson had proved his ability and had brought

himself, yet again, to Roberts’ attention.

25 Ibid.
26 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 241.
27 M G Talbot and G K Scott-Moncrieff. Ibid, p. 241.
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Disraeli’s government lost the general election of 1880 and Lytton retired as
Viceroy,?® to be replaced by Lord Ripon. In the spring of 1880 General Stewart
marched from Kandahar to Kabul to assume command there. At the same time
negotiations had begun to recognise Abdur Rahman as the new Amir and to evacuate
the troops. News, however, reached Kabul of a disastrous defeat of an Anglo-Indian
brigade under the command of Brigadier-General Burrows on 27 July at Maiwand,
near Kandahar, by another claimant, Ayub Khan. As a consequence, Roberts was

directed to pick a force to march to Kandahar.

The March to Kandahar

Roberts chose an élite force, which was described by Major George White, the
Military Secretary to Lord Ripon, as ‘the finest force | have ever served with in India;
[ think [ might safely say, the finest Anglo-Indian force that ever marched.?° Roberts
was delighted with his force; he had 10,148 men, of whom 2,562 were British, 8,134
followers and drivers and 10,800 animals. Another relief force was entrusted to
Major-General Robert Phayre, the commander at Quetta, which lay to the southeast
of Kabul. Roberts was determined to reach Kandahar before Phayre and thereby win
what would become known as the ‘Race for the Peerage’3? Owing to the speed of the

march he took no wheeled transport or wheeled artillery, only pack guns and

28 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-17, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 14 September 1893.

In the letter to Spenser Wilkinson, Nicholson stated that he had been asked to write an account of
Lord Lytton’s political and military administration in India but that he declined to do so because he
felt that he would have other work to do within six months..

29 Atwood, The March to Kandahar, p. 143.

30 Beckett, The Victorians at War, pp. 45-52. Chapter 5 is entitled “The Race for the Peerage’;
Atwood, The March to Kandahar, pp. 6, 157.
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animals. There was a need for speed and efficiency and therefore Roberts needed
engineers who could be relied upon.

Nicholson was chosen to be the field engineer attached to Baker’s second
brigade, and his previous knowledge of the ground was to prove invaluable,
especially in the ensuing battle of Kandahar. The 330-mile march was to prove to be
a great test of logistics and endurance, and Nicholson’s abilities and experience were
called upon time and time again. Roberts’ objective was to reach Kandahar in the
shortest possible time, and it was not improbable that the main road would have to
be left should the Afghan army at Kandahar try to make its way towards Ghazni and
Kabul by the valleys of the Argandab or the Arghastan. If that were to be the case,
then Nicholson’s experience and expertise in road construction under difficult
circumstances would be significant.

The force moved into camp on 8 August and the march started the following
day when their route took them to the Logar Valley. In the most extreme conditions,
they had to march over 20 miles a day.3! The march covered over 300 miles and was
completed in 23 days.

The Battle for Kandahar began on 1 September when Roberts attacked Ayub
Khan’s larger force north of the city.3? Nicholson was involved in some of the most
intense fighting and his prior knowledge of the ground was to prove invaluable. The
battle was won with minimal British casualties; 35 killed and 213 wounded. Afghan

losses amounted to some 1,200 dead and a further 1,200 wounded.

31 W. Trousdale (ed), War in Afghanistan, 1879-80. The Personal Diary of Major-General Sir Charles
Metcalfe MacGregor (Wayne State University, 1985), pp. 160-215. MacGregor claimed that the
march was chaotic, and that Roberts was reckless and no organiser; Atwood, The March to
Kandahar, p. 157 for MacGregor’s critical attitude of Roberts’ actions during the march. D. James,
Lord Roberts (Hollis and Carter, 1954), p. 169 gives details of the daily record of the march, which
he quotes from the Abridged Official Account

32 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, pp. 487-491.
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Colonel Allan Johnson, secretary to the government of India, described the
march as ‘one of the most complete and successful operations of near times’33 The
fame of the march owed a great deal to the special circumstances; an army of 10,000
men being ordered to march over 300 miles over the Afghan hills, fighting a battle
that ended a war and which wiped out a previous disgrace.3* The march certainly
made Roberts’ reputation as ‘our only t" other general’3> There were those at the
time, such as Stewart, who believed that Kandahar was of little significance and
modern interpretations seem to support his view.3¢ Their reasoning was that
Roberts’ force encountered scant opposition, and that Kandahar itself was in little
real danger. Given his determination to win the ‘Race for the Peerage’, the march had
consolidated Roberts’ reputation, but Macgregor believed that he had taken risks in
order to win the race. The Commander-in-Chief in India, Sir Frederick Haines did
not believe that Phayre was particularly motivated by the idea of a race, while
MacGregor, ever malevolent, called Roberts, ‘a reckless little brute’3”

For Nicholson, though, the march was significant in that it continued to draw
Roberts’ attention to his abilities. Nicholson reflected on this much later, on 9 June
1914 when he made a speech and proposed a toast to Lord Roberts at the Kabul-
Kandahar march dinner; the last that Roberts was to attend as he died five months
later. During his speech Nicholson impressed on the audience what he believed were
the qualities shown by Roberts during the march since, ‘so far as my humble
experience goes, | have never seen any other movement of troops on a considerable

scale so smoothly and efficiently conducted’, and that the march taught them that

33 Simla 12 October 1880, recorded in The London Gazette, 3 December 1880, p. 6530.

34 ]. Vaughan My Service in the Indian Army (Forgotten Books, Classic Reprint 2012), pp. 224, 229.
35 Sir Garnet Wolseley had become known as ‘England’s only general’.

36 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, pp. 195-197.

37 Trousdale, Afghanistan, p. 226; Beckett, Victorians at War, p. 49.
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‘we had been trained for nearly two years in the best of all schools, that of field
service, which is so greatly superior to any sort of peace training.38

In Roberts’ despatch, number 88, from Camp Quetta on 26 September 1880,3°
Brigadier General T D Baker recommended a mention for ‘Captain W G Nicholson
RE, Field Engineer’. In addition, Nicholson also received the Afghan medal with three
clasps, the bronze star and a brevet majority. More than that, however, he had again
brought himself to Roberts’ attention and was becoming one of his protégés. This
growing relationship between Nicholson and Roberts was to prove crucial in the
development of the former’s career and was to be important for the latter, as
Nicholson increasingly provided him with help and support.

Nicholson’s reputation as an energetic and resourceful field engineer was
further enhanced when, in 1882, he was summoned to serve as a member of the
Indian army contingent in the Egyptian campaign. The contingent reached Suez on
20 August 1882, where they set to work putting the main local buildings and works
into a proper state of defence. They also constructed landing stages and piers,
together with railways to the north. Having completed that work, the contingent
then moved on to Ismailia, where their work involved repairing roads and canals and
continuing the construction of further railway lines. At Ismailia they became, for a
time, part of the main force of Royal Engineers that had come out from England.

On 10 September 1882 the Indian contingent started out for the front where
three days later they took part in the Battle of Tel-el-Kebir. They then moved on

towards Cairo.#®  The Indian contingent was instructed to make a flanking

38 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/135, Nicholson speech at the Kabul-Kandahar march dinner, 9 June 1914.
39 The London Gazette, 3 December 1880, p. 6531.

40 E. M. Spiers, The Scottish Soldier and Empire 1854-1902 (Edinburgh University Press, 2006),
chapter 4, pp. 66-83; Sandes, The Military Engineer in India, 1, pp. 402-3; Sandes, The Royal
Engineers in Egypt and the Sudan, pp. 27-29.
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movement on the left of the army and they worked along a comparatively good road
on the bank of the canal. This enabled them to gain time in the darkness and also
eased their progress in comparison with the main force, which had to plough their
way through the sandy desert. Their attack turned out to be a complete success.

While MacPherson pushed on to Zagazig, Nicholson and others moved out
with the cavalry. This was somewhat ironic since Nicholson was never at all
comfortable in the saddle. Nicholson then led an attack, which captured four trains
under steam, a very difficult and dangerous operation.#! One of the trains was
subsequently sent back to help the infantry in their exhausting march. This was also
an extremely significant event as it cut the enemy’s railway system in two and also
opened up the way for the capture of Cairo the following day.

Following the ending of the campaign an incident occurred which appealed
to Nicholson’s sense of humour. In the list of honours and awards at the end of the
campaign, the name of Captain Armstrong appeared on the list of those who were to
receive a brevet majority. Armstrong had been one of those who had originally been
appointed to the campaign but had subsequently been removed when the strength
of the contingent was reduced. He had never actually taken part in the campaign
and had never been to Egypt. This amused Nicholson, who always enjoyed a
practical joke and delighted in agitating authority,*> and therefore he applied
officially for the brevet, even though he had already received his own, alleging that
itmust have been a clerical error and that it was really meant for him! His application
was refused and therefore Nicholson appealed to the Queen under Section 42 of the

Army Act. ‘This caused considerable consternation and much paper shuffling in the

41 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 243.
42 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 214; Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 243.
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various offices of those who made the awards; exactly the reaction that he had
wanted. 43 When subsequently, on various occasions, he was asked about the success
of his appeal, ‘he would reply with laughter that the highest authorities in the War

Office “were very peevish”.44

His Reputation Established as a Staff Officer
1. Burma - the Third Anglo-Burmese War (1885-1895)

From this time, and because he was soon to be taken on to the headquarters
staff, Nicholson began to be regarded more as a staff officer than an engineer. After
being part of a reconnaissance mission in Baluchistan he was promoted Regimental
Major and Assistant Adjutant General, Royal Engineers, in Bengal, a post he held for
the full five-year term. Consequently, he joined the Burma Expeditionary force as
AAG on the headquarters’ staff. When war broke out on 9 November 1885 a Burma
field force, consisting of 10,000 men in three infantry brigades, was established, led
by Major-General Sir Harry Prendergast. The British very quickly took Mandalay,
forcing King Thibaw to abdicate. Guerilla warfare then continued for the next five
years. In February 1886 Roberts, and the Viceroy, Lord Duffin, went out to Burma
where the former again made contact with Nicholson. This was to prove increasingly
significant to the development of Nicholson’s career. Following unwelcome publicity

of the campaign by Edward Moylan of The Times, alleging incompetence by

43 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 243.
44 [bid.
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Prendergast after the execution of a number of dacoits (armed rebels), the latter was
relieved of his post in March 1886; to be replaced by Sir George White.%>

General Sir Herbert Macpherson was appointed to command in Burma in
September 1886, but he died of fever the following month. Consequently, Roberts
took command and White worked alongside him. It took almost five years for the
war to end, resulting in British predominance in Burma.

Following the successful conclusion of the war, Nicholson, by now a major-
general, was mentioned in despatches for his excellent service.*¢ This was the first
campaign in which Nicholson had been employed as a staff officer and he was
rewarded with his brevet Lieutenant-Colonelcy and the Burma medal and clasp. On
1 July 1887 he was appointed Lieutenant-Colonel. From 1885 until Roberts left India
in 1893 Nicholson’s work was increasingly closely associated with Roberts, who
began to rely on him as ‘a most reliable and brilliant trusted advisor’4” and, in 1890,
he appointed him as his Military Secretary. In 1891, Nicholson was created a
Companion of the Bath, which he credited to Roberts. ‘I am equally astonished and
delighted to hear that I have been given a C.B., an honour which I can only owe to
G.E’s kindness, and for which I beg you to accept my most grateful thanks.8

There were a number of lessons that Nicholson could take from the Second
Afghan War and his time in Burma. The army had been introduced to the operational

and technical difficulties of mountain warfare against local tribes, rather than

45 R. Atwood, The Life of Field Marshal Lord Roberts, (Bloomsbury, 2015), pp. 138-140; Beckett, A
British Profession of Arms, pp. 122-123. For details of the Burma War see L.LF.W. Beckett ‘The Third
Anglo-Burmese War and the Pacification of Burma, 1885-1894’ in S.M. Miller (ed), Queen Victoria’s
War: British Military Campaigns, 1857-1902 (Cambridge University Press, 2021), pp. 220-239.

46 The London Gazette, 2 September 1887, p. 4758.

47 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 244.

48 NAM, Roberts MSS, R52/4, Nicholson to Roberts, 30 May 1891; Beckett, A British Profession of
Arms, p. 93.
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against an organised army. The fighting in the bleak and difficult surroundings of the
mountains of Afghanistan was very different from that described in the military
textbooks with regard to training in India. The Second Afghan War showed that the
tactics and training that had been devised for fighting in European conditions were
unsuitable for use against ‘untrained’ tribal troops. In many ways the ‘European’
tactics in which they had been trained had given way to much more unorthodox
ones, although initially the operations against the regular Afghan troops followed
conventional lines. This was to change with the rapid dissolution of the regular
Afghan army, which meant that the Army of India was increasingly faced by tribal
troops. As aresult of the terrain and the tactics used by the Afghans, the brunt of the
fighting fell upon the infantry. The war confirmed the fact that piquets, perimeter
camps and skirmishes were to be important, particularly when fighting against
tribesmen who so effectively employed shock tactics.4?

However, the military authorities tended to view the lessons of the Second
Afghan War only in terms of their relevance to conventional military operations.
Consequently, British and Indian troops still trained intensively for taking part in
operations against Russian and Afghan regular troops, since the main threat to
British India was seen to be from Russia. This was to have inevitable consequences

for future campaigns on the North-West Frontier.

2. The Tirah Campaign 1897
It was not long before Nicholson was back on the North-West Frontier taking

part in a campaign that was to affect the future of his career and also his reputation.

49 T.R. Moreman, ‘Passing it on: The Army in India and the Development of Frontier Warfare: 1849-
1947’, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of London, 1995). See Chapter Two, ‘The Indian Army
and Mountain Warfare, November 1878-April 1898..
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When Roberts left India, Nicholson had been offered the opportunity to become Sir
George White’s Military Secretary but turned it down because he hoped for an
appointment at home.>? Nicholson wrote to Spenser Wilkinson, stating that he
believed he had been barred from such an appointment by the actions of Sir Redvers
Buller.

[ am afraid there is no chance of the H Qdrs employing me under the

present regime. [ saw the other day a letter from Sir R. Buller in

which he remarked that I was exceedingly well qualified for a

certain staff appointment [ wanted had it not been for my intimate

association with Lord Roberts. That strikes me as being a little too

impertinent. Sir R. Buller has shown himself to be a good soldier in

a somewhat subordinate capacity, but is it tolerable that he should

be allowed to carry his petty jealousy of a much more famous soldier

than himself so far as to bar me from Staff Employment because |

have the honour to be a friend of Lord R?5!
This was one of a number of occasions when Nicholson was to feel that his closeness
to Roberts affected his chances of promotion. Having been prevented from an
appointment at home, Nicholson was subsequently employed with the Military
Works Department in India as a chief engineer until 1895, when he was appointed
Deputy Adjutant-General, with the rank of Brigadier-General, under Sir William
Lockhart. As there was no general staff for India at that time the Adjutant-General’s
department was responsible for training, military policy and operations. Effectively
Nicholson was Chief-of-Staff to Lockhart at a time when unrest on the frontier began
to show itself in earnest.

Large-scale uprisings broke out along the whole of the North-West Frontier

in the summer of 1897 when tribesmen threatened the British garrison at the

Malakand Pass. Heavy fighting resulted in 150 British casualties, the highest loss on

50 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 92.
51 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-28, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 12 December 1894.
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the North-West frontier for over twenty years.>2 Consequently, on 3 October the
British and Indian troops withdrew back into British territory. Unrest then spread
south to affect the Afridis and Orakzais, resulting in the largest and most difficult
campaign fought by the Indian Army:.

Details of the expedition into the Tirah have been more than adequately
covered by historians and it is unnecessary to repeat them here.>3 What is important
is an analysis of the consequences and of Nicholson'’s role, which, even when he was
appointed, indicates that he was to prove a difficult character. The troubles began
on 23 August, when Afridi tribesmen attacked forts in the Khyber Pass, and
continued throughout August and September. Nicholson, by now a Brigadier-
General, was appointed as Chief of Staff to Sir William Lockhart, commander of the
Tirah Expeditionary Force (TEF), which assembled at Shinawara.>* Nicholson’s
appointment was regarded, by some, with a degree of apprehension. It was believed
that he was too strong a figure and would dominate Lockhart. In a letter to Roberts
on 10 October 1897 Nicholson stated that Sir George White, the C-in-C in India, had
sent Lockhart, ‘a very curious telegram’,>> in which he said

H.E. [White] hoped that in order to get him out of a difficulty,
Lockhart would take lan Hamilton as his Chief of Staff while I
[Nicholson] should get a brigade. Lockhart at once replied that
he would greatly prefer the reverse arrangement>® which the

chief accepted - but what one wonders at is what the difficulty
can be from which the C-in-C wished to be extricated.”>”

52 Moreman, ‘Passing it on’, p. 98.
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Interestingly, there also occurs in Nicholson’s letter an indication of some element
of self-doubt, which can also be found in other correspondence - ‘I only hope that I
may do as well as Chief of the Staff as he (Hamilton) would. I hope that my
experience as D.A.G. Punjab may save me from any very serious mistakes.>8

The campaign was to involve the largest concentration of British and Indian
troops assembled on the North-West Frontier as it was expected that it would meet
with strong resistance from the tribes. The latter could assemble about 40-50,000
men, many of whom were known to possess breech-loading rifles.>® The Tirah
Expeditionary Force (TEF) consisted of two divisions of infantry, cavalry and
mountain artillery; in total about 34,500 troops, together with about 14,500 mules,

8,000 horses and almost 3,000 camels.%°

In his analysis of the campaign, Moreman comments that ‘The Indian army
was better trained and more tactically advanced than that in Britain, yet it suffered
in the Tirah’¢! There were several reasons why the British had problems during the
expedition into Tirah. The terrain was difficult and many of the British regiments
had little or no instruction in hill fighting. As aresult, ‘In Tirah the British discovered
that their tactics were inadequate against rifle-armed foes. Consequently, they
introduced looser formations and greater low-level initiative.’®?2 The force had a

significant shortage of trained transport officers and pack animals, which restricted

58 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/54, Nicholson to Roberts, 10 October 1897. See also NAM, Roberts MSS
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the mobility of the force and also complicated the tactical and administrative
function of operations. Company commanders were relatively junior and there was
little effective organisation below company level.®3 A further complicating factor was
that the force had in the region of 2,000 Afridi soldiers serving in its ranks and their

loyalty was potentially questionable.t*

Another problem would appear to have been Nicholson himself. Despite his
considerable experience in India, and on the frontier, he never seemed quite the
right man in the role he occupied in Tirah, perhaps fulfilling White’s earlier
concerns. He was present at the action of the Chagru Kotal, and the capture of the
Sampagha and Arhanga passes which included very fierce fighting on difficult
ground. He was involved in the reconnaissance of the Sarun Sar and operations at
Dwatoi in November 1897. He played a prominent part in operations against the
Chani Khel Chamkanis, followed by operations in the Bara and Bazar valleys.®>
Despite all of this experience he still came across as being unaware and naive in the
field. For example, when British and Indian troops were advancing towards the
Sampagha Pass and were heavily sniped at by hidden riflemen, on one occasion
‘Nicholson rode to a viewpoint and sat in full view of the enemy. “Don’t be a fool,
Nick, get off that pony!” yelled Lockhart. “Yes sir,” replied Nicholson. A bullet zipped

through the helmet of an Indian orderly holding his bridle while, to the amusement

63 [bid, p. 30.
64 Moreman, ‘Passing it On’, p. 102.
65 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 245.
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of other staff officers, he slowly dismounted.’¢® While this quote cannot be verified

itis, perhaps, an indication of Nicholson’s naivety in the field.

Of even greater significance is the irritation, which as Chief of Staff, he created
towards other senior officers. This came to the forefront at the closure of the
campaign when both Lockhart and Nicholson were criticised. The conduct of the
Tirah campaign was adversely reported by the press in both India and Britain, where
surprise was expressed about the difficulties encountered by the expeditionary
force and the heavy losses sustained.®” News of relatively minor defeats was
magnified out of all proportion by the popular press into major disasters for the
force, and unfavourable comparisons made between the Tirah and Khartoum
campaigns. One such article, which almost caused an unpleasant incident, appeared
in the Fortnightly Review and this prompted an outburst from Nicholson. Winston
Churchill, who had fought with the Malakand Field Force, and had eventually gained
an appointment to the Tirah Expeditionary Force due to his friendship with

Hamilton and Nicholson, wrote:

Captain Haldane®® used to take me with him on his daily walk, and we
soon became intimate. He told me a good many things about the
General and the staff, about the army and the operations as viewed
from the inside, which showed me that much went on of which I and
the general public were unconscious. One day he mentioned that a
newspaper correspondent who had been sent home to England had
written an article in the Fortnightly Review criticising severely, and as
he said unfairly, the whole conduct of the Tirah expedition. The
General and his Headquarters had been deeply wounded by this cruel
attack. The Chief of Staff, General Nicholson - who afterwards rose to
the head of the British Army and was already known as “Old Nick” -
had written a masterly, or at least a dusty, rejoinder. This had already

66 Quoted in W. Wright, Warriors of the Queen: Fighting Generals of the Victorian Age (History Press,
2013). Unfortunately, there is no reference cited for this quotation and therefore I have been
unable to verify it.

67 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/58, Nicholson to Roberts 10 January 1898.

68 Captain Aylmer Haldane was the cousin of R.B. Haldane, later Secretary of State for War.
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been dispatched to England by the last mail.®®
Churchill was concerned that Nicholson, for whom he had a great deal of respect,
should have entered into ‘undignified and even improper’ controversy, and told
Haldane such. This caused a night of talks between Lockhart and his staff officers
about the situation because they were worried that responding to such criticisms
might indicate weakness. Churchill continued:

The next day I was asked how the article already in the post could be

stopped. Ought the War Office be told to put pressure upon the editor

of the Fortnightly Review and forbid him to print it when it was

received? Would he be likely to obey such a request? I said that if he

received a cable from the author asking him not to print the article, he

would instantly comply and bear his disappointment as he might. A

cable was accordingly sent and received a reassuring reply. After this

[ began to be taken much more into the confidential circles of the
staff.”0

Nicholson, as Chief of Staff, was criticised by a number of the officers who
served with him. There were those who felt that Nicholson was the wrong man for
command in the field and that he lacked the tactical skills. Sir Charles Nairne’! had
wanted to command the Tirah Expeditionary force himself’?2 and applied to do so

but Lockhart was selected. Nairne wrote to his friend, Sir James Hills-Johnes’3,

69 CAC, CHAR 28/24/74-77, WSC letters to ‘Mamma’ (Lady Randolph Churchill), 31/3/1898. In his
letter to his mother Churchill stated, ‘1 may have been instrumental in stopping a vy great blunder.
General Nicholson the Chief of Staff and the next Adjutant-General in India was so stung by an
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say how ill-judged it was - or rather would have been. [ happened to hear about it from Haldane -
and meeting the General I told him my opinion-and that Lord Wolseley and the Prince would both
disapprove most strongly. He was vy civil-and has since wired to prevent publication. This is a
story which should not be repeated...’ See also W. S. Churchill, My Early Life (Eland 2000), p. 158.
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71 Sir Charles Nairne was commander-in-chief of the Bombay Command from 1892 and acting
commander-in-chief, India from 1898.

72 NLW, Dolaucothi Estate letters, Nairne to Hills-Johnes, L1299, 15 October 1897 and L1300, 1897
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No-one knows better than I that Lockhart is the best man. All the same
his health is not by any means as good as that job requires and there
has been much friction owing to the amount that has devolved or been
assumed by the chief of staff [Nicholson].74

Following the completion of the campaign he remained critical of its execution.

Lockhart had intended sailing last Saty [sic] but how he could have been
expected to be allowed to do so with the extremely unsatisfactory result
of his campaign I cannot think. I am truly glad I have had nothing to do
with it. Of all the impossible jobs to carry on I do believe that this is one
of the worst. No doubt Lockhart’s habit of keeping himself shut up in
his tent enclosure and allowing W G Nicholson to irritate all the senior
officers did not help to make matters seem the smoother, but it was a
real bit of hard work.”>

Nairne also wrote to Roberts stating that he felt ‘unusual friction’, which was
due to Nicholson’s influence. ‘There was too much Nicholson and not enough
Lockhart & men in Yeatman-Biggs and Symons’ position could not stand it and
kept away after the earlier stages & Nicholson made many enemies among the

Brigadiers.”76

William Birdwood, who had served in the TEF as a junior officer - he was at
that time an orderly officer to Major-General A.G. Yeatman-Briggs, commander of the
Second Division - was especially critical of Nicholson and reinforced the views

expressed by Nairne. He wrote the following in his autobiography, Khaki and Gown:

Sir William Lockhart, like Yeatman-Briggs, was unfortunately in very
indifferent health, and no man can do himself justice unless he is
physically fit. Nevertheless, it was wonderful what Lockhart managed
to do in spite of his sickness. As his Chief of Staff he had Brigadier-
General Nicholson; an extremely able man and one who could wield a
golden pen, which was later of much value when he occupied
important positions on Lord Roberts’ staff in South Africa and with

74 NLW, Dolaucothi Estate Letters, L13000, Cairne to Hill-Johns, 1897 (exact date of letter unknown
as the start of the letter is missing).

75 NLW, Dolaucothi Estate letters, L13001, Bombay 8 February 1989 (finished and posted 12
February).

76 NAM, Roberts MSS 7101-23-48, Nairne to Roberts, 29 January 1898.



57

Lord Haldane at the War Office.””

While recognising Nicholson'’s ability and his importance in a number of other roles
Birdwood felt that Nicholson was not the right man to be in command, during periods

of Lockhart’s illness to command in the field in the Tirah:

Despite his ability, however, he never seemed quite the right man for
Tirah. He had little or no experience of frontier warfare (which is a
highly specialised kind of fighting) and had never held any executive
military command. The mysteries of ‘piquets, perimeters and patrols’
were a closed book to him, nor had he any faculty for mixing with the
fighting men or keeping a finger on the pulse of the troops. Junior as I
was, I could not help noticing and deploring the absence of anything
more intimate than the necessary official contact between Force
Headquarters and that of our Division. The Headquarters Staff were
rarely seen, and even when the two formations were close together,
correspondence rather than personal discussion was the rule.
Doubtless things would have been different had Lockhart been in
normal health, or if there had been a Chief of Staff who mixed with the
troops and was capable of inspiring them with confidence through his
own knowledge of Frontier warfare. As things were, there was a
notable absence of that confident and happy spirit which is always so
important in military operations.’8

In some aspects of his criticism of Nicholson’s role Birdwood was accurate. In
criticising Nicholson, Birdwood was perceptive: despite his excellent sense of
humour, Nicholson did find it difficult to mix with others in a relaxed manner. Scott-

Moncrieff, in his obituary of Nicholson, made similar comments,

As a member of a mess, in the old days, he was an intensely amusing
comrade, full of humour and unexpected jokes but he was apparently
quite indifferent to the opinion of his brother officers [...] to those who
knew him well he was full of sympathy and kindness, and one cannot
help feeling that if in his early years he had been in touch with the
admirable comradeship which exists between officers and men in the
RE units (with whom he never served) it would have elicited more of
that sympathy and would have added to his own happiness.”®

77 Birdwood, Khaki and Gown, pp. 82-83.
78 Ibid.
79 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 249.
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It is clear, also, from reading Nairne’s comments above, that Lockhart, too, could be
criticised for keeping himself at a distance. Interestingly, lan Hamilton was also to
say exactly the same of Brackenbury during the Nile Expedition of 1884-580 and
therefore it appears that Nicholson was not alone in this respect. Birdwood was also
correct in stating that Nicholson had not held executive military command, although

he overlooked Nicholson’s considerable experience of fighting on the frontier.

David Nalson, in his article about Nicholson in the Journal of the Victorian
Military Society, points out that while Lockhart was ill, Nicholson had his
(Lockhart’s) work to do in addition to his own. Therefore, he had his hands full and
had little time for mixing with the troops.81 On top of this he was having, as has been
indicated, to deal with one of the most difficult campaigns that British and Indian
troops had to fight on the frontier. Birdwood may well also have overstated the
effects of Lockhart’s illness. Lockhart had been sent home to England in 1880,
suffering from an intense fever and was eventually to die in 1900 from malaria.
While the fever kept recurring throughout the campaign, there is no indication that
it prevented Lockhart from properly fulfilling all of his official duties and he was,

rightly, praised by the War Office for his work during the campaign.

It would be true to argue that Nicholson had never held high executive
command but unfair to claim that he had no experience of frontier warfare.
Furthermore, it is worth bearing in mind that Birdwood wrote his autobiography
many years after the events of 1897-98 and there is little doubt that his views may

have been coloured by the way that he and his friend, lan Hamilton, were challenged

80 ]. Hamilton, Listening for the Drums (Faber and Faber, 1944), p. 180.
81 D. Nalson, ‘Field Marshal Lord Nicholson’, The Journal of the Victorian Military Society, (2009), p.
13.
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by Nicholson during the Dardanelles Commission enquiry (see Chapter Eight).

In contrast to Birdwood, who was then a junior officer and not party to all the
details of the campaign, Lockhart himself thought very highly of Nicholson and of
the part that he had played in the Tirah Campaign. He trusted his sound judgement,
and clear grasp of affairs, and acknowledged that Nicholson’s knowledge of frontier
warfare was far-reaching.8? In his final despatch Lockhart wrote of Nicholson that
he was: ‘an officer of brilliant abilities, fertility of resource, and experience in war,
the value of whose assistance it is difficult for me to acknowledge in adequate
terms.’83 Having said all of that, there can be no doubt that Nicholson was not a
success as Chief of Staff or a leader in the field and his subsequent appointment

during the South African War was more suited to his skills.

The campaign was only a qualified success, but it stimulated a debate about
the tactics of hill warfare in India and a re-evaluation of British methods in the
aftermath of the fighting. Nicholson believed, as he wrote to Roberts, that ‘the
criticisms are almost invariably based on incorrect or inadequate information’84 He

believed that the criticisms aimed at the campaign were unfair:

The difficulties were enormous. First, a country probably one of the
most difficult in the world, not one or two mountain passes and then
level country, but a network of mountains, passes and ravines,
absolutely without roads through it, and with many of the hills
covered with forest. Secondly, numerous transport animals, at least
three-quarters of which were of a very inferior type. Thirdly, an
enemy who made no stand in the open, but knew the ground
perfectly, and were more active and better shots than our troops,
while equally well armed.85

82 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 245.

83 Sir William Lockhart’s Final Despatch, London Gazette, 5 April 1898, p. 2180.
8¢ NAM, Roberts MSS 52/58, Nicholson to Roberts, 10 January 1898.

85 NAM, Roberts MSS 52/62, Nicholson to Roberts, 20 February 1898.
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Additionally, Nicholson felt that the expectations of the campaign had been

unrealistic.

Some badly-informed people both at home and in India seem to
think that it ought to be the matter of a few weeks thoroughly to
subdue a race of well-armed mountaineers inhabiting one of the
most difficult countries in the world. They have only to study
history to arrive at a different conclusion.8®

Lockhart, likewise, believed the campaign had been a success, and the criticism of it

unjustified.

Writing to Hamilton in 1898, Lockhart was to say, ‘Yes it is very

satisfactory that our traducers are silenced, and that the theory of a Tirah “fiasco”

has been exploded.’8”

Nicholson himself, when reviewing the campaign in March 1898, wrote:

In mountain warfare much has to be left to the judgement and capacity
of officers commanding units or detachments, however small; and a
petty mistake, such as the premature withdrawal of a piquet by the
officer in charge of it, may produce the most serious results. In the
present campaign the regimental officers have behaved as gallantly as
was to be expected, but many of them were new to the game and did
foolish things until they learnt wisdom by experience.88

He also wrote to Wilkinson that criticism of the staff was unwarranted, especially

under the difficult circumstances of the campaign.

Then the staff is severely censured as being incompetent - I have had
a good deal of experience in that direction and I don’t think the staff is
any more incompetent than it was during the past Afghan War or the
Egyptian Campaign of 1882. Staff officers differ in ability and energy
but on the whole the staff of this force, though neither omniscient nor
omnipresent had done well. Its numbers have been by no means
excessive - out of 45 officers on the general staff (Adj Genl and
Quartermaster Genls Depts) of the Tirah force i.e. employed with the
30,000 troops alluded to above 18 have passed the Staff College or are
especially qualified for the Staff on account of staff service in the field

86 NAM, Roberts MSS 52/60, Nicholson to Roberts, 23 January 1898.
87 Lockhart to Hamilton, 16 May 1898, in Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, p. 266.
88 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-45, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 2 March 1898.



61

- of the remaining 27, 23 have had previous staff experience and the
balance of 4 have previous war experience. Again, out of the whole 45
all but 3 have had previous war experience and some good deal of such
experience, while out of the 3 without war experience 2 are staff
college graduates.

You will see from this what nonsense has been talked about the
unwieldy and incompetent staff, & the favouritism employed in
selecting it.8?

It may be the case that both Nicholson and Lockhart were protesting so
strongly because that they were all too aware of the difficulties and failures of

the campaign.

Nicholson had been mentioned in despatches and received the campaign
medal with two clasps. He was also made a Knight Commander of the Bath. After
the conclusion of the campaign, he returned for a time to his duties in the Punjab
Command. In 1898, however, he was promoted to be adjutant general in India,
which at that time was the highest appointment on the staff. One of his roles in that
post was to look into the recommendations made with regard to the methods and
organisation following the Tirah Campaign. The campaign confirmed Nicholson in
his belief in the limitations of the ‘forward policy’ and that the lack of preparation
for conflict on the North-West Frontier had exposed the defence of India, thereby

potentially encouraging tribal warfare.?®

In 1907 Nicholson appeared before John Morley’s sub-committee®l, which
had been convened to discuss the defence of India. The questioning of him was
largely with regard to the logistics of supply on the North-West frontier, with specific

reference to his experiences during the Tirah expedition. Nicholson stated that the

89]bid.
90 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 227.
91 Nicholson appeared before the sub-committee on 23 January.
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pack animals used were the worst that he had seen, and that it would have been
preferable to use camels, but the terrain was too mountainous.?? According to
Nicholson the Tirah expedition had placed a great strain on the transport resources
of India. He stated, in 1907, that he believed that the situation could be relieved by
the introduction of mechanised transport, together with an extension of the

railways.”3

Conclusion

Unlike many of his contemporaries Nicholson did not see active service at the
start of his career. Kitchener, for example, saw service straight from Woolwich, while
Nicholson was sent to the Paris Exhibition, to observe fortifications in Ireland, and
was then employed on civil engineering projects in India. The Second Afghan War
presented him with an opportunity for service in the field and to advance his career.
He proved himself to be a resourceful engineer officer with an attention to detail
when resolving issues. ‘For Nicholson, the Second Afghan War was the most exciting

and fulfilling period of his life.%*

This period had established Nicholson’s ability and reputation as a field
engineer and he had begun to be seen as a knowledgeable staff officer. He had proved

himself to be a resourceful and innovative field engineer, who had gained a great

92 C. Wyatt, Afghanistan and the Defence of Empire. Diplomacy and Strategy during the Great Game
(Bloomsbury, 2011), p. 154.

93 TNA, CAB 38/13/20, ‘Report of the Sub-Committee on the Military Requirements of the Empire.
India’, 1 May 1907. Nicholson stated that it was impossible to maintain five divisions at Kabul and
four at Girishk until railway communications had reached those places. See also C. Wyatt,
Afghanistan and the Defence of Empire, pp. 153-155; G.R. Winton, ‘The British Army, Mechanisation
and a new Transport System 1900-14’, Journal of the Society of Army Historical Research, 78.315,
(Autumn 2000), pp- 197-212; For a detailed discussion about railways in India see E.M. Spiers,
Engines for Empire: The Victorian Army and its use of Railways (Manchester University Press, 2015),
chapter 5, pp. 76-95, ‘Strategic Railways in India’.

94 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 212.
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amount of experience of conditions on the frontier. The period had also brought him
to Roberts’ attention as someone upon whose expertise he could rely. He had begun
to acquire a familiarity with the Indian Army and its administration and was starting
to become an authority on defence matters through the study and development on
strategic plans on the defence of India. He was to put this into effect during his time
as secretary of the defence committee in Simla. The Tirah campaign was to show,
however, that despite his many qualities he really wasn’t suited to command in the
field. It also showed the complex nature of his character, and that he could be a

difficult person with whom to deal.
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Chapter 3 His Reputation as a Protégé and Confidant of Roberts

During his early career in India, Nicholson had shown that he was
increasingly important as a protégé of Roberts, and as a significant member of
Roberts ‘ring’ of Indian officers. Rings of younger officers grew up around certain
senior officers from whose patronage they would benefit.! According to Beckett,
‘The rings emerged in part from the casual attitude toward the emergence of general
staff’2 Little has been written, however, of the contribution that Nicholson made to
the group of soldiers who were adherents of Roberts. This chapter will examine the
effect that being a member of Roberts’ ring had upon Nicholson’s career. It will
consider how their relationship intensified, especially the increasing reliance that
Roberts came to have upon Nicholson as the latter’s career progressed. This is
indicated by the manner in which Nicholson communicated with the press on
Roberts’ behalf, writing many of his letters and speeches. The chapter will consider
the effect that Nicholson’s relationship with the press had on his own career.
Roberts brought Nicholson with him to South Africa and subsequently appointed
him as Director of Transport. This chapter will examine the effect that this was to
have upon his career and on his relationship with Kitchener.
The ‘Rings’

As Roberts’ Military Secretary and a key member of his ring, Nicholson wrote,
on behalf of Lord Roberts,? to Henry Spenser Wilkinson, the military correspondent
of the Manchester Guardian,* to invite him to visit Roberts, and he and Nicholson

soon developed a friendship. Wilkinson was to write a series of articles, The Brain

1 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, pp. 74-108.

2 [bid, p. 74.

3 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-1, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 5 October 1892. Roberts had
been created a baronet on 11 June 1881.

4 From 1895 he was the correspondent of the London Morning Post .
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of an Army, about the positive influence of the German General Staff.> Roberts
disagreed with his views on the subject but in Nicholson, Wilkinson found a willing
ally. Roberts believed that the creation of a General Staff was not applicable to the
British Army, and that the current system worked well enough with a capable
Commander-in-Chief. Having said that, Roberts and Wilkinson got on very well and,
as the leading military intellectual and journalist, Wilkinson counted both Roberts
and Nicholson as personal friends, becoming a powerful ally for both within the
press.6 Wilkinson also met a number of Roberts’ leading protégés. While he was at
Meerut, he stayed with Nicholson and his wife, Victoria. Nicholson, like Wilkinson,
believed that the creation of a General Staff was essential if the British army was to
develop professionally. Wilkinson found Nicholson to be ‘one of the cleverest
officers in the Army’, ready with a Latin quote from Ovid or Virgil.”

Wilkinson also met [an Hamilton, who was another member of Roberts’ ring,
and a friend of Nicholson, although they were subsequently to fall out. Wilkinson
was impressed with Hamilton’s knowledge and expertise in what the army still
termed ‘musketry’. Roberts spent time and energy trying to ensure the promotion
of both Nicholson and Hamilton to the rank of Colonel. Nicholson by now had served
with Roberts on a number of occasions and was the assistant adjutant-general at
Simla. He had also greatly impressed Roberts with his work on the Defence
Committee and as Roberts’ Military Secretary. Hamilton had also served with
Roberts for several years.

When Nicholson first met Wilkinson he had served for 26 years, had fought

5 H. Spenser Wilkinson, The Brain of an Army, A Popular Account of the German General Staff
(Constable, 1895).

6 H. Spenser Wilkinson, Thirty-Five Years (Constable, 1933), pp. 143, 153, 160, 168.

7 Ibid, p. 153.
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in four actions in three campaigns, and been mentioned in despatches six times.
Hamilton had served for almost 18 years, had seen action three times and had been
mentioned in despatches four times. The difference was that Nicholson had served
in campaigns in his capacity as an engineer and a staff officer and had never held
substantial command in battle. Hamilton, on the other hand, had commanded in
battle, been wounded and had twice been recommended for the VC. In an era when
the ‘cult of the personality’ and the ‘heroic leader’ dominated much of Victorian
popular culture Nicholson did not fit the mould, while Hamilton certainly did.®
Roberts believed that those who served in the Home Army, and were members of
Wolseley’s ‘ring’, were being given special treatment when it came to promotion, and
that his own men were being overlooked. Roberts pressed for the promotion to
Colonel of his protégés and drew up a chart proving that others were promoted more
rapidly, which he sent to the Secretary of State. Hamilton was to state that he, and
those at Simla, were ‘surprised’ that their promotion had been turned down:

Army Headquarters in India were, if not altogether broken-hearted, at

least surprised that there was no mention at all of their boon

companion Nick; nothing about Bill Beresford; nothing for Johnny

Hamilton. To a man the crowd of qualified young officers in England

had been jumped up but as to us - the three young eligibles in India -

we were wallflowered; we had been publicly turned down.10

Pressure was brought to bear by the Viceroy through the India Office.ll The

Duke of Cambridge refused to give way on the grounds of principle but insisted in a

letter on 1 January 1891 that Nicholson’s case was different from Hamilton’s, and

8 H. Streets, ‘Military Influence in Late Victorian and Edwardian Popular Media; The Case of
Frederick Roberts’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 8. 2, (2003), pp. 233-234.

9 Atwood, Roberts, p. 165.

10 Hamilton, Listening for the Drums (Faber and Faber, 1944), pp. 214-15.

11 Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, pp. 212-216.
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‘the substantive rank of colonel may be conferred upon him at an early date’’? In
the end they were both promoted, with Nicholson’s Colonelcy being dated from 1
January 1891 and that of Hamilton from 25 November of the same year.!? Hamilton
believed that much of the credit for their eventual promotion was due to the actions

of Nicholson himself:

Nick, familiarly ‘Old Nick’, predestined to be Field Marshal Sir William

and Chief of the Imperial General Staff, had a good cheek and had

never been known to turn the other one. At once, aided by Bill

Beresford, he got very busy... There it lay, the argument set forth in

dry, terse sentences curiously anticipatory of the style of a future Chief

of the Imperial General Staff who was to fulminate from that very War

Office at whose august head he was now slinging his ink. Followed

the signatures of ‘Dufferin’# and all the little tin gods of Simla. A

Cabinet matter by Jove! Bravo Old Nick! Bravo!! One hasty meeting

and all the walls of the War Office Jericho fell flat. 15
Securing promotion indicated the power and influence that Nicholson was later to
wield, and perhaps of the regard in which colleagues held him, during this period in
India.

The struggles that Roberts had in getting promotion for two of his closest
protégés simply reinforced the belief of fellow Indian officers that they were being
overlooked to the benefit of the Home Army. The very existence of a group of
adherents around a prominent commander was an added complication to the matter
of promotion and selection. Wolseley’s ring was regarded as being more

traditionalist, favouring Cardwell’s army reforms, and in favour of short-term

service, while Roberts’ Indian adherents believed themselves to be more forward

12 LHCMA, Hamilton 1/2/18, G.B. Harman (War Office) to Roberts, 1 January 1891.

13 See Hart’s Army List 1892 for the dates of their promotions.

14 Frederick Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 1st Marquess of Dufferin and Ava was Viceroy of India
from 1884-1888.

15 Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, pp. 215-16.
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thinking and were against short-term service because it was not suitable for
Britain’s overseas commitments. Roberts regarded many of Wolseley’s ring as being
incompetent, with the latter often leaving his officers to pick up the pieces, while
Wolseley and his adherents thought that the Indian Army was inefficient, and that
the significance of many of Roberts’ victories was down to good luck and his capacity
for self-advertisement.1®

While initially, antagonism between the two groups was not openly apparent,
by the end of 1881 hostility had surfaced, commencing with Roberts’ public criticism
of short service.l” Roberts expressed his concerns, including his fear that newly
arrived British troops could not cope with the Indian climate. He protested about
the vulnerability of short service men in his speech at the Mansion House on 14
March 1881.18 Even so, Wolseley, in 1885, was to state that Roberts was the best man
to be given the Indian command and Roberts was, in 1895, to claim that Wolseley
was the proper person to succeed the Duke of Cambridge.

The two rings operated in very similar ways as both men wished to see the
most able men, in their opinion, promoted.1® Having said that, Roberts was accused
of surrounding himself with an aristocratic staff in South Africa and Wolseley
commented that he hoped future generations of authors would see Roberts as, ‘the
little toady and snob and bad general that he has proved himself to be’.20 Nicholson

has also been accused of being a snob?! and in 1891 Captain Horace Smith-Dorrien

16 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 89; Atwood, Roberts, p. 165.

17 Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, pp. 88-89.

8 Atwood, Roberts, p. 123.

19 Tbid, p. 89.

20 Wolseley to brother, 27 July 1900, quoted in Beckett, British Profession of Arms, p.95. Charles

Townsend (a Liberal politician) described Roberts’ coterie as ‘a sort of extract from the Peerage,
with a few names of untitled officers thrown in here and there’. Ibid, p.96.

211. Beckett, T. Bowman and M. Connolly, The British Army and the First World War, (Cambridge

University Press, 217), p. 27 with reference to Nicholson’s comment about Robertson’s ‘want of
breeding’.
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complained about the Indian Army being a ‘land of jobbery’?2 Smith-Dorrien was
complaining that he had left the Staff College to return to his regiment in India but
was told by Nicholson that, ‘much value was not set on the p.s.c. in India, but there
was no reason why the holding of such a certificate should prevent my obtaining a
Staff appointment.23 India did not have its own Staff College until 1905 and few
officers in India possessed a p.s.c, in fact neither Nicholson nor Roberts had such a
qualification. Indian army officers, gunners and sappers were allowed to compete
for and enter the Staff College but only in restricted numbers.?* It may well be that,
rather than Nicholson being simply a ‘snob’, he was only representing to Smith-
Dorrien, the position in India as it pertained at the time. In 1904 he certainly
recommended Lt-Colonel H. ]. Duncan RFA for a temporary military attachéship
because he was p.s.c..2> Furthermore, when promoting the Imperial General Staff in
1909, Nicholson urged the dominions to send officers to the British staff college at
Camberley to ensure that their training would be imbued with British influence and
example.26

Nicholson indicated his feelings about the differences between the two ‘rings’
in a letter to Spenser Wilkinson: ‘Being as you know a strong advocate for army
reform [ am extremely anxious to see Lord Roberts at the War Office.?” He continued,

To relegate him [Roberts] to Ireland, and to hand over the
administration of the Army to the Wolseley gang would be fatal to

22 Smith-Dorrien to ‘Algy’, 30 May 1891 quoted in Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 91.

23 Smith-Dorrien, Memories of Forty-Eight Years’ Service, (John Murray, 1925), p. 72.

24 B. Bond, The Victorian Army, pp. 133, 138-9.

25 RA, W25/17, Nicholson to Roberts, 20 January 1904.

26 TNA, W.0. 32/452/33, Gen. no. 354 ‘The Imperial General Staff. CAB 38/17/13, Report of a Sub-
Committee of the Committee of Imperial Defence. ‘“To Formulate Questions connected with the
Naval and Military Defence of the Empire to be discussed at the Imperial Conference 1911’; D.C.
Gordon, The Dominion Partnership in Imperial Defense 1870-1914 (The John Hopkins Press, 1965),
p. 275.

27 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-32, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 24 June 1895. Nicholson was
a strong advocate of Roberts’ ‘right’ to be appointed either C-in-C, chief of staff under a royal C-in-C
or Master General of the Ordnance.



70

progress and reform - For you must remember that Wolseley has
had his chance and failed just as Buller has failed. The lamentable
state of the home army and the senseless waste of money that takes
place year by year is due not so much to the Duke of Cambridge as
to his responsible staff officers. And for a good many years past the
influence of Wolseley and his followers has been predominant.28
Whilst there was, undoubtedly, rivalry between the two rings, Hamilton tried
to exaggerate this by creating the notion of ‘a battle of the rings’2° In actual fact only
a small number of officers belonged to the rings, and even among those who did,
there were some, such as Nicholson, who were increasingly becoming their own
men. Perhaps Hamilton’s view was somewhat coloured by the fact that the War
Office refused, at one point, to confirm his own appointment as Roberts’ assistant
Military Secretary, and for that he blamed Buller, who was one of Wolseley’s men.30
Nicholson wrote to Spenser Wilkinson expressing similar views, claiming
that he had no chance of promotion since he had seen a letter from Buller stating
that he was extremely well qualified for a staff appointment which he (Nicholson)
wanted, had it not been for his intimate association with Lord Roberts. Nicholson
went on to say that Buller was a good subordinate but that he carried, ‘petty jealousy
of a much more favoured soldier than himself so as to bar me from staff employment
because I have the honour to be a friend of Lord Roberts’3! There can be no doubt

that Nicholson owed much of his early advancement to the support he received from

Roberts32 and this is very clearly indicated in the correspondence between the two

28 |bid.

29 Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, pp. 149, 215.

30 Atwood, Roberts, p. 130.

31 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-28, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson 12 December 1894. Hamilton
was to describe Buller as ‘the evil genius’ of the Wolseley Ring. Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, p.
176.

32 ‘Roberts’ three principal protégés were lan Hamilton, William Nicholson and George White'.
Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 93.
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of them. However, it is also apparent that he soon came to rely on his own ability,
and while there is still a deferential tone to their later letters, their relationship
changed and Nicholson was not afraid to correct his mentor. 33

The existence of the ‘rings’ complicated the system of promotion and
advancement3* and it was perhaps inevitable and understandable that senior
officers were going to surround themselves with officers who supported their views.
In the days prior to the creation of a general staff, this kind of personal approach to
leadership would be likely to create rivalry. It is the case, though, that the rings were
never exclusive — Nicholson for example had served with Wolseley in Egypt.

Another sphere of influence centred around the royal family. The Queen was
the head of the army and her cousin, George, Duke of Cambridge was its
Commander-in-Chief, whom she insisted should be taken into account on all
important subjects concerned with army matters. The Royal Family, and the Duke
of Cambridge in particular, came in for criticism from Nicholson for their ‘amateur’
interference in what Nicholson believed should be an increasingly professional
army. Cambridge had his own clique and regularly challenged the claims for
promotion of members of both Roberts’ and Wolseley’s rings. As has been seen, he
blocked the promotions of both Nicholson and Hamilton. Nicholson was scathing
about the influence of the royal family on the army, ‘The fact is that the Army is dealt
with, not as a natural force, but as a convenient appendage of the Royal Family.3> He
also insisted that the ‘Royal Family usurp the best paid and most responsible

appointments in the Army - which neither their talents nor their service qualify

33 See, for example, NAM, Roberts MSS 52 /41, Nicholson to Roberts 31 August 1896; NAM, Roberts
MSS R52/122, Nicholson to Roberts 15 September 1905.

34 Harries-Jenkins, Army in Victorian Society, p. 163.

35 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-26, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 7 June 1894.
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them to fill.’3¢ He speculated that it would be interesting for MPs to ask for a return
of all the sums drawn by members of the royal family during the Queen’s reign from
the military estimates. He continued, ‘In what other profession or calling would the
nation allow the prizes to be appropriated by incompetent royal personages?’3” On
a number of other occasions the Duke of Cambridge came in for specific criticism.
In one letter; for example, Nicholson comments that the way Lord Roberts has been
treated3® is intolerable and should be brought to the attention of the public and
‘should begin an attack on the Duke of Cambridge’3° It is quite astonishing that a
serving officer should make such a statement, even in a private letter, and call for a
campaign against a member of the royal family and commander-in-chief. Nicholson
was, though, not alone in complaining about the influence of the Duke, as
Christopher Brice makes a similar statement regarding Brackenbury’s public
disagreement with the Duke during the Hartington Commission.4?

In 1893 Roberts returned to England in order to convince the War Office that,
after the defence of England, the defence of India should be of ‘paramount
importance’*! He was succeeded as C-in-C India by Sir George White, who was
another member of Roberts’ ring. Nicholson also returned home at the same time
as Roberts and there is considerable evidence that from that time Nicholson had a
significant input into all of Roberts’ correspondence and speeches. While Nicholson

was guiding much of what Roberts wrote and was a significant member of his ring,

36 |bid.

37 Ibid.

38 The Aldershot command had already been given to the Duke of Connaught, which again raised
criticism from Nicholson, and therefore Roberts, when he returned home from India as he would be
left unemployed.

39 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-13, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 9 September 1893.

40 Christopher Brice ‘The Military Career of General Sir Henry Brackenbury: The Thinking Man'’s
Soldier’, (unpublished PhD thesis, De Montfort University, April 2009), p. 198.

41 Atwood, Roberts, p. 170.
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he was increasingly becoming more assertive and his own man.

Military and the Press

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, it had become apparent that
ambitious military men, such as Roberts, endeavoured to manipulate public opinion
via the press. Heather Streets argues:

that the timing of British popular militarism was no accident, and

that it corresponded with officers’ influence in the media. In other

words, late-century popular militarism reflected the role that self-

interested and media-savvy military figures played in helping to

shape the values and ideologies of a more aggressively imperial
state.*?

According to Streets and others, including Beckett, General Roberts stands out
amongst these military men, and few met with the success he attained in
manipulating the media:
Roberts’ own influence with the metropolitan media was a cemented
by his participation in a colonial war and the massive fame he
achieved while in command. Yet the seamless, authoritative and
often anonymous representations contemporary  Britons
encountered of ‘Roberts the hero’ were in large part engineered and
manipulated by Roberts himself.43

Streets and others argue that through the many interventions of officers, and

Roberts in particular, they gained regular and privileged access to the Victorian

42 H. Streets, Martial Races. The Military, Race and Masculinity in British Imperial Culture, 1857-1914
(Manchester University Press, 2004), p.117; Spiers, The Army and Society 1815-1914 (Longman,
1980), pp- 211-15, 220; J. M. MacKenzie, ‘Introduction’, in Popular Imperialism and the Military,
1850-1950, ]. M. MacKenzie (ed.) (Manchester University Press, 1992), pp. 1-21.

43 Streets, Martial Races, p. 122. See also H. Streets, ‘Military Influence in Late Victorian and
Edwardian Popular Media: The Case of Frederick Roberts’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 8.2 (2003),
pp. 231-256. Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, pp. 121-122.
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press.*4
Evidence would appear to suggest, however, that while Roberts did regularly
use the press to further his own advantage, much of the direction for that came from
his protégé, Nicholson. The first surviving letter that exists from Nicholson to his
mentor dates from 22 July 1889,%> and from that time on it is clear that Roberts relied
heavily upon Nicholson to draft, and write, his despatches, letters, books and
speeches. Writing in 1893, following his return home, Roberts was to write to lan
Hamilton, ‘Old Neville is here writing for me hard all day. 46 I don’t know what I
should do without his help and Nicholson’s. The latter is simply invaluable.4”
Roberts had hoped to become Viceroy of India but his appointment was

frustrated by the Secretary of State for War, Campbell-Bannerman, and as a
distraction he set about writing a series of articles about the ‘Rise of Wellington’ for
the Pall Mall Magazine, obtaining a great deal of help from his ‘golden pen’,
Nicholson.*® As Nicholson wrote to Roberts:

[ am reading the Peninsular War and the Despatches in order to

get my mind involved with the history of the time before I put

down the heads of the proposed articles. The Peninsular War is

a very confused business, as it was a war without a definite

policy - such a war would be impossible now in any civilized

country, as railways always now supply those facilities for

concentration, which at that time only the sea afforded.#®
In an enclosure to the same letter Roberts asks:

In what book is there an account of Sir John Moore being unjustly

assailed? - to which Nicholson replies, ‘In Napier’s Peninsula War
-vol.i, p 341, “It can be demonstrated that the reputation of that

44 Streets, Martial Races, pp. 118-119.

45 NAM, Roberts MSS, R52/1, Nicholson to Roberts, 22 July 1889.

46 Presumably brevet Lieutenant-Colonel Neville Chamberlain who had been appointed to Roberts
staff during the Second Anglo-Afghan War and who subsequently followed Roberts to South Africa.
47 Roberts to Hamilton, 2 June 1893, in Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, p. 220.

48 Birdwood, Khaki and Gown, p. 83.

49 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/7, Nicholson to Roberts, 10 December 1893.
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excellent general, Sir ]. Moore, was basely sacrificed at the period

of his death; and the virulent censures since passed upon his

conduct have been as inconsiderate as they are unmerited and

cruel.” There are several other passages to the same effect.’>0
[tis very apparent, even from this exchange, that Roberts had become heavily reliant
upon Nicholson’s ability and attention to detail, even to the extent of asking the
spelling of ‘picket/piquet’ and whether he should always refer to Wellesley as
‘General’5!

When consideration is given to the writing of Roberts’ popular and very
successful book, Forty-One Years in India, it is even more obvious that Roberts relied
upon Nicholson and there are passages in the letters which suggest that the latter
wrote considerable sections of it himself. Some of what might be considered
controversial aspects of the book are certainly mentioned by Nicholson in his letters.
For example, Sir Charles Gough felt that Roberts had made a damning slight upon
him in Forty-One Years in India, in suggesting that Gough been too slow in his
advance upon Kabul in December 1879.52 How far, though, had Roberts been
influenced by Nicholson’s view of Gough when, during the period of the preparation
of the book Nicholson had written, in derogatory terms to Roberts about Gough, ‘The
letters [to The Times] by Sir C. Brownlow and Sir C Gough were absolute nonsense.

It is a great misfortune that men of such antiquated ideas should think themselves

called upon to instruct the British public.53 This may be an indication that many of

50 Ibid, enclosure.

51 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/7, Nicholson to Roberts, 10 December 1893. Nicholson replies that the
spelling in Wellington’s Despatches is ‘piquet’ and that he would put General before Wellesley to
distinguish him from his brother, the Marquis Wellesley. See ]J. Gurder, Wellington’s Dispatches,
(Clowes and Sons, 1841).

52 General Sir Charles Gough VC (1832-1912). Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, pp. 451-52. See
also Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 61.

53 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/32, Nicholson to Roberts 12 May 1895.
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the views expressed in the book were those of Nicholson himself.

This theory is corroborated by General Sir George Greaves in his Memoirs,>*
who said of Nicholson, that he ‘was a keen soldier, especially on paper, and I have
been told that he wrote most of Lord Roberts’ Forty-One Years in India. At any rate
he edited it and did it very well’>> There are numerous references in the
correspondence between Nicholson and Roberts of the former preparing drafts and

editing proofs of Roberts’ book. Nicholson wrote to Roberts:

[ have just returned in registered covers to Grove Park the proof
sheets of the book, accompanied by a memo. indicating a few
changes which, I think, might be made.

In a letter dated the 2nd instant your Lordship refers to page 55 of
the proof with reference to the feeling of antagonism between the
British and Indian Services. I should be inclined to say that that
feeling now hardly exists in India, but is as strong as ever in England,
Indian experience being viewed by the authorities at the H.Qrds [sic]
almost as a disqualification for home employment. The reason of
course is jealousy and the desire to keep all administrative power
and well-paid appointments within a certain set, whose ineptitude
is only equalled by their narrow-mindedness. But this point can
hardly be dealt with, except quite incidentally, in your narrative of
the Mutiny. It would come in appropriately enough in the Chapter
on the Army in India, of which I have submitted a preliminary sketch.
You will see in the draft that [ have referred to the division of the staff
appointments and a passage could be inserted remarking upon the
firstappointments to the Staff Corps and the feeling between the two
services in India, as well as the prejudice at home against officers
with Indian Experience.>¢

In response to a question from Roberts, Nicholson continues,
You ask me for my opinion of the book so far as it has gone. You have

got to Sheet 102, answering [ suppose to page 204, and have not yet
finished the Siege of Delhi. Each volume will have, [ imagine, not more

54 General Sir George Richards Greaves (1831- 1922). He saw action in the Indian Mutiny of 1857,
The Third Anglo-Ashanti War and the Suakin Expedition before becoming Commander-in-Chief of
the Bombay Army from 1891. He retired in 1893.

55 Greaves, Memoirs, p. 169.

56 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/22, Nicholson to Roberts, 15 December 1894.
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than about 400 pages. Now your reminiscences will be interesting to

the public, first, in account of your personal experiences and

recollections as regards both what happened to well-known men with

whom you came into contact; secondly on account of the part you

played in frontier Expeditions [sic], the Afghan War and the War in

Upper Burma, after you had attained and while you were attaining a

high military position; and thirdly on account of the opportunities you

have enjoyed of forming comprehensive views on the larger questions

of Indian administration.”
Nicholson then advises that the narrative of events ought to be condensed, and that
this should be done at this stage, along with some evaluation of how many pages
need to be devoted to each section: ‘In fact I should be inclined to say that the time
has arrived for a consideration and definition in tabular form of the several phases
of the narrative and of the questions of policy and administration to be dealt with
towards the end of the book/>8 It is, therefore, apparent from this that Nicholson
was also responsible for the organisation of Roberts’ book.

The timing of the publication of Roberts’ book also deserves consideration
and Nicholson had some influence upon it. Roberts, as has been indicated, was
particularly adept at exploiting the press for his own ends and was a great self-
publicist. The release was timed to coincide with the celebration of Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee (1897), and to capitalise on the rejoicing of both domestic and
imperial events.>? As such it was very quickly a best-seller.?? Nicholson also believed
that Roberts, having been appointed as Commander-in-Chief in Ireland, needed to
be kept in the public eye:

it would be much better for you and for the Army and country, that

you should be in a position of power and responsibility at the
Horse Guards, rather than that you should go to Ireland where you

57 Ibid.

58 |bid.

59 See Atwood, Roberts, p. 169.

60 [n just over a year twenty-eight editions were published and in total there were thirty-eight. It
was translated into braille, German, Italian and Urdu. Atwood, Roberts, p. 169.
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would be simply a channel of communication without being able
to influence the course of events at Head Quarters.6!

This was of particular importance as his rival, Wolseley, had, (in 1895), been
appointed as C-in-C of the British army for a five-year term, and Nicholson was
determined that Roberts should succeed him at the end of that time. He also
indicated that he was very willing to come home to serve with Roberts.62

The question of sport and its connection with national defence was a subject
about which Nicholson could by no means claim to have expert knowledge. Roberts,
however; still sought his advice on the matter when preparing a letter on the subject
to the editor of the Standard. Before ending his letter to Roberts, Nicholson advised,
‘I therefore venture to submit that if you address the Standard in the sense proposed
in your draft you may embarrass yourself later on, unless indeed you have some
definite scheme for utilizing sporting proclivities for the purpose of national
defence.®3 Nicholson commented at length on the draft® that Roberts sent him:

[ am inclined to suggest that you should write to Mr. Gwynne (Ed?

of Standard) in reply to his letter of August 29t to the effect that

you have read with interest the correspondence published in his

paper on “the Use and Abuse of Sport”, but think that the proposals

put forward are so vague, and you have little practical knowledge

of the various organisations which control and direct the more

popular forces of sport, that you hesitate to express an opinion

whether it would be possible to divert some of the energy devoted

to sport to the imperative duty of national defence.®>

Nicholson then rewrote Roberts’ letter for him and enclosed it when he sent his

letter to Roberts in September 1905, although it is missing from the latter’s papers.¢®

61 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/14, Nicholson to Roberts, 18 June 1894.

62 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/36, Nicholson to Roberts, 24 June 1895.

63 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/122, Nicholson to Roberts, 15 September 1905.

64 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/123, Roberts’ draft letter to the editor of the Standard, undated.
65 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/122, Nicholson to Roberts 15 September 1905.

66 Tbid.
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Understandably Nicholson came to be regarded as Roberts’ ‘Golden Pen’. Yet
Nicholson himself was to state very clearly that he did not enjoy writing. In a letter
to Spenser Wilkinson he said, ‘In fact to write anything is distasteful to me and I
believe no one writes convincingly who does not feel absolutely assured of the truth
of and importance of the views he is putting forward. ¢ He was writing at a time
when he was feeling depressed about his situation, as he was about to return to India
although he preferred employment at home. Additionally, he was responding to a
suggestion by Spenser Wilkinson that writing was one of a number of activities that
he might consider in order to alleviate his dissatisfaction with his current position.®®
In fact in 1893 Nicholson had declined an invitation to write an account of Lord
Lytton’s political and military administration in India, claiming that he expected to
have other work to do within six months.®? All of this may explain why there are no
books, and few manuscripts in Nicholson’s name. At the time Nicholson appeared
to be suffering from depression and had periods of ill-health, ‘feeling a good deal out
of sorts’70 He even considered leaving the army, ‘the only question for me personally
is whether it is worth my while to continue in the service. This is a dull place, and
although I fancy I run the staff business of the Punjab Army well enough I don’t find
it particularly interesting.”!

In addition to the support that Nicholson gave to Roberts with his writing, it

is also apparent that Nicholson wrote a number of speeches for him and by doing so

67 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-35, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 10 October 1895.

68 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-35, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 10 October 1895. Nicholson
complained to Spenser Wilkinson that he could see little prospect of advancement and that
peacetime work on the Staff was monotonous. Wilkinson had suggested, that in addition to writing,
Nicholson might consider going into the House of Commons. Nicholson, meanwhile, stated that if
he gave up his ‘present course’ he would consider speculating on the Stock Exchange.

69 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-17, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 14 September 1893.

70 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-35, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 10 October 1895.

71 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-34, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 7 September 1895.
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shaped much of what Roberts said. ‘I submit draft speech for Newport. I think I am
correct in assuming that Monmouthshire is practically a Welsh County in traditions
and sympathies. In olden days it was, I believe actually included in Wales.”? Even
later, when Nicholson was at the War Office, he was still advising Roberts about his
speeches and memoranda on topics such as recruitment and the state of the army.”3

Aylmer Haldane, who was, admittedly an adherent of Nicholson’s,’# painted
an interesting picture of the relationships between Nicholson, Roberts and
Hamilton. He claimed that Roberts was ungrateful towards Nicholson and that he
preferred lan Hamilton, who always agreed with him. He also stated that Roberts,
‘habitually writes in his own handwriting minutes on cases which N. sends to him
typewritten so that those seeing them may imagine that they are his own
composition./7> Roberts gives no credit to Nicholson, even in the preface, for any
assistance he had received during the writing of his biography, Forty-One Years in
India. Paul Ramsey even states that in the original draft Roberts doesn’t mention
Nicholson’s name when discussing the influence of the defence committee at Simla,
although it was included in the final, published version.”¢ This, of course, may be
another reason that Nicholson is less well known than he deserves, in that even
Roberts didn’t give him the credit to which he was due.

In addition to Nicholson’s wider engagement with the press via Roberts he
was, from 1892, corresponding regularly, on a personal level, with Henry Spenser

Wilkinson. Indeed it was Nicholson’s close association with Wilkinson that was later

72 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/17, Nicholson to Roberts, 18 October 1894.

73 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/124, Nicholson to Roberts, 19 September 1905.

74 NLS, Haldane Diary, MSS 20247, 20 August 1900; T. Travers, The Killing Ground, (Pen and Sword,
1987), p. 7. Haldane wrote to Nicholson in 1900 asking for brevet promotion and appointment to
his staff.

75 NLS, Aylmer Haldane Diary, MSS 20247, Friday 26 April 1901.

76 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 216.
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alluded to, in 1904, as one of the reasons why he was the main victim of the ‘clean
sweep’ of the War Office by the Esher Committee.”” Sir George Clarke was being
sounded out by Lord Esher as to Nicholson’s suitability as a possible CGS78 but Clarke
distrusted Nicholson for a number of reasons, including a feeling that Nicholson
would resume his practice of ‘leaking’ information to Spenser Wilkinson.”®
Nicholson’s correspondence with Wilkinson covered a wide range of topics
including the Afghan War; the frustrations of service in the army; views on the
government and the War Office; and the system of promotions. Much of the
correspondence promoted Roberts’ agenda on a number of issues, such as the
forward strategy®® and long service.81 Nicholson also wrote asking Wilkinson to
promote Roberts’ position and advancement: ‘What [ would urge is - give Roberts a
chance of showing what he can do [...] I firmly believe he is the only man who can
bring the home army into a satisfactory condition, and for this reason I urge you to
do all you can to advance his interests.8? Roberts, professing embarrassment, wrote
to Spenser Wilkinson the same year, without mentioning Nicholson by name: ‘T have
never had occasion to ask for an appointment, and I would not for the world do
anything myself, or ask my friends to do anything to help me in the future.3

Nicholson was one of many soldiers of whom it could be said that they had a

77 Sir George Clarke, one of the three members of the Esher Committee, disliked Nicholson because
he very clearly was not in sympathy with the ‘Blue Water’ School of naval imperialism, which
Clarke was endeavouring to impose on the Committee of Imperial Defence.

78 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 78.

79 CAC, Esher Papers, Clarke to Esher, 6 May 1905, ‘Sir George Clarke vol. 4.

80 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-14, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 10 September 1893.

81 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 901-42-59, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 16 June 1904.

82 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-32, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 24 June 1895.

83 NAM, Wilkinson MSS OTP 13/14, Roberts to Wilkinson, 4 January and 16 July 1895. Beckett in
British Profession of Arms, p. 173 asserts that the ‘friend’ to whom Roberts was referring was
Nicholson.
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close relationship with the press.8¢ For example, Streets stated that, “Through such
men [press correspondents and editors], Roberts covertly leaked military secrets
with abandon’8> The correspondence of Charles a Court Repington, the military
correspondent of The Times from 1903, contains many letters to and from
prominent soldiers and politicians, including Lord Esher.8¢

Nicholson had cause, at times, to comment unfavourably on the practices of
members of the press. For example, in 1891 he wrote to Hamilton begging him to
keep Hensman under control, as he had been sending ‘stupid’ telegrams to The
Times.87 Later, at the end of the Tirah campaign, he complained about the actions of
certain junior officers who displayed ‘unsoldier like spirit’8 by writing anonymously
to Indian newspapers in order to vilify their comrades. He said that they portrayed
every senior officer as a fool or a coward, and that there was, therefore, a very strong
feeling in the Force about these letters. ‘1 have too much to do to bother my head
about the opinion of the press and also I believe that indiscriminate abuse generally
defeats its own objects.8?

Given that Nicholson had used the press, at times via Roberts, for his own and
Roberts’ ends, it is perhaps hypocritical that he should complain about the actions
of the press and those of other officers. The mere fact that he was writing about the

situation is an indicator that he was bothered by it, even though it was a means that

84 Many soldiers, particularly from the Crimean War onwards, wrote directly for the press or sent
letters from war zones or acted as special correspondents. See E. M. Spiers, ‘Military
correspondence in the late nineteenth century press’, Archives, 32.116 (2007), pp. 28-40.

85 Streets, Martial Races, p. 130.

86 A.J.LA. Morris, The Letters of Lieutenant-Colonel Charles a Court Repington CMG Military
Correspondent of the Times 1903-1918, (Sutton Publishing for the Army Records Society, 1999).

87 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/5, Nicholson to Roberts, undated as the first page of the letter is missing.
Howard Hensman was the ‘embedded’ military correspondent, with Roberts’ force, for the Allahabad
Pioneer newspaper. He was a close friend of Hamilton and in 1881 he wrote a history of the Afghan
War of 1879-80.

88 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/62, Nicholson to Roberts, 20 February 1898.

89 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/62, Nicholson to Roberts, 20 February 1898.
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he employed himself whenever the need arose.

In an era when the military manipulated the press, men such as Roberts and
Kitchener had close links with correspondents and editors.?® Nicholson’s links with
the press, which began while he was in India and, during the period when his
reputation was being forged, only served to reinforce the view of a number of his
contemporaries that he was an intriguer and that he ‘did not run straight’.®! His links
with Spenser Wilkinson, together with his controversial reputation were, as will be
shown later, among the factors stated for his removal from the War Office by the
Esher Committee in 1904.

Nicholson’s twenty-nine years of service in India were highly significant in
the context of his later career. Initially he had gained a reputation as an engineer of
some note, and a defensive expert. Contrary to the views of some of his detractors
he had seen extensive campaign service, although never holding field command, and
had gained a number of medals and mentions in despatches, all of which were
important to an ambitious officer. Many of his appointments, medals and
promotions were gained with the help of Roberts, while other officers with p.s.c.s
were blocked from Indian staff appointments. In return Nicholson had emerged as a
significant and formidable member of Roberts’ ring and had shown himself to be an
invaluable writer and confidant who used his contacts with the press on behalf of
Roberts, emphasising Indian army successes. His appointment to the TEF served to

indicate that he was ill-suited to command in the field, while his administrative skills

90 Streets, Martial Races, pp- 121, 133. Roberts had close links with the editor of Blackwood’s
Magazine; Repington, the military writer for The Times and Alfred Harmsworth, one of the most
important press barons of the time. Kitchener used his covert contacts with the editor of the
Standard and the military correspondent of The Times to pressure the British government
regarding his reforms while commander-in-chief in India (1902-1909).

91 CAC, Esher Papers, Clarke to Esher, 6 May 1905, ‘Sir George Clarke vol. 4.
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demonstrated that his future career lay in another direction.

The South African War (1899-1902)

Nicholson’s involvement in the war in South Africa is a further example of his
importance to Roberts, and initially the latter brought him in as his Military
Secretary. Roberts needed Nicholson’s administrative skills, and this was further
emphasised when he subsequently appointed him as Director of Transport, when
difficulties in that area indicated that his skills were needed to resolve them. This
section will analyse Roberts’ need to have Nicholson as an essential member of his
staff and also the difficulties that Nicholson’s presence caused with his Chief of Staff,
Kitchener.

War in South Africa came about because of the increasing tensions between
the British, who had acquired Cape Colony in 1815, and the Dutch Boer settlers, who
had established their republics in the Transvaal and Orange Free State. Following
the debacle of ‘Black Week’ (10-17 December 1899),%2 Lord Roberts was appointed
to the South African command to replace Sir Redvers Buller, with Kitchener as his
Chief of Staff. Nicholson’s appointment further confirmed his significance as an
essential member of Roberts’ ring, with the latter needing his administrative and
organisational skills, and it was an appointment ‘more to his liking’?3 Of Nicholson’s
appointment, The Times History of the War in South Africa, indicating the need for
his administrative abilities, said,

The only other member®* of the Staff whose name calls for special
mention is Colonel W.G. Nicholson, an officer of exceptional capacity

92 During this week the British army suffered three devastating defeats by the Boer Republics at the
battles of Stormberg, Magersfontein and Colenso, with a total of 2,776 men killed, wounded and
captured. On ‘Black Week’ see D. Judd and K. Surridge, The Boer War (John Murray, 2002), chapter 7.
93 W. Wright ‘Nicholson’ in Warriors of the Queen: Fighting Generals of the Victorian Age (History
Press, 2013), p. unnumbered.

94 That member being G.F.R. Henderson, who was appointed as Head of Intelligence.
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and of great experience of staff work, whose cautious critical

judgement and skilled pen Roberts had long learned to value in India.

It was from that country, where he was occupying the post of

Adjutant-General, that Roberts now summoned Nicholson to meet

him at Cape Town. Originally appointed as Military Secretary, he was

subsequently entrusted with the direction of the transport service,

but continued to be employed by his chief, in his personal capacity,

for a variety of responsible and confidential duties.?>
While this quotation indicates that Nicholson’s personal and professional
capabilities and involvement were valued, he was to come into conflict with
Kitchener and it appears that the antagonism between them dated from this time.
The performance of the British army in the South African War highlighted the fact
that the army needed reform. ‘In the period up to the end of the South African War
Britain was living militarily on borrowed time.?¢ Many within the army, including,
as will be seen, Nicholson himself, felt that it was being starved of finance. It was
also missing out on crucial military development and was falling behind the
continental powers.

Nicholson arrived at Cape Town on 18 January, one week after Roberts and
Kitchener, enabling him to go forward with the main advance. Roberts had gathered
around him members of his ‘Indian ring. Two others whom he would have liked
there, [an Hamilton and Henry Rawlinson were besieged within Ladysmith. He also

brought out to South Africa Colonel G.ER. (Frank) Henderson, the highly respected

military historian and staff college lecturer, as head of intelligence. In many ways

95 L. Amery, The Times History of the War in South Africa, 7 vols (S. Low, Marston and Co., 1900-09),
vol. iii, p. 337.
96 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 2.
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this was a surprising appointment, but Henderson proved to be an inspired choice,
until his health failed.®”
Transport in South Africa
On account of the vast size and open spaces of South Africa, mobility became

of paramount importance in the war.?8 Roberts’ perception, before he arrived in
South Africa, was that in order to enact a successful advance, and spring a strategic
surprise, he needed to ‘cast himself loose from the railway’®® In order to enable this
he had to make a controversial change to the transport system.1%0 Transport had
been organised on a regimental basis and both Roberts and Kitchener felt that this
was not only inefficient but also tied any advance in to the railways, thus eliminating
the element of surprise. In his first despatch, written on 6 February 1900, Roberts
was to state clearly that while railways were essential to supplying an army, in order
for him to achieve his desired strategy he needed to reorganise the transport system.

A railway is of the greatest assistance, it is indeed essential to an army

for the conveyance of stores and supplies from the base, and it is a

most valuable adjunct if it runs in the direction of the objective, but,

even then, a certain proportion of the troops must be equipped with

wheel or pack transport to enable supplies to be collected, and to

render the force sufficiently mobile to deal with many tactical

difficulties which have to be surmounted owing to the greatly
increased range and power of modern projectiles.101

97 R. Atwood, Roberts and Kitchener in South Africa, 1900-1902 (Pen and Sword, 2011), pp. 104,154.
Henderson was selected to write the official history of the War in South Africa, but ill-health forced
him to retire to Assuan, where he died in 1903 before he had completed the first volume.

98 See P. Robinson, ‘The Search for Mobility During the Second Boer War’, Journal of the Society for
Army Historical Research, 86.346 (Summer 2008), pp. 140-157; According to the Times History, ‘the
only way to secure tactical mobility was to increase the proportion of mounted men’, vol. iii, p. 347.
99 F. Maurice, The History of the War in South Africa, 3 vols (London, 1906-08), vol.1, p. 411.
subsequently cited as Official History.

100 Thid, p. 419. The ‘regimental system’ that had pertained in South Africa was to be retained by the
force under Buller until the break-up of the Natal army in October 1900. See also PP, Cmd 1789,
Report of his Majesty’s Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the Military Preparations and other
matters concerned with the War in South Africa (HMSO, 1903), pp- 112-116. Hereafter referred to
as the Elgin Report.

101 The London Gazette, 8 February 1901, pp. 830-831. Roberts’ first despatch was written from
Cape Town on 6 February 1900.
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Roberts then went on to explain why he felt that the transport system, as it existed
did not meet his needs, and why, in his opinion, in a country as extensive as South
Africa a different approach was required. In his despatch of 8 February Roberts
stated that no organised transport system had existed and that the regimental
system had been adopted:
But this system is quite unsuitable for extensive operations in a
district where no food, and scarcely any forage can be procured,
where advance depots cannot be formed and where all the
necessaries required by an army in the field have to be carried for a
considerable distance. It is, moreover, a very extravagant system, for
during a campaign every corps is not required to be continually on
the move. A certain number have to garrison important points and
guard lines of communication, and for these transport is needed. On
the regimental system, the transport attached to such corps would
remain with them, and would therefore not be available for general
purposes, or, in the event of its being taken away from them, no one
would be specially responsible for its supervision.
Major-General Lord Kitchener’s experience in this important matter

coincided with my own, and we decided that the first thing to be done
was to form a properly organised Transport Department. 102

Roberts believed that strategic mobility was more important than tactical
mobility, and that the provision of an adequate and mobile transport for the field
force was the one measure of preparation which went before all others.103 What
Roberts had found, when he arrived in South Africa, was a transport system that was
based upon the War Office system, which was an essential part of the British scheme
of mobilisation.1%4 This was known as the regimental system or the decentralised or
articulated system. Essentially each field unit; battalion, brigade, division or army

corps, had attached to it, and was responsible for, a corresponding transport unit.105

102 Thid.

103 Times History, vol. iii, p. 349.

104 Tbid, vol. iii, pp. 367-371 for a detailed description of this system.
105 Thid, vol. iii, p. 351.
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Buller, who preceded Roberts in command in South Africa, told Roberts in a
memorandum of 28 December 1899, that ‘there is no such thing as a rapid advance
anywhere in South Africa, except by railway’.1%¢ Part of the difficulty, as far as Roberts
was concerned, especially given his desire for strategical surprise by breaking away
from the railway, was the necessity of having to rely on proven forms of transport.
The roughness of many of the tracks necessitated the use of vehicles drawn by either
oxen or mules. It was believed by some, including Kitchener, that mechanised
transport could not be used. Although traction engines had been used to carry some
supplies their use was limited by weather, ground, fuel and water and Kitchener
believed that they should only be a supplement to animal transport.197 Mules could
travel more quickly, covering sixteen to eighteen miles a day, while oxen could only
manage about twelve miles. On the other hand, oxen could draw far greater loads
and over heavier ground.1%® As a consequence, Roberts decided that, in order to
equip his army so that it could operate away from the railways, the transport system

had to be reorganised.

The regimental mule transport was to be re-formed into transport
companies, which could be attached to brigades or columns in whatever manner was
required at the time. To provide the supply columns with mule transport, thereby
giving them the mobility that Roberts desired, without breaking up the existing
organisation, was not an easy task but not an impossible one if Roberts and his staff

had attempted it.1° The problem was that neither Roberts nor Kitchener

106 Official History, vol. i, p. 416.
107The Elgin Report, pp. 115-116.
108 [bid.

109 Times History, vol. iii, p. 351.
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understood the War Office system.110 [n his diary Aylmer Haldane claimed that
Nicholson had written this chapter (volume 6, chapter 5) of the Times History,111
which stated that:

Ignorant of the fact that its whole essence lay in the elimination of

a separate transport organization at the front, they looked for the

separate transport corps to which they were accustomed, and not

finding it, concluded that no organisation of the transport was in

existence beyond a purely regimental one.112

Assuming that Nicholson wrote this chapter, as intimated by Aylmer Haldane,

then this was a direct criticism of his Commander-in-Chief and Chief of Staff, to
whom Roberts had delegated the reorganisation, and may go some way to explain
his growing feud with Kitchener.113 According to Nicholson, if he indeed wrote the
chapter:

Lord Roberts thought the transport required organizing. But Lord

Kitchener, to whom the task of ‘organization’ was entrusted, was

chiefly concerned in centralizing it, convinced that he could thus get

the maximum amount of work out of a given number of wagons, and

apparently under the impression that it would be possible during

the advance to keep the transport massed together, and to distribute

supplies to the troops day by day as they required them, as he had

done in the Sudan.114
Kitchener’s plan was, alongside reorganising both the mule and ox transports, to

organise a separate transport service out of the available A.S.C. officers, with the

supplies supplemented by miscellaneous officers drawn from all branches of the

110 R, Kruger, Goodbye Dolly Gray: The Story of the Boer War (Pimlico, 1996), pp. 217; T. Pakenham,
The Boer War (Abacus, 1992), p. 318-9; F. Pretorius, The A to Z of the Anglo- Boer War (The
Scarecrow Press, 2010), pp. 440-443.

H1INLS, Aylmer Haldane Diary, MSS 20247, Friday 26 April 1901. Pretorius, The A to Z of the Boer
War, p. 457, asserts that Amery wrote the first three volumes and the section in volume VI on post-
war reconstruction and then acted as general editor. This gives some credence to Haldane's
comment

112 Times History, vol. vi, p. 386.

113 [bid.

114 Times History, vol. vi, pp. 386-387.
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service. The previous system had ensured that supply and transport were separate
branches under separate chiefs, which were brought together in the field for
carrying the supplies of units on the march. Kitchener’s abolition of regimental
transport, together with the creation of a separate transport corps broke up the
unity of the two services in the field.11> Kitchener’s experience of the working of
transport had been gained while he was in command of a small and compact army
moving under conditions which had allowed the whole force to be bivouacked
together, with the whole transport parked together. Roberts’ experience in
Afghanistan had been similar.

On 18 January, Nicholson, in addition to his other role, and because he had
made a study of transport while in India, was given greater involvement by being
appointed to assist Kitchener in his task.116 Roberts then, on 18 February, appointed
Nicholson as Director of Transport.117 Roberts had a high regard for the earlier work
that Nicholson had done in India, and in his despatch of 2 April 1901, he gave a full
report of the re-organisation under Nicholson which, ‘has fully justified my
expectations’1® The frequent changes involved in the introduction of the new
system had not contributed to the efficiency of the transport service. Indeed, under
Kitchener, the situation had worsened. ‘When a highly technical part of the army
system, evolved and refined over a long period is replaced in the middle of a war,
there is bound to be trouble. And trouble there was. Kitchener, K of K [Kitchener of

Khartoum] became known as K of Chaos’.11?

115 R, Sibbald, The War Correspondents, The Boer War (Sutton Publishing, 1993), p. 151.

116 Times History, vol. iii, p. 353.

117 See Nicholson, Record of Service; Times History, vol. vi, p. 388; Official History, vol. iii, p. 36.
118 The London Gazette, 16 April 1901, p. 2598, Lord Roberts’ despatch, no. 9, 2 April 1901.
119 Pakenham, The Boer War, p. 319.
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Roberts wanted to move on Bloemfontein but concluded after the army had
been on the march for a week that the new system for transport was not successful.
In a letter of 4 March, Kitchener wrote to Queen Victoria that, ‘our difficulty
regarding transport for so large a force of mounted men is very great’.!20 However,
by 14 May, in another letter to the Queen he stated that, ‘“Transport and supplies are
working much better than they formerly did so the men and horses are now well
fed’121 although he made no acknowledgement of any part that Nicholson may have
played in that improvement. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, in his history of the war
commented that, ‘Sir William Nicholson has not received that credit which is his due
for his supervision of the transport.122

Nicholson believed that the departmental system worked better when
operations were carried out on a large scale, but that where a small force or column
was operating in the field the transport should be sub-divided and that as much as
regiments required should be handed over to them.123 Many of the officers who had
been drafted into the transport were inexperienced in that capacity and didn’t really
understand how to care for their animals. Additionally, due to the centralisation,
whenever the force became dispersed, as inevitably happened, there was confusion
and delay in the distribution of supplies. Brigade officers frequently lost touch with
units of their brigade and wagons consequently failed to find their destination.
During the halt at Paardeberg, Nicholson, having assessed the situation, realised that
the new system wasn’'t working and made some reversions to the regimental system.

He partially restored the old supply columns in the shape of transport companies

120 RA, VIC P7/38, Kitchener to Queen Victoria, 4 March 1900.

121 RA, VIC P9/73, Kitchener to Queen Victoria, 14 May 1900.

122 A, Conan Doyle, The Great Boer War (Smith Elder, 1900), p. 528.
123 Elgin Report, p. 114.
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being re-assigned to the brigades. The rest of the transport companies were
retained as army transport.124
For his work in organising this department Nicholson was again mentioned

in despatches by Lord Roberts.

Colonel (local Major-General) Sir W. G. Nicholson, K.C.B., Royal

Engineers, undertook, at my request, the organisation of a Transport

Department in the limited time available. He performed this duty

with conspicuous ability, and his services in this connection have

contributed materially to the success of the recent operations. 125
He was also promoted to the rank of Major-General. During his time in South Africa
Nicholson was present at Paardeberg and the advance on Bloemfontein. He was
involved in the actions at Poplar Grove, Drei Fontein, the Vet and Zand rivers and in
the operations near Johannesberg, Pretoria and Diamond Hill. He was present at
operations in the Transvaal and east of Pretoria during the latter half of 1900. He
was also involved, for part of this time, in intelligence work in addition to other
duties.!26

The termination of Roberts’ command led to Nicholson, and others, leaving

South Africa. Nicholson left about a week before Roberts and returned to his post as
Adjutant-General in India.’?” Roberts deemed Nicholson’s work, both regarding
transport, and in other aspects, to have been very successful. In his despatch of 2
April 1901, he wrote:

Colonel (temporary Major-General) Sir William Nicholson, K.C.B., has

already been mentioned by me for good services as Director of

Transport, but I should like to record here the assistance he has

always been ready to give me in any other matters which from time
to time I have had occasion to refer to him. His marked ability and

124 Times History, vol. vi, pp. 392-393.

125 The London Gazette, 8 February 1901, p. 845.

126 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 246.

127 PP, Cmd 1790 ‘Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal Commission into the War in South
Africa’ (HMSO, 1903), Q. 53,54. (later cited as Evidence).
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ripe experience in all aspects of administrative work have been of
very great value to the army in South Africa.1?8

Nicholson and Kitchener

Nicholson was the first witness to appear before the Royal Commission on
the War in South Africa (Elgin Commission), 1902-03. His evidence, which will be
considered in detail in Chapter Five, was to prove to be of great importance and
indicates the grasp of the detail that he had regarding the organisation of transport
during the war!?° Nicholson had to work closely with Kitchener on the
reorganisation of transport, but their relationship quickly broke down, to such an
extent that it became quite acrimonious. Lord Kitchener had arrived with Roberts
at Cape Town on 10 January 1900 with the goal of reversing British fortunes in the
South African War and it was not long before he and Nicholson were working
together. Roberts’ appointment was greeted with enthusiasm while that of Kitchener
received a more mixed response. Kitchener was ‘in many respects a peculiar hero
for the British to embrace, for he lacked compassion and his eccentricities were not
endearing. Cold, calculating, ruthless and arrogant, he had great energy and was
driven by a fierce ambition.130 The Austro-Hungarian consul-general in Cairo, from
where Kitchener had come, said that, despite his many good qualities, Kitchener
‘counts as one of the most unpopular generals in the British Army. He exploits
everybody to the last degree and in the most ruthless fashion../131 Churchill, who
was in South Africa as a war correspondent for the Morning Post, was subsequently

to write that Kitchener was, ‘A thoroughly bad tactician, ill-mannered, utterly callous

128 The London Gazette, 16 April 1901, p. 2601, Lord Roberts’ despatch of 2 April 1901.
129 PP, Cmd 1790 Evidence, pp.1-5, 13-19.

130 Farwell, The Great Boer War, pp. 153-4.

131 Atwood, Roberts, p. 189.
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and probably equally unscrupulous.132 Despite those shortcomings Kitchener was
very much regarded as the nation’s hero, having had extraordinary success in the
reconquest of the Sudan.133

Kitchener had never been a member of Roberts’ ring and the two had only
previously met on one occasion. There was some concern as to whether Kitchener,
who had previously held independent command, would be satisfied working as
Roberts’ Chief of Staff, but Kitchener always spoke well of his Commander-in-Chief
and properly subordinated himselfin his role. As one correspondent wrote, ‘General
Nicholson told us tonight that all the same Roberts is by no means a mere figurehead.
All important decisions are made by him.'134

Nicholson had been appointed to support Kitchener when matters became
difficult following the reorganisation of the transport system. One possible reason
for the rift between the two is that while some think that Nicholson’s appointment
was a little late,135 a number also felt that Kitchener had taken too much credit for
himself with respect of the reorganisation of transport, to Nicholson’s detriment.
Winston Churchill also made very similar comments to those already noted by
Conan Doyle, when he first met Roberts in South Africa on 8 May. He described
walking into a room where Roberts and his staff had just finished dinner

With him were Sir William Nicholson (who organises all the
transport of the army, a work the credit of which is usually given to

Lord Kitchener), and Colonel Neville Chamberlyne, [sic] his private
secretary, both of them soldiers of the practical Indian school, where

132 Library of Congress, Marlborough Papers, W.S. Churchill to Duke of Marlborough. 29 September
1898. Churchill’s assessment of Kitchener was probably coloured by his experience in the Sudan
and he was very critical of Kitchener in his book, The River War. See ]. W. Muller (ed), Winston
Spencer Churchill, The River War: An Historical Account of the Reconquest of the Sudan, 2 vols (St.
Augustine’s Press, 2020).

133 [LF.W. Beckett, ‘Kitchener and the Politics of Command’, in E.M. Spiers (ed.), Sudan: The
Reconquest Reappraised (Frank Cass, 1998), pp. 35-53.

134 Leo Amery of The Times. Quoted in Atwood, Roberts and Kitchener in South Africa, p. 113.

135 Atwood, Roberts, p. 197.
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you have real fighting, both of them serving with their old

commander of Afghan days. 136
If Conan Doyle’s and Churchill’s opinions were accurate regarding the credit for the
changes in transport, then this probably contributed to the breakdown in relations
between Kitchener and Nicholson. Hamilton wrote of this breakdown in the
following terms:

[Kitchener] could not bear [Nicholson’s] envious quality or his habit

of detraction however amusingly he expressed himself. Latterly he

never saw Sir William, saying simply that he was a man he could not

and would not work with.137
Hamilton’s remarks do not give any insight as to the cause of the breakdown,
although Rodney Atwood in his biography of Roberts suggests that it was possibly
as a result of the breakneck speed of the transport reorganisation.’38 It may also
have been the fact that Nicholson felt that his work in this respect had not been
widely recognised and that Kitchener had taken all of the credit. Itis also clear that
Nicholson did not have a high regard for Kitchener’s administrative capabilities, as
is indicated in a letter from Lady Curzon!3° recounting a conversation she had with
Nicholson at a lunch in 1901. It appears that Nicholson made very clear to her his
feelings about Kitchener’s lack of ability in this respect. She wrote that

[ had a great talk with Sir William Nicholson - and [ must try to repeat

it coherently [...] I then turned him on to Kitchener - he said when

Lord Roberts went to South Africa he was ‘indignant’ at the praise of

Kitchener in the press and the general impression that though

Roberts was C-in-C, Kitchener was the man who was going to conduct

operations - so as soon as Roberts arrived in South Africa he
proceeded to send Kitchener off on all sorts of odd and

136 W.S. Churchill, The Boer War: London to Ladysmith, via Pretoria and Ian Hamilton’s March
(London 1900) p. 314.

137 Quoted in Atwood, Roberts p. 205.

138 [bid. Atwood claims that Hamilton’s version of the breakdown may well have been affected by
the fact that he and Nicholson subsequently fell out. Hamilton’s comment was written in a letter to
Col. Sir Neville Chamberlain in 1918.

139 Lady Mary Curzon, wife of Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India.



96

undistinguished jobs and Lady Roberts would have nothing to say to
him.

She continued:

Nicholson said, ‘I have worked for two years with Kitchener, he is
not a clever man - can't write a despatch - his knowledge of
administration is puerile and his only quality to praise is his
relentless determination to advance himself, in that he is the best
worker I have ever known. All soldiers blackguard each other, so
Nicholson on Kitchener was no more [than] proof of the disloyalty
of soldiers. He said Kitchener did not know the elementary rules of
administration and his telegrams, which had to go through
Nicholson, were quite astoundingly ignorant, unmethodical or
clear-brained. I hope all this is a lie. [ have written his exact words
- Nicholson is really miserable not to have got Military Member in
India and hates his War Office work. Can’t endure St John
[Brodrick], says he is a shocking bad speaker, and his speech in the
House of Commons was a stupid statement, neither lucid or [sic]
able. This is the soldiers’ view of old St John.140

Lady Curzon was later to express her own views with regard to Kitchener, which
were remarkably similar to those of Nicholson, in a letter of 25 October 1905.

We left Simla last Monday at 11 o’clock and had a most touching and
dramatic departure. Lord Kitchener had been away since George
[Lord Curzon] resigned as the feeling against him was so intense
that he could not stay in Simla. Well everyone in Simla came to say
Goodbye and we solemnly walked out onto the lawn where
hundreds of people were standing. First came the Guard of Honour
and next to it stood that unscrupulous warrior Lord Kitchener in
uniform surrounded by the whole of his staff.

For years | have succeeded in keeping him [Kitchener] from some of
the most awful mistakes - and kept him on friendly terms - now |
feel no hesitation in telling what [ know of his lies - and [letting] the
King as well as everyone in England know what he is - and we shall
ruin him if it is in our power as he is bringing the Indian Army to the
verge of mutiny by his evil stupidity and total lack of knowledge. 141

At a later date she continued to explain the strained relationship between the

Viceroy and Kitchener:

140 Quoted in Bradley, Lady Curzon’s India, p. 98.
141 [bid, pp. 165-166.
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The King sent for Lord Minto to Balmoral - (Lady Minto did not go)

he

was told not to arrive until after George [Lord Curzon] had met

the Prince. Brodrick’s rage was awful - but the King had his way and
Brodrick is writhing - his scheme which was to be introduced by
October 1sthas not been touched and there will be just as stiff a fight

as

ever when Lord Minto tries to bring it in, and I should think the

end of it all will be that Lord Kitchener will have to resign - and how
India will rejoice if he does.142

Despite the clearly difficult relationship between Nicholson and Kitchener in

South Africa, the breakdown did not affect Roberts’ advance. Indeed, with Nicholson

in charge

Nicholson at the War Office and Kitchener remaining in South Africa before being

of transport the advance progressed successfully. From 1901, with

posted to India and then Egypt, their paths did not frequently cross.

It is true to say that Nicholson and Kitchener did not like each other and
disagreed professionally on issues such as transport in South Africa and the defence

of India. André Wessels, in his collection of correspondence of Lord Kitchener,143

described him as

a distinguished general, first-class administrator and organiser,
and an excellent negotiator and diplomat - although in practice
he did not always live up to his reputation. He was at the same
time an enigmatic, complicated and controversial person. He was
a workaholic and had an overpowering personality; was
ambitious, ruthless and obstinate, firm, resolute, stern and
strong - and yet often showed signs of insecurity; sometimes he
was garrulous and self-revealing, and at other times
introspective, silent, reserved, aloof, austere and secretive. He
hated new people around him, hated state dinners - and hated to
be photographed. He valued friendship, but had few real friends,
and rarely made any declarations of affection.144

142 Tbid, p. 166.

143 A, Wessels Lord Kitchener and the South African War 1899-1902 (Army Records Society), 25,

2006.
144 Tbid, p. xx.
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Many similar points could be made about Nicholson, and they were both strong
personalities, brusque to the point of rudeness, and opinionated. Again, highlighting
reasons why they did not get on.

Clearly there were considerable differences of opinion. However, their
comments, unlike those of Sir John Fisher,14> remained on a professional level rather
than resorting to personal invective. Nicholson, in a letter to Roberts, expressed the
opinion that, ‘Curzon and Kitchener have sent a very poor reply to Mr Balfour’s
paper on the defence of India’14¢ Again, in a measured manner, he argued that

He [Balfour] is not unnaturally annoyed at the attitude of Lords
Curzon and Kitchener and the Government of India in regard to the
problem of Indian defence [...] I cannot but think that Mr. Balfour
has been influenced by Lord Kitchener who [ understood some little
time ago from the India Office has been putting forward vague and
crude proposals for the amalgamation of the British and Indian
Services.147
He continued,
But that is Kitchener’s weakness. Being singularly unsympathetic
he absolutely fails to realise the value of the regimental spirit and
tradition. He cannot understand that the world at large and the
army in particular are governed by sentiment.148
It is clear also that he was professional enough not to be unnecessarily critical,
although he did state that Kitchener did not understand that in trying to bring about

uniformity it would be ‘one of mediocrity rather than of Excellence’. He had earlier

written to Spenser Wilkinson:

145 Fisher, for example, referred to Nicholson, among other things, as ‘Beelzebub’ and said he was
‘hairy about the hocks’. A.J. Marder, Fear God and Dread Nought, the correspondence of Admiral of the
Fleet Lord Fisher of Kilverstone, 3 vols (Jonathan Cape, 1952-58), Fisher to Esher, 7 October 1907, p.
145. Their antipathy dated from the time of the 1903 Invasion Enquiry when they clashed over
Fisher’s advocacy of the Blue Water School. This was exacerbated during the Esher Committee in
1904.

146 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/107, Nicholson to Roberts, 24 November 1903.

147 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/109, Nicholson to Roberts, 2 December 1903.

148 [bid.
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[ quite agree with what you say about Lord K. maintaining an
attitude of dignified quiescence, but on the other hand there is a
danger of his dropping out of the popular recollection. I am afraid
that the only thing to be done is to trust to the chapter of accidents,
and indecisions to bring his name to notice whenever this can
judiciously be done.14?

Kitchener was regarded at this time as a national hero following his

extraordinary achievements in command of the reconquest of the Sudan.150

The tensions between them is a further possible reason why Nicholson'’s

reputation has suffered.

Conclusion

Nicholson was an important member of Roberts’ ring and he enjoyed many
of his early promotions thanks to Roberts’ influence. Increasingly Nicholson became
not only his own man but also someone upon whom Roberts came to rely. Nicholson
gained a reputation as Roberts’ ‘Golden Pen’ and as such had a significant influence
on much of Roberts’ written and verbal communication. Although Nicholson
claimed not to enjoy writing, his clear and direct style, coupled with his attention to
detail, allowed him, often on Roberts’ behalf, to manipulate the press. Nicholson
himself certainly cultivated relationships with the press, especially Henry Spenser
Wilkinson, at times to the annoyance of some of his fellow officers. Nicholson's
importance to Roberts was further emphasised during the South African War when
Roberts called upon him to be his military secretary and subsequently to reorganise

the transport arrangements. This he did very successfully, although it was to bring

149 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-18, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 15 September 1893.

150 1 F.W. Beckett, ‘Kitchener and the Politics of Command’ in E.M. Spiers (ed), Sudan: The Conquest
Reappraised (Frank Cass, 1998), pp. 35-53; E.M. Spiers, ‘Reconquest of the Sudan, 1986-1898’ in
S.M. Miller (ed), Queen Victoria’s Wars: British Military Campaigns, 1857-1902 (Cambridge
University Press, 2021), pp. 260-280.
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him into conflict with Lord Kitchener. The rivalry between Nicholson and Kitchener
is indicative of the tensions that existed between strong characters within the army
at the time. A rift with someone who was regarded by many as a national hero had
the capacity to have a detrimental effect on Nicholson’ legacy. That it was not more
damaging is largely because their paths did not cross very often after their time in
South Africa. Additionally, Nicholson built his own reputation as an administrator.
The rift did mean though that Nicholson was more easily forgotten and is a further

reason why he is so little remembered today.
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Chapter Four A Strategic Thinker

Nicholson had established a reputation as an excellent field engineer and as
areliable staff officer during his time in India. He was a leading member of Roberts’
ring and a trusted advisor whom Roberts relied on for his intellect and clear-sighted
ability to solve problems. This chapter will examine Nicholson’s role as a strategic
thinker and whether he deserves the reputation of being the pre-eminent staff
officer of his generation who, in Paul Ramsey’s words, ‘excelled throughout his
military career in positions of administrative control.! While analysing his role as a
strategic thinker it will also consider the deficiencies regarding his tactical abilities
in the field. It will consider how he made enemies during the Tirah campaign, his
ability to upset and annoy less intellectually gifted senior officers, and the effect that
this was to have on his reputation.

In his book, Before the War, Haldane focused on the fact that there was a
tendency to consider command in battle above administrative control in war and
peace, and that this diminished the development and importance of staff work prior
to the Great War.2 Yet, during times of peace, through preparation of strategic and
operational plans, important work was done by staff officers in preparing for war.
The chapter will consider how Nicholson, through his work with the Defence
Committee in India, his reorganisation of transport in South Africa, in reorganising
the War Office and establishing a General Staff, came to be regarded as a strategic

thinker. His approach fitted the analysis of Basil Liddell Hart’s definition of strategic

1 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 199.
2 R.B. Haldane, Before the War, (1920, reprint Dodo Press, 2021), p. 176.
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military planning, in particular preparation for war. Liddell Hart outlined six points
with regard to strategic planning, some of which detailed planning during the course
of war. His first two were, ‘The role of good strategy is to co-ordinate and direct all
the resources of a nation towards the attainment of the political object of the war-
the goal defined by national policy’ and ‘Pure strategy is the distribution and
transmission of military means to fulfil the ends of policy’.3

For Nicholson, this meant at this stage, reading parliamentary papers and
government documents, believing that it was important to make a study of his
profession and ‘the teaching of military history and experience of past wars’# For
example, in 1912, just before he retired as CIGS Nicholson produced a report ‘as a
result of a prolonged and careful investigation’ on whether the country could or
could not raise a great army.> He was considering how to plan for war during times
of peace.

The South African War, as scrutinised during the Elgin Commission, which
will be discussed in the next chapter, had exposed serious weaknesses in the British
Army. Consequently, the war served as a catalyst for reform in the army, although
this tended to focus on an organisational level. While the British Army was able to
adapt tactically to defeat the Boers, the length and difficulty of the conflict exposed
numerous strategical and tactical weaknesses in addition to the organisational ones.
In time the Russo-Japanese War diverted attention away from the focus on the South
African War towards a conflict between two more modern armies, which were

equipped along the lines of European powers. Consequently, many countries sent

3 B. Liddell Hart, The British Way of Warfare (Faber and Faber, 1932), pp. 98-100.
4 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 25.
5 Haldane, Before the War, p. 103.
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observers to the conflict and Nicholson was sent as the senior British observer.
Reports from the British observers, which had to go through Nicholson, sparked
debate within the army. The Russo-Japanese War ‘served as a prism through which
many of the earlier Boer War lessons were viewed’¢ The lessons learnt from these
conflicts led to the development of an approach, as outlined by Liddell Hart, of
preparing the army and the nations’ resources for war. Nicholson’s experience, as
will be discussed, from the perspective of an administrator rather than a fighting
soldier, was able to make a significant contribution to the development of strategic
thought.

The British Army, which had been searching for an understanding of its
political role following the invasion debates prior to 1888, had ‘no intellectual
thesis’? to counter those of the navy. The only guidance that the army received from
the government came in the form of a memorandum from the Secretary for War,
Edward Stanhope, in 1888.8 This was in effect a broad statement of policy, which set
out the army’s foremost role as the effective support of the civil power within the
United Kingdom. As its strategic role the army, according to the memorandum, was
to provide reinforcements for India; followed by the provision of garrison units for
fortresses, colonies and coaling stations, to provide two corps for home defence and
finally the ability to deploy one of these two corps for service in the event of a
European war? Stanhope's Memorandum should be seen in the context of

converging pressures on the Secretary of State for more political direction to be

6 S. Jones ‘The Influence of the Boer War (1899-1902) on the Tactical Development of the Regular
British Army 1902-1914’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wolverhampton, 2009), p. 6.

7 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 11.

8 See Appendix one.

9 1. F. W. Beckett, ‘The Stanhope Memorandum of 1888: A Re-Interpretation’, Bulletin of the Institute
of Historical Research, 57.136, (1984), pp. 240-247.
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given in the formulation of strategic and military policies. The South African War
raised a number of questions about the ability of the army to cope with a major war;
issues that had been failed to be addressed by the Defence Committee which had
been established in 1895. To some extent, as will be shown, Nicholson addressed
two of the strategic concerns as expressed by Stanhope, that of the defence of India
and home defence. This chapter will consider how he managed the strategic and
tactical issues in the preparation for a continental war during his time as CGS/CIGS

(1908-12).

The Defence Committee at Simla

For Nicholson, his appointment as the secretary to the Defence Committee at
Simla was an important step in his career, and in developing his ideas with regard to
strategic thinking, in particular to the defence of India. Russian expansion to the
borders of Afghanistan was the main strategic concern of British policy in this
respect. Afghanistan was therefore the key to the British defence of the North-West
frontier of India and is important to the understanding of the army’s strategic plans.
Roberts was the prime advocate of the Forward Policy, but he was concerned that
the defence of India along the river Indus was weak in two respects. First that the
Indus itself was an insufficient barrier for defence, and secondly that the Indian
population might regard the attackers as liberators and rise up in rebellion.10
Consequently Roberts drew up a scheme for the defence of India which became

known as the ‘Scientific Frontier’. It advocated intervention in Afghanistan and was

10 R. A. Johnson, ‘Russians at the Gates of India? The Defence of India, 1885-1900." The Journal of
Military History, 67.3 (July 2003), p. 711.
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largely implemented between 1885 and 1900. Roberts’ proposed Scientific Frontier
‘ran along the Hindu Kush mountains from the state of Kashmir to northern
Afghanistan, before swinging south through the complex of mountains and hills in
central Afghanistan, and culminated at Kandahar where the left flank was protected
by the great desert of Baluchistan.!! These plans, and the response to them, became
interwoven with the ‘rings’ within the British and Indian armies and became drawn
into the debates on army reforms, especially regarding length of service and
promotion.’? As a key member of Roberts’ ring, Nicholson was heavily involved in
these debates.

In 1885 a Defence Committee, chaired by Sir Donald Stewart, the C-in-C in
India, was established to discuss the defence of the North-West Frontier. Following
his reconnaissance of Baluchistan with MacGregor, Nicholson returned to Simla as
Assistant Adjutant-General at headquarters and as secretary of the Defence
Committee. Immediately two events increased the significance of the committee. In
March 1885 Russian and Afghan troops clashed at Penjdeh, possibly highlighting
Russia’s intentions to secure control of Afghanistan. In July Roberts replaced
Stewart as Commander-in-Chief in India, giving him the opportunity to develop his
plans for the defence of India throughout the period from 1885 until he left in 1893.
Additionally, a new Unionist administration, which favoured a forward policy,
replaced the Liberals.

Simla was the summer seat of the British government in India and therefore
Nicholson’s appointment as secretary to the Defence Committee was an important

step in his career.!3 Roberts was increasingly relying on Nicholson at this time, and

11 Tbid.
12 See Chapter Three.
13]. Reed, ‘Simla, 1879’, Victorian Review, 36. 1, (2010), pp. 38-41.
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the latter’s contribution to the development of the forward policy was significant. In
1884 Nicholson had been chosen to accompany Sir Charles MacGregor and Sir
Robert Sandeman (the governor-general’s administrator) on a mission to Baluchi to
determine the practicality of the military works.1# Nicholson was chosen for the
mission because of his excellent knowledge of the engineering, geographical and
strategic issues involved in defending the frontier. Roberts, having succeeded
Stewart, referred to Nicholson's astute perception of the situation pertaining and
wrote of him as follows:

None of the members, except Sir Charles MacGregor and Major

Nicholson, at all appreciated the great change which had taken place

in our position since the near approach of Russia, and our consequent

promise to the Amir to preserve the integrity of his kingdom had

widened the limit of our responsibilities from the southern to the

northern boundary of Afghanistan.1>

In developing his plans, which involved extending British authority over the
tribal areas in order to control the important entry points into Afghanistan and
establish a defensive line along the Hindu Kush, Roberts studied the proposals of the
Stewart committee.l® Consequently Roberts relied heavily on Nicholson’s advice
regarding the forward policy. The committee had been constituted to consider all
the problems connected with coastal defence, frontier defence and the internal
arrangements for the safety of India. It is clear that Roberts valued Nicholson's

experience and expertise in these matters, especially as he had shown himself to be

a defence expert. As Roberts pointed out in, Forty-One Years in India,'” this involved

14 Moreman, ‘Nicholson’.

15 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, p. 510. Nicholson did not receive his brevet Majority until 2
March 1881 and was promoted Major on 21 March 1885. See Statement of the services of William
Gustavus Nicholson.

16 Johnson, ‘Russians at the Gates’, pp. 717-718.

17 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, pp. 521-529.
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not only the question of fortification but also those of roads, railways and the
distribution of troops. There were also many considerations of a political nature,
such as the threat of Russia to Central Asia, and the obligations of the government of
India to the Amir of Afghanistan. Nicholson persuaded Roberts to re-examine his
proposals to the rest of the Defence Committee.l® While Nicholson was re-reading

a draft of Roberts’ book, he told him that,

I'm afraid that I don’t quite agree with what you say at pages 433
to 436 about the Defence Committee’s Scheme for the defence of
the north-west frontier in 1885. Of course my judgement may be
biased by the fact that the scheme in its inception was my
scheme, the proposals embodied in my note having been
generally concurred in by the members of the committee and Sir
D. Stewart, and accepted by the Govt. of India.1®

Roberts, in his book, was to claim that he ‘recorded a strong opposition to the
proposals of the defence committee, which were in favour of the construction of a
large magazine at Peshawar and extensive entrenched works at the mouth of the
Khyber’20 Roberts went on to say that,

It was the widening of responsibilities [the promise to the Amir to

preserve the integrity of his kingdom] which prevented me from
agreeing with the recommendations of the Defence Committee for
the majority of the members laid greater stress on the necessity
for constructing numerous fortifications, than upon lines of
communication, which I conceived to be of infinitely greater
importance [..] should we be called upon to aid Afghanistan in
repelling attack from a foreign Power.21

Nicholson was, though, prepared to tell Roberts that,

you appear to me to do somewhat scant justice to the Defence
Committee in 1885. The scheme propounded at that date was no
doubt incomplete and in many respects faulty - As regards
fortifications it needed revision and in several most important

18 NAM, Roberts MSS 52/41, Nicholson to Roberts, 31 August 1896.
19 NAM, Roberts MSS 52/41, Nicholson to Roberts, 31 August 1896.
20 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, p. 512.

21 [bid, pp. 510-511.
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particulars - nevertheless, it afforded a useful starting-point for
something better; and for this reason I submit that it would be
politic and just to not only point out its shortcomings, but to
recognise its merits as being a preliminary but not altogether
unsuccessful attempt to deal with an extremely difficult and
intricate problem.22
Nicholson went on to say to Roberts that, ‘Communication by railway and
road are placed first in order of urgency, and continued, ‘by means of roads and
railways concentration will be rendered rapid and easy at the points which are open
to attack, or whence future offensive operations must be initiated.?3 Nicholson had
circulated his note to most of the members of the Defence Committee, who had
accepted his proposals regarding communications without comment.?4 Nicholson
went on to remind Roberts that MacGregor, whom Roberts had praised, was

responsible for the recommendations regarding fortifications that Roberts liked

least:

You mention Sir C. MacGregor as the only member of the
Defence (Committee) whose views met with your approval.
But do you think, Sir, if you will take the trouble of again
reading his remarks, that he showed much foresight or took a
really comprehensive view of the situation? However [...] most
of the additional fortifications were those recommended by
Sir C. MacGregor.25

In fact, most of the proposals of the committee were the responsibility of Nicholson,
even though Roberts implied in his book that defence of the frontier was only taken
seriously when he became Commander-in-Chief.2¢ Despite this, the views of the

two of them remained similar and it remained clear that Roberts trusted

22 NAM, Roberts MSS 52/41, Nicholson to Roberts, 31 August 1896.
23 Tbid.

24 Tbid.

25 Ibid.

26 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, p. 521.
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Nicholson’s opinion and retained him as secretary of the Defence Committee.
Roberts commented that,

As Commander-in-Chief I was fortunate in being able to secure as

my secretaries two officers of exceptional ability; Lieutenant-

Colonel W. Nicholson, R.E., for defence, and Lieutenant-Colonel E.

Elles, R.A., for mobilization. It was in a great measure due to

Colonel Nicholson’s clear-sighted judgement on the many knotty

questions which came before us, and to his technical knowledge,

that the schemes for the defence of the frontier, and the ports of

Bombay, Karachi, Calcutta, Rangoon and Madras were carried out

so rapidly, thoroughly and economically as they were.?”

The ensuing period was one of considerable development in the area and also
of numerous expeditions. The improvements brought in during the next few years
by the combined efforts of Roberts, Browne and Nicholson were nothing short of
‘stupendous’?8. At the end of the Afghan War there was no metalled road in the
country between Peshawar and Quetta, with the sole exception of the Grand Trunk
Road between Rawalpindi and Peshawar. There were no railways beyond
Rawalpindi. There were, in addition, only very old and out-dated forts and outposts
and the three of them set about improving all of these situations. The huge task of
creating a great frontier road from Dera Ismail Khan to Kohat was carried out on their
instructions.

The railway was continued through to Peshawar; the Indus was bridged at
Attock and Sukkur and the Mari-Attock railway was also planned. Browne also
wanted to build a railway line from Dera Ismail Khan to Quetta through the Gomal

Pass but, although plans were drawn up and the route surveyed, it was deemed to be

too expensive. The extent of the work that they undertook and the achievements that

27 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, pp. 521-522.
28 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 244.
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they made were monumental and between them they totally transformed
communications on the frontier. Roberts commented,

[ would push on with communications with all possible speed,

we must have roads and we must have railways. They cannot

be made on short notice and every rupee spent upon them will

repay us tenfold hereafter. Nothing will tend to secure the

safety of the frontier as much as the power of rapidly

concentrating troops on any threatened point.2°

Roberts, as Commander-in-Chief in India, took a great interest in the Defence
Committee and in Nicholson’s work in particular. The cost of the work that they had
undertaken was about £3.5 million.3° Roberts also had plans to build further
strategic railways, to Kandahar and Jalalabad, to the Zhob Valley and Pishin, together
with defence works, because he wanted to allow for the rapid movement of troops if
a threat emerged from Russia. However, various governments at home reduced his
plans on the grounds of cost.31
Nicholson’s time as secretary of the Defence Committee marked an essential

period in the development of his career. He had established a reputation as a
defensive expert and gained an unrivalled knowledge of the North-West Frontier.
Nicholson made three tours of the frontier with Roberts’ staff from 1887 to 1889,
visiting all the important military stations to assess the new defences. He also spent
a great deal of time reading about the political and military history of British policy
on the frontier, which involved consideration of parliamentary papers, intelligence

department reports and official correspondence.3? Roberts also praised Nicholson

because ‘The total cost of the coast and frontier defences amounted to a very

29 Robert, Forty-One Years in India, p. 513. Spiers, Engines for Empire, chapter 5, pp. 76-95,
30 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, p. 521.

31 Spiers, Engines for Empire, chapter 5, pp. 76-95.

32 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-18, Nicholson to Wilkinson 15 September 1893.
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moderate sum of five crores [million] of rupees, or about three and a half million
sterling.33 Nicholson claimed that this was achieved by not ‘violating the true
principle of military administration, i.e. the maintenance of a distinction between its
military side and its financial side’3* As a consequence, in 1890, Roberts offered
Nicholson the position of his Military Secretary and praised him for his

administrative control over the committee’s proposals.

Invasion Debates

To many Edwardians, ‘The idea that Britain was vulnerable to a cross-channel
invasion became a ‘national obsession.”’3> The issue of invasion found its way into
many popular novels of the period, such as Erskine Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands
(1903) and William Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910 (1906). When Roberts returned
to England to take up his new position as C-in-C he brought Nicholson with him. He
believed that Nicholson’s presence was important in developing the strategic vision
of the War Office. In his roles within the War Office, from 1901 when he was
appointed DGM], and as a member of the CID Nicholson became involved in debates
about a possible invasion of Britain. Nicholson’s role within the debates concerning
any possible invasion threat will be examined in this section. There has been a
considerable amount of scholarly literature produced on the topic of invasion

debates.3¢ When papers were released in the 1960s about the strategies adopted

33 Roberts, Forty-One Years in India, p. 521.

34 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/1, Nicholson to Roberts 22 July 1889.

35 R.J.Q. Adams, ‘Field-Marshal Earl Roberts’, in Edwardian Conservatism: Five Studies in Adaptation,
J. A. Thompson and A. Mejia (Croom Helm, 1988) p. 59.

36 H.R. Moon, ‘The Invasion of the United Kingdom: public controversy and official planning’
(University of London, unpublished PhD thesis, 1968); N. D’'Ombrain, War Machinery and High
Policy: Defence Administration in Peacetime Britain 1902-1914 (Oxford University Press, 1972); D.
Laurie-Fletcher, British Invasion and Spy Literature 1871-1918: Historical Perspectives on
Contemporary Society (Palgrave MacMillan, 2019); D.G. Owen-Morgan, The Fear of Invasion:
Strategy, Politics and British War Planning 1880-1914 (Oxford University Press, 2017).
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around the issue of possible invasion, Nicholson’s role came under scrutiny.
According to Paul Ramsey, Nicholson was misunderstood by early historians
studying these documents and these ‘pioneering historians of British strategic policy
were unable to reach a consensus about Nicholson’s importance in the
administration of British defence before the First World War37 This section will
analyse Nicholson’s role within the invasion debates up to the time he left the War
Office in 1904, and will consider the veracity of the statements by earlier historians.

Periodic invasion scares reflected how British people viewed their
relationship with the outside world.38 In many ways home defence was at the heart
of British preparation for war prior to 1914. Part of the problem was the difference
between the ‘Blue Water’ and ‘Continental’ schools of thought, which highlighted the
relationship between the Admiralty and the general staff for control of British
strategy. Much of this will be explored in Chapter Seven.

At the War Office from 1901, Nicholson was heavily involved in defence
planning. With the conclusion of the South African War there were, in addition to
the need to reform the army, two immediate concerns regarding defence. The first
was the long-term problem of defending India and the second was that of home
defence. The size and nature of the British army were to have an impact on both of
these. When Nicholson appeared before the Norfolk Commission in 1904 he stated
that the Stanhope Memorandum (1888) appeared ‘to have laid somewhat undue
stress on home defence, and to have made insufficient provision for the general

needs of the Empire.3°

37 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 201.

38 Morgan-Owen, Fear of Invasion, pp. 42-63.

39 PP, Cmd. 2062, ‘Royal Commission on the Militia and Volunteers: Minutes of Evidence’, Evidence
of Nicholson, vol. 1, 1904, Q. 6.
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From the outset, Nicholson, as DGMI, attended meetings of the Defence
Committee of the Cabinet and the War Office Council, which placed him at the centre
of military strategic planning.#? In a paper of 1901 Nicholson claimed that ‘our weak
points at present are India and Egypt’ and calculated that the defence of India would
require ‘the equivalent of two Army Corps’#! At that time he argued that he was
confident enough in the navy to propose relying primarily on the auxiliary
establishment to provide for the military defence of Britain, ‘provided measures
were taken to improve to improve the organisation and training’.4?

That same year Nicholson had chaired a committee to consider the defence
of India, important because of Russian posturing on the borders of Afghanistan.3
The committee recommended that a further 18 battalions be stationed in India to
defend it until conditions allowed reinforcements from Britain. At this time defence
of India was still uppermost in his mind and a further paper#* suggested that another
120,000 troops might be necessary, although this did acknowledge the demands that
might be made in other theatres. At the first meeting of the CID on 18 December
1902 Nicholson requested that the first strategic examination undertaken by the
committee should be into the threat to India.*> Nicholson had already requested that
the cabinet should seek guidance from the Admiralty on what their advice would be

about the transportation of troops by sea. Only by doing so, he claimed, could they

40 Robertson, From Private to Field-Marshal, pp. 128-9; W.S. Hamer, The British Army: Civil Military
Relations, 1885-1905, (Oxford: 1970), p. 191.

41 NAM, Roberts MSS, R 52/98, Nicholson to Roberts, 4 September 1901.

42 Ibid.

43 TNA, W.0. 105/42, ‘Report of a Committee appointed to Consider the Military Defence of India’,
24 December 1901.

44 See Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion, p. 87, n. 88.

45 TNA, CAB 2/1, ‘Minutes of the 1st Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’, 18 December
1902.



114

decide on what policy to pursue.*® When Nicholson appeared before the Norfolk
Commission later that month he claimed that his department would remain ‘in the
dark’ about the matter of Indian reinforcements until the CID had made its
intentions clear.#”

Nicholson’s department, however, could not consider the defence of India in
isolation from Britain’s other concerns. In May 1901 Nicholson wrote to Roberts, ‘1
have ordered a beginning to be made in preparing schemes of offensive and
defensive operations, the first being to meet such a contingency as a war with France
and Russia combined.48 Altham, the chief of the Intelligence Division of Nicholson'’s
department, wrote in 1901 ‘our plans must aim at the defence of the Empire as a
whole [...] if the heart of the Empire falls into the enemy’s grasp, its existence must
cease! He continued, ‘Home defence, therefore, is the primary problem to be
solved’#? As it felt the auxiliary forces were not efficient enough to provide an
effective defence against invasion, then the regular army was inextricably linked to
home defence against invasion. The War Office consequently began to acknowledge
that home defence required a combination of military and naval forces.>? Nicholson
himself admitted the strength of the Navy’s argument, that if Britain was superior at
sea, then there was nothing to be concerned about as invasion would be improbable.
‘And if we are inferior at sea, we shall have to come to terms, invasion or no invasion,

on account of food supply.>! In other words he felt that the country could be starved

46 TNA, WO 105/42, ‘Second Report of a Committee Appointed to Consider the Military Defence of
India’, p. 8.

47 PP, Cmd. 2062, ‘Royal Commission on the Militia and Volunteers: Minutes of Evidence’, Evidence
of Nicholson, vol. 1 1904, Q. 331, p. 14.

48 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/87, Nicholson to Roberts, 8 May 1901.

49 TNA, CAB 3/1/1, E.A. Altham, ‘Military Needs of the Empire’ 1901, pp. 1 and 18

50 TNA, CAB 3/1/22A, ‘The Strength of the Regular Army and Auxiliary Forces, having Regard to
Peace and War Requirements’, 1 May 1904, pp. 1-2.

51 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/98, Nicholson to Roberts, 4 September 1901.
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into submission. He asserted that the scheme might be all right ‘provided measures
were taken to improve the organisation and the training of our auxiliary forces’>2 He
was concerned, though, that any submission to the Admiralty’s doctrine might result
in a reduction in the Army Estimates. This concern had been increased by a
conversation he had with Brodrick, who informed him that the regular army would
be very seriously below strength by the end of the financial year.>3
In 1903 the CID established a sub-committee, of which Nicholson was a

member, to enquire into the likelihood of invasion. The sub-committee met for the
first time on 18 February, taking as its premise the suggestion that an invasion by a
lightly equipped force seemed to be the most likely occurrence. The sub-committee
provided the opportunity for politicians to listen to the opinions of both services.
From the War Office perspective and guided by Nicholson, who doubted the
Admiralty’s position on invasion, it was proposed that a larger reserve force of
trained manpower was necessary in Britain. The War Office, therefore, proposed an
auxiliary establishment of 390,000 men.>* In response to the Naval Intelligence
Department’s paper on the possibility of invasion due to a temporary loss of
command of the sea, the War Office Intelligence Department claimed that the
Admiralty’s position was ‘hardly logical’>> The response argued that

it is reasonable to inquire whether in the matter of home

defence, the army cannot supplement naval action and thus

give the navy a freer hand, just as the army relies upon the

navy as our first fighting line and as the indispensable
auxiliary without which our troops can neither reinforce

52 |bid.

53 |bid.

54 TNA, CAB 3/1/15A, ‘Home Defence: Comparison of Establishments of Military Forces with War
Requirements (exclusive of Native Troops)’, 7 July 1903.

55 TNA, CAB 38/2/24, ‘Possibilities of Invasion during Temporary Loss of Command of the Sea:
Home Waters’, War Office Intelligence Department, 27 April 1903.
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British garrisons abroad nor undertake over-sea
expeditions.>®
The army approached the discussions prepared to consider a decrease in the
number of regulars for home defence in order to free troops for overseas service.>?
There were worries, though, given the navy’s view that military provision for home
defence on any significant scale was superfluous, government expenditure would be
reduced at the expense of the army.>® ‘Nicholson worried that short term fiscal
concerns would again receive precedence over realistic assessments of strategic
necessity.>? He also believed that command of the sea that was sufficient to achieve
one task was seemingly not adequate to achieve another.?? ‘The Navy’s ambiguous
advice regarding affairs at sea was thus hampering the War Office’s plans to
reinforce India, to garrison Egypt, and to find a workable means of providing the
necessary degree of insurance at home and there appeared to be no end to this
unsatisfactory situation in sight.61
This provides the context for Nicholson’s initial hostility to CID discussions
on home defence. It was established that a successful invasion would need in excess
of 70,000 troops and would require 200 boats to undertake a twenty-four hour
crossing and 2 days to disembark.%? Balfour concluded, therefore, that the navy
would be able to deal successfully with this and consequently it could not succeed.®3

Nicholson’s view of Balfour’s memorandum regarding invasion was that it ‘is well

56 Tbid.

57 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/98, Nicholson to Roberts 4 September 1901.

58 Tbid.

59 Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion, p. 94.

60 TNA, W.0.106/41/C3/1B, Nicholson to Roberts, 7 March 1903.

61 Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion, p. 94.

62 TNA, CAB 3/1/18A, ‘Draft Report on the Possibilities of Serious Invasion: Home Defence’, 11
November 1903.

63 Tbid.
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written but it is not convincing and bears marks of being the production of an
amateur who has never studied the principles of naval strategy. The best modern
writers on the subject are Spenser Wilkinson, and Capt. Mahan, U.S.N., and both
consider a moderate amount of land defence to be essential to the free and decisive
action of a powerful navy.¢4

Nicholson’s involvement in the sub-committee had placed him at the centre
of discussions about defence strategies. He was continuously frustrated by the need
of the CID to resolve the increasing problems obstructing the efficient co-ordination
of British naval and military effort. The problem was that, while Nicholson was able
to write well-crafted papers it was increasingly difficult for them to achieve their
purpose, and furthermore they generated acrimony with the Admiralty. This was to
have profound consequences for Nicholson when Fisher became part of the Esher
Committee.®> With Balfour’s conclusion that invasion was unlikely, it became clear
that the Blue Water school had prevailed, and that ‘Nicholson was the only remaining
protagonist of the invasion possibility.’®® The issue of invasion and Nicholson's

contribution to the subject will be considered further in Chapter Seven.

The Russo-Japanese War 1904

This section will examine Nicholson’s role as the senior British observer to
the Russo-Japanese War. It will consider what lessons Nicholson learned while in
Manchuria and the effect it had upon his strategic thinking. He had been dismissed
from the War Office as part of the ‘clean sweep’ (see Chapter Five), but needed to be

employed in some capacity. A role away from the situation at home was preferable

64 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/108, Nicholson to Roberts, 29 November 1903.
8 See Chapter Five.
66 Moon, ‘The Invasion of the United Kingdom’, p. 231.
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and this proved the ideal solution. The section will consider how he rehabilitated
himself with the authorities at home, and the effect that their respective
appointments had upon his relationship with [an Hamilton.

The chain of events of the respective appointments of Nicholson and Hamilton
throws some light upon the deterioration of their relationship. Nicholson's letters to
both Roberts and Spenser Wilkinson, outlined the details of the campaign and his
thoughts about what he had learned. Hamilton knew that he was coming to the end
of his term as QMG and, believing a war between Russia and Japan was imminent, he
obtained permission to travel to the Far East, hoping to secure the position as an
observer with the British Army. Nicholson encouraged him to go, which Hamilton
did on 6 February 1904, at his own expense, while Nicholson promised to do
everything he could to secure him the post.®” The situation, however, changed with
Nicholson’s dismissal from the War Office. Nicholson was subsequently appointed
as the senior British observer, causing considerable friction with Hamilton: ‘Hardly
is my back turned when Nick steps forward and secures the very position he had
taken pains to assure me that [ should get.%8 He felt that Nicholson had deliberately
misled him to get the post for himself. By the end of March, however, he came to
realise that he had misjudged Nicholson, who had been offered the post by H. O.
Arnold-Forster, the incoming Secretary of State for War, and felt obliged to accept.
Jean Hamilton, though, felt less eager to accept the explanation and this marked the
start of her vitriolic comments about Nicholson. Hamilton’s role as an observer
certainly gave him a higher profile than Nicholson, possibly because Hamilton had

gained for himself a reputation as a fighting soldier, and also because he publicised

67 Lee, A Soldier’s Life, p. 77.
68 [bid, p. 79.
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his own endeavours in his book, A Staff Officer’s Scrapbook.%® Some historians have
continued the narrative with regard to Nicholson. Duncan Stuart Ferguson
commented
Hamilton was not the most senior British military observer, that
distinction belonging to General Sir William Nicholson; Hamilton
was, however the most [sic] experienced soldier, Nicholson being
regarded as a military bureaucrat. It was remarked that Nicholson
appeared uninterested in the fighting that he was meant to observe,
preferring to chat with staff officers as battle raged.”°
Not only does this indicate a lack of understanding of Nicholson's role, as the senior
British observer, which included maintaining good relationships with the Japanese
staff as well as collating the reports of British observers, it is also incorrect in that at
that time Nicholson had more years’ service than Hamilton, had served in more
campaigns and had been at the War Office for just three years. However, as has
already been shown the context of their service was different with Hamilton fitting
the ‘heroic soldier’ model, while Nicholson did not.”?

Nicholson wrote “To me personally special information was given about many
matters of military interest and importance, which will be of great value to the British
War Office.”? The detail of Nicholson’s reports would also indicate that Ferguson was
incorrect, and that Nicholson assimilated a considerable amount of useful

information. Additionally, Hamilton himself commented, ‘General Nicholson has

arrived. He is doubtful whether to go to the front or to remain with the Japanese

69 . Hamilton, A Staff Officer’s Scrapbook (Edward Arnold, 1905, 1907), 2 vols. See also P. Towle,
British Observers of the Russo-Japanese War, (Discussion Paper No. 1S98/351, July 1998).

70 D. S. Ferguson, “’Splendid Allies” or “No More Deadly Enemies in the World?” General Sir [an
Hamilton, the British Military and Japan 1902-14’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, third series,
20. 4, pp. 523-536, (October 2010), p. 523 n.1.

71 H. Streets, ‘Military Influence in Late Victorian and Edwardian Popular Media; The Case of
Frederick Roberts’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 8. 2, (2003), pp. 233-234.

72 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/67 /17, W.G. Nicholson to H.E. British Minister, Tokio, [sic] 21 September 1904.
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Head Quarters to collate the reports of all our officers and to embody them in
despatches. I think he should do the latter73

Nicholson described, in his letters to Roberts and Spenser Wilkinson, his
difficult and tortuous journey across Canada during a spell of cold and snow which
was ‘quite exceptional in its severity’.’4 Nicholson had to wait some time at the
Imperial Hotel in Tokyo before he was allowed to join the Japanese Second Army
during the battle and capture of Liaoyang. As the senior British observer all
despatches had to come through him, even those from Hamilton, who had by now
secured the position of senior observer for the Indian army. Nicholson felt awkward
having an officer of the same rank serving under him. Hamilton misinterpreted this
awkwardness as unfriendliness.”> Nicholson’s letters, however, always refer to
Hamilton in friendly terms and Nicholson told Wilkinson, ‘we get on well’.7¢ In fact
from Nicholson’s correspondence it would appear that he was unaware of Hamilton’s
feelings.””

In July 1904, even though he had been replaced at the War Office by Grierson,
Nicholson wrote to him in cordial terms stating that he was being allowed, on 20 July,
to go to the front, in the vicinity of Port Arthur. He had been frustrated at the three-
month wait in Tokyo and was on the point of putting pressure on the British
government in an attempt to get things moving. He hoped to see the attack on Port

Arthur and advised Grierson on what were the best maps to use to get a clear picture

73 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/67 /4, Sir Ian Hamilton, 28 March 1904.

74 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-56, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 28 March 1904: also NAM,
Roberts MSS R52/112, Nicholson to Roberts, 3 April 1904.

75 Lee, A Soldier’s Life, p. 84-86; Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 235.

76 NAM Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-59, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 16 June 1905.
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of the situation.”’® As the senior British observer, Nicholson received memoranda
from Hamilton, which he was expected to analyse and send on to the War Office. He
sent a detailed analysis of the Japanese transport system. His analysis, highlighting
his ability for critical strategic thinking, and which contained implied criticism of
Hamilton’s memoranda, continued, ‘What then General Hamilton presumably
means’, throws some light on the fact that Nicholson, along with others, realised that
Hamilton was not a good administrator.”? Again, he stated, ‘I would point out, that
highly as Sir [an Hamilton eulogises the Japanese system, he does not specify in what
particulars it differs in principle from other systems, which have worked well in the
field. 80 Nicholson made it clear that he did not believe that the Japanese system (of
transport) could be applied universally in Britain because in Japan it was maintained
by conscription.8! He also criticised the Japanese as being ‘rather short-sighted as
regards the improvement and repair of roads and the maintenance of bridges’s?
Nicholson went on to state that a transport system must always be adapted to local
conditions and carefully ‘elaborated beforehand after due enquiry’83 He went on to
qualify his criticisms by claiming ‘I cannot but suspect that Sir lan Hamilton has been
misinformed in regard to this matter.84

It is of little surprise, therefore, that Esher should praise Nicholson for his
ability of critical analysis.8> Esher’s assessment of the abilities of Nicholson and

Hamilton is illuminating:

78 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/67/8, Nicholson to Grierson, 11 July 1904.

79 RA, VIC/MAIN/ W/68/13, ‘Reports of Officers with the Japanese Army,” by Nicholson, 21 August
1904.

80 [bid.

81 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/70/10, ‘Report on Transport’ by Nicholson, submitted on 9 January 1905.

82 [bid.

83 RA, VIC/MAIN/ W/68/13, ‘Reports of Officers with the Japanese Army’, by Nicholson, 21 August
1904.

84 [bid.

85 RA, VIC/MAIN/ADD E/25, Esher to Knollys, 30 December 1904.
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What strikes me most forcibly on reading these most

interesting papers is the superficiality of [an Hamilton’s mind.

[ have no doubt that he is a very gallant leader in the Field, but

his powers of deduction are not great, and Sir William

Nicholson displays far higher qualification for criticism than

his colleague.  Nearly all Ian Hamilton’s letters are

‘impassions’ and ‘opinions’, and are not unfortunately

substantiated by facts. You can see that he believes - indeed

he says so - in ‘military instinct’ rather than in hard work. I

fear that this may prove his undoing one of these days.

Nicholson, on the other hand, strikes me as being eminently

qualified for critical survey - one man starts with a parti pris

and the other bases his criticism upon facts which have come

under his personal observation.8¢
An awareness of Nicholson’s ability to assess and analyse situations is important in
understanding his strategic acumen. The disparity might also explain Hamilton’s
feelings and more especially those of his wife who, right from the time of Nicholson’s
appointment had claimed that ‘Old Nic [sic] is the devil indeed, and not to be
trusted.8” Without his wife’s immediate influence Hamilton remained, ostensibly, on
cordial terms with Nicholson, both visiting socially and dining with him on a number
of occasions.88

As the senior British observer all reports, as discussed, had to come through

him and many of the reports had comments from him attached.?® Nicholson’s
comments display that critical analysis to which Esher had alluded in his letter to

Knollys.?® On the other hand Hamilton’s biographer, J. P. Jones, wrote ‘It is noteworthy

that although Hamilton describes Japanese Army tactics fully and accurately, he pays

86 [bid.

87 Lee, A Soldier’s Wife, p. 63. Jean Hamilton’s diary entry of 28 February 1904. This followed
Nicholson’s appointment as chief British observer.

88 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/112 and 113, Nicholson to Roberts, 3 April 1904 and 10 October 1904.
89 See Reports from British Officers attached to the Japanese and Russian Forces in the Field, 5 vols.
(London: 1908). (Later cited as Reports). Also, RA, VIC/MAIN/ W/68/13, ‘Reports of Officers with
the Japanese Army’, by Nicholson, 21 August 1904.

90 RA, VIC/MAIN/ADD E/25, Esher to Knollys, 30 December 1904.
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very little attention to strategy [..] To describe Hamilton’s approach slightly
pejoratively, his perspective was dominated by the fascinating detail of the worm'’s
eye view.”? Nicholson, for example, commented on one of Hamilton’s reports as

follows

Sir lan Hamilton remarks, in paragraph 15: ‘I hold the view that
the Japanese transport system, take it all in all, is the best I have
ever seen’; but in the preceding paragraph he has stated that to
his thinking the great bulk of the transport labour has been
borne (1) by ships and boats, (2) by Korean coolies, (3) by
Chinese carts, the military coolies having been merely an
accessory, though an indispensable one. What, then, General
Hamilton presumably means, is that the responsible Japanese
officers have displayed a surprising aptitude for utilising and
organising local transport resources, which is quite a different
thing from preparing in peace a transport service, including
personnel, animals, matériel, which will meet the requirements
of a field army.?2

Nicholson continued his analysis

[ would point out that, highly as Sir lan Hamilton eulogises the
Japanese system, he does not specify in what particulars it
differs in principle from other systems, which have worked
well in the field. [t must, in fact, be recognised that in countries
where railways and metalled roads are either non-existent or
available only to a limited extent, the transport system must
be adapted to local conditions and carefully elaborated
beforehand after due enquiry. A system which suits
Manchuria would not suit South Africa, or the Sudan, or the
North-West Frontier, or Tibet. In paragraph 11 General
Hamilton states that the transport arranged into etappen does
not go through from one stage to another (of course the
essence of the etappen system is that it does not go through
from base to front), but that each convoy goes half-way only to
the next stage where it meets the relieving transport.?3

91]. P. Jones, Johnny. The Legend and Tragedy of General Sir lan Hamilton (Pen and Sword, 2012). p.
153.

92 Reports, vol. 1, p. 16.

93 Reports, vol.1, pp. 17-18.
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Indeed, the reports from the various British observers show that Nicholson went
through each one carefully and forensically, pointing out the merits and deficiencies
in each before they were sent back to the War Office. Nicholson’s observations
indicate, contrary to the suggestions of Ferguson, a clear strategic understanding of
the war, of Russian entrenchments, transport, artillery and defensive works. He
wrote in detail about various actions such as the captures of the Shushaupo post,
Port Arthur and the battle of Liaoyang. In the latter he praised the courage of
Japanese soldiers during the attack and described the Russian entrenchments, which
‘had been so well described, possessed so much overhead cover for the troops
holding them, and their front and flanks were so well protected by wire
entanglements’®* There was also a great deal of staff work to do, especially when
Nicholson returned to Tokyo, which he had to do unexpectedly early when he became
ill, and his weight dropped to below nine stone.

Despite this Nicholson felt that the whole experience was very worthwhile?
because ‘Much valuable information is being collected.”® Nicholson believed that
lessons must be learnt from what he observed from the defence of Port Arthur and
consequently wrote the preface to W.R. Smith’s The Siege and Fall of Port Arthur in
1905.7 Amongst other matters, he examined artillery arrangements for the
observation and direction of fire. That Nicholson learnt important lessons is
indicated a number of times in his comments during debates in the CID regarding

preparations for a European war, as recorded in the minutes.”® His experiences

94 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/113, Nicholson to Roberts, 10 October 1904.

95 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 231.

96 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-59, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 16 June 1904.

97 W. Richmond Smith, The Siege and Fall of Port Arthur, (Eveleigh Nash, 1905) preface by W. G.
Nicholson.

98 See for example TNA, CAB 38/19/49, Minutes of the 114th meeting of the CID, 23 August 1911.
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during the war helped to influence many aspects of his work, such as preparation for
fighting a modern war, for his time as CGS, and beyond into the Dardanelles

Commission.

A Channel Tunnel

Nicholson was later involved as a member of the sub-committee, as a defence
expert, a former CIGS and a member of the CID, in considerations about the
construction of a channel tunnel. The section will examine how Nicholson
considered the strategic implications of the potential building of a tunnel, especially
given a deteriorating naval situation. The idea of a tunnel linking Britain to France
has a long history and at the start of the 20th century the notion of the construction
of a tunnel under the English Channel became closely linked with issues raised by
the invasion scares®. The scheme was first considered by Napoleon as early as
1802. Politicians worried about the cost and about how to defend the tunnel during
a war. In the 1870s, the French and British governments agreed to work together
on building a channel tunnel. The Channel Tunnel Company was established in
January 1872 with its chief engineer being Sir John Hawkshaw, and in 1881-2,
tunnelling started on both sides of the Channel.190 However, in 1882 a rise in
tensions in Europe revived fears that a tunnel could be used to invade Britain and

consequently the government ordered work to stop.101

99 See Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion.

100 Sir John Hawkshaw, like Nicholson, was an Old Boy of Leeds Grammar School, see E. Wilson,
Leeds Grammar School Admission Books, (Leeds: 1906), p. 17. Hawkshaw resigned from the
company, believing that a tunnel was not in Britain’s interests.

101 ], C. Hawkshaw, ‘The Channel Tunnel and its Early History’, Journal of the Royal Society of Arts,
62.3209 (1914), pp. 592-604.
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The matter of a channel tunnel was raised again in 1907 when three papers
were presented to the 96t meeting of the CID on 28 February.102 After a Channel
Tunnel Bill was presented to Parliament, following a resolution passed at the annual
general meeting of the Channel Tunnel Company on 7 June 1906, the issue was
referred to the CID.193 The reasons behind the presentation of the Bill were
economic but the necessity of its consideration by the CID was the security of the
nation. Before the matter could be discussed at the CID, it had already been debated
in the press. Colonel Repington, the military correspondent of The Times, wrote two
articles expressing opposition to the building of the tunnel.1%4 Having given due
consideration to the evidence, the Prime Minister, Campbell-Bannerman, concluded
at the CID that

our general policy with reference to the Tunnel should be based on
the decisions as to the naval and military aspects. He understood
that both the Admiralty and the General Staff were opposed to the
construction of the Tunnel. The economic side of the question was
not a matter for discussion by the Committee.10

The matter came up for consideration again in the spring of 1913. By this
time Nicholson had retired as CIGS but remained a member of the CID and as such
he had an important part to play in the discussions around the desirability of
constructing a tunnel. On 10 June the Admiralty proposed that the matter again be

referred to the CID. In September 1913 Nicholson was asked by the Secretary of

State, Colonel J.E.B. Seely, to obtain figures for the amount of foodstuffs and the

102 TNA, CAB 38/13/12 ‘Minutes of the 96th Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’. The
three papers were: (i) a memorandum by Sir George Clarke of 18 June 1906; (ii) a memorandum by
the Board of Trade of 25 August 1906 entitled “The Economic Aspects of the Proposed Channel
Tunnel”; (iii) a note by Sir George Clarke of 31 January 1907 on the Channel Tunnel Bill.

103 K. Wilson, Channel Tunnel Visions 1850-1945 (Hambledon Press, 1994), pp. 55-56.

104 The Times, 2 January 1907, p. 4 and The Times, 3 January 1907, p. 6.

105 TNA, CAB 38/13/12, ‘Minutes of the 96t Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’, 28
February 1907.
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number of troops that could be transported through a tunnel in a twenty-four hour
period. These Nicholson swiftly obtained.1®¢ When the committee met again, in
October, Colonel Hankey!%7 placed before it a short history of the scheme from 1867
to 1907,108 together with a reprint of Wolseley’s memorandum of 16 June 1882.10°
The response of the Admiralty was considered on 3 March by the CID. It expressed
the belief that a tunnel should be
capable of being flooded or otherwise effectively cut at any time
by the Navy through the gunfire or other actions of warships
without military assistance, even though both ends of the tunnel
are in the hands of the enemy [...] if [the promoters of the scheme
can satisfy this condition] the project offers various important
strategic advantages.110
To this note Nicholson provided an erudite rebuttal, which was well-received by
other members of the committee, including Major-General Henry Wilson, who felt
that the tunnel must be as secure as possible.111 Nicholson made the point that:
The Admiralty’s proposals seemed to imply that no other nation
possessed any war vessels. The means suggested for destroying the
tunnel could equally be taken advantage of by a maritime Power
with the view of preventing this country from drawing supplies

from the continent or of utilising the tunnel for other proposed
purposes.112

106 TNA, W.0. 32/530 Seely to Nicholson 10 September 1913, Nicholson to Seely 13 September
1913.

107 Colonel M.P.A. Hankey, the secretary of the Committee.

108 TNA, CAB 38/25/35, ‘The Strategic Aspects of the Channel Tunnel’, 21 October 1913.

109 TNA, CAB 38/25/36, “The Strategic Aspects of the Channel Tunnel’, a reprint of Lord Wolseley’s
memorandum dated 16 June 1882, 21 October 1913.

110 TNA, CAB 38/26/9, ‘Committee of Imperial Defence, Channel Tunnel, Note by the Admiralty’, 27
February 1914. This view was subsequently reinforced by the First Lord of the Admiralty,
Churchill, who was largely in favour of a tunnel, and who wrote that the tunnel should be brought
to the surface of the sea not less than a quarter of a mile from the shore with a bridge running to
that shore. The bridge should contain a drawbridge, capable of being lifted in the event of war with
France. He also said that the tunnel should be capable of being flooded. TNA CAB 37/120/69, ‘Note
by the First Lord of the Admiralty’, 12 June 1914.

111 TNA, W.0. 32/5300, Memorandum by Wilson, March 1914.

112 TNA, CAB 38/26/11, ‘Minutes of the 125t Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’, 3
March 1914.
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Nicholson’s contribution to the next meeting on 14 May was significant.113

The General Staff was opposed to the scheme, as was Wilson.114 Nicholson, being
strategically perceptive, made the point that

the conditions postulated by the Admiralty could never be really

assured. Moreover, so long as the enemy had ships, and a

temporary command of the Channel waters, he could also

destroy the tunnel and that too at a time when it might be most

necessary to us to maintain it intact.11>
Nicholson found himself at some variance with Sir John French, who had succeeded
him as CIGS in 1912, but had resigned over the handling of the Curragh affair at the
end of March 1914. French and Nicholson had worked together quite
purposefullyl’® but French had previously written to Esher contending that
Nicholson was ‘born to be a damned nuisance to everyone’.1l? French was in favour
of a tunnel, as he had earlier expressed in 1913, ‘the military objections to the project
are on the whole of insufficient weight to justify us placing an embargo on a scheme
which may possibly prove of vast economic advantage to the nation at large.”118 He
also said that the tunnel should not be opposed on the grounds of defence of the
island since the development of new weapons, such as submarines and aircraft
meant that our sea defences had vanished. Nicholson, however, was considerably

more guarded. He stated that if, given the deterioration in the naval position, the

Admiralty was unable to guarantee the food supply then there was much to be said

113 TNA, CAB 38/27/23, ‘Minutes of the 126t Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’, 14
May 1914.

114 TNA, CAB 38/27/26, ‘Memorandum by the General Staff’, May 1914. Also, TNA W.0. 32/5300,
Memorandum by Wilson, March 1914.

115 TNA, CAB 38/27/26, ‘Minutes of the 126t Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’, 14
May 1914.

116 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 288.

117 French, Some War Diaries, Addresses and Correspondence (London, 1937), French to Esher, 2
June 1906, p. 111.

118 TNA, W.0. 32/5300 Memorandum by Sir John French undated but probably October 1913.
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in favour of a tunnel.1’® The meeting concluded with Asquith asking both Nicholson
and French to put their views forward in papers.120

This Nicholson did with some alacrity and produced a memorandum that was
both concise and precise in its detail.l?! Nicholson wrote and produced his
memorandum within five days and it was presented on 19 May. By contrast it took
French almost two months to write his paper.1?2 In his paper Nicholson stated that
the dangers that Wolseley had raised could not ‘be lightly set aside’ in the absence of
a home army comparable in strength and efficiency to those of the continental
powers. Although he had been in India at the time, Nicholson was impressed by what
had emerged from the 122nd meeting of the CID.123 He feared that the naval
conditions had ‘materially altered to our detriment'?4 since 1908, and that during
the first stages of a war ‘an appreciable percentage of loss by the capture of British
ships might be expected’.125 He then posed the question as to whether a tunnel might
compensate for that deterioration of the naval conditions, concluding that it might if
the political and economic conditions affecting its use were favourable. That would
certainly be the case if Britain was in alliance with France and supplies were readily
available there. However, if Britain was involved with France in a war with Germany
then the former might require those supplies for herself. Nicholson then suggested
that it might be prudent to establish a reserve of flour, wheat and other foodstuffs in

Britain that could have a regular turnover. Nicholson concluded his argument by

119 TNA, CAB 38/27/26, ‘Minutes of the 126t Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence’, 14
May 1914.

120 Tbid.

121 TNA, CAB 38/27 /24, Memorandum by Field Marshal Lord Nicholson, 19 May 1914.

122 TNA, CAB 38/28/34, Memorandum by Sir J. D. P. French, 9 July 1914.

123 TNA, CAB 38/23/9, ‘Minutes of the 122nd Meeting of the CID’, 6 February 1913.

124 Tbid, p. 8.

125 TNA, CAB 38/27/24 Memorandum by Field Marshal Lord Nicholson, 19 May 1914.
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stating that this might be preferable to the construction of a tunnel.l?¢ He also
considered that the only other factor, which might require some consideration, was
the efficacy of a tunnel to maintain an expeditionary force in support of France
against Germany but agreed with the General Staff that it is ‘doubtful whether the
contingency is sufficiently probable’.12”

When French eventually produced his paper?28 and presented it to the 128t
meeting of the CID, Nicholson strongly argued against French’s views.12? He began
by stating that he had never been a strong advocate of a tunnel, except that it might
be a ‘useful avenue for supplies of food and raw material’.13? He continued that he
was unable to agree with French’s Memorandum:

Taking the situation described in the fifth paragraph, namely the
occupation of the French coast-line by Germany, and the cession
to Germany of all the French naval and air forces, he considered
that a bridge-head in our hands on the far side of the Channel
would be dangerous unless we had an adequate military force to
hold it. Ex hypothesi there would be no such adequate military
force. Again, he doubted the possibility of the submarine
concentration spoken of, because submarines could not be
carried by rail, nor were there any canals or rivers leading to that
part of the French coast.13!

Such was the strength of Nicholson’s argument that even Kitchener agreed
with him, claiming that he was entirely opposed to a tunnel, unless it could be shown
that its construction was vital to the country. Indeed, he went on to say that ‘once

the tunnel were constructed, he doubted whether this country would ever feel

sufficiently confident to send the Expeditionary Force abroad.”132 As a consequence

126 [bid.

127 Ibid. Also, TNA, CAB 38/27/26, Memorandum by the General Staff, May 1914.
128 TNA, CAB 38/28/34, Memorandum by Sir J. D. P. French, 9 July 1914.

129 TNA, CAB 38/28/35, ‘Minutes of the 128th Meeting of the CID’, 14 July 1914.
130 [bid, p. 8.

131 [bid, p. 9.

132 [bid.
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of the arguments of those two Field Marshals, Asquith declared that there was no

reason to reverse the decision that the CID had taken in 1908.

Conclusion

Was Nicholson’s contribution to British strategic policy more significant than
many of those early historians of the subject were willing to agree? Does he deserve
the reputation of being the pre-eminent staff officer of his generation who as Ramsey
claimed, ‘excelled throughout his military career in positions of administrative
control?’133 Or was he, as Clarke suggested, a matter of ‘wit and words’ rather than
‘demonstrable talent’?134 Nicholson’s time as the secretary of the Defence Committee
at Simla had established his reputation as a defensive expert and a strategic thinker.
The perspective that he acquired regarding the defence of India was important when
he became a member of the CID as much of their early discussion was spent on this
topic. However, his strategic vision was not limited to that area and from his
appointment as DGMI in 1901 his perspective shifted to home defence. This was to
bring him increasingly into conflict with the navy as he fought to have the
significance of the army’s position and finances recognised. However, while
Nicholson championed the army’s cause, it was certainly the case that the Naval
Estimates were unlikely to be cut. His readiness, however, to rebut the ideas of
others while promoting his own and the army’s causes meant that he made enemies,
not least with the Navy. His involvement as an observer during the Russo-Japanese
War and then during the channel tunnel debates clearly indicate the precision and

level of his strategic thought. During thirty years of service, both in India and at

133 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 199.
134 CAC, Esher MSS Clarke 1906/1, Clarke to Esher, 17 March 1906.
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home Nicholson was called upon to contribute to a wide range of strategic debates.
His quick and lucid grasp of the salient points, and his skilled penmanship meant that
he could compose fluent and incisive analyses even in what might at the time be
losing causes, such as home defence. The evidence of this chapter corroborates the
views of John Gooch that Nicholson was not only the most powerful personality in
the Edwardian army but was also a ‘formidable figure’ in British defence and

strategic policy.135

135 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 98; Gooch, Prospect of War, p. 108.
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Chapter Five - The War Office and the Development of Professionalism
Professionalism

An important theme of this thesis is the role that Nicholson played in the
development of professionalism in the British army. This section will draw upon the
work of Beckett, Harries-Jenkins and others to analyse Nicholson’s role in the
development of professionalism.! In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
professionalism was generally regarded as the cultivation of particular skills and
competence in a specialised and specific area, which required appropriate training.2
The officer corps in the army shared common social, educational and cultural
backgrounds not only with the landed aristocracy and gentry but also with the
traditional professions of the law, church and medicine. It has already been
demonstrated that Nicholson, by his skill set, training and practice had proved
himself to be a competent and innovative engineer and in that respect had
established for himself a professional reputation. He, therefore, sought to increase
professionalism in the army. This chapter will continue by showing how his
appointment to the War Office in 1901 enabled him to have some influence in the
professional development of the army in the years prior to the outbreak of the First
World War.

The later Victorian and Edwardian periods were important in establishing
the nature of professionalism in the army. Scholarship has demonstrated different
views of the nature of professionalism, and the understanding of that term has

changed and developed over time. Gwyn Harries-Jenkins has stated that the

1 This has been covered recently in lan Beckett’s seminal study of developing professionalism in the
British army. Beckett, A British Profession of Arms. Also, Harries-Jenkins, The Army in Victorian
Society.

2 Harries-Jenkins, The Army in Victorian Society, p. 4.
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‘standard of professionalism in the Victorian military establishment was appallingly
low’3 when considering the characteristics of professionalism in the army compared
with other nineteenth century occupations. According to Beckett, the British army
has been seen as standing apart from other professions, and in fact from society as
a whole.# The army remained marginalised because of its global deployment and
also because it largely depended on the poor and unemployed for its rank and file.
As has been shown, the South African War exposed the deficiencies within the
British army and highlighted the need for reform. Unfavourable comparisons could
be drawn between the Victorian army and those of the European powers.
Continental armies were ‘becoming a world in themselves, characterised by a
separate profession, closed organization, their own value-systems and norms, a
special technology and their own system of law. > They had all, by this time,
established for themselves a general staff as a strategic branch of their army. The
German General Staff, (originally the Prussian General Staff), had been established
in 1814 and its autonomy was recognised on the foundation of the German Empire
in 1871. Its staff officers were chosen on intelligence and merit, and undertook
rigorous and structured training. It is more difficult to ascertain when the French
General Staff was established. It may have been as early as 1766 or as late as 1871,
but it was certainly derailed by the Dreyfus Affair of 1894-1906.6 By way of contrast
the British army was typified by each regiment’s endeavouring to maintain its own
identity, only being linked by the common interests of their members. Additionally,

Nicholson was not alone in expressing frustration at the ‘amateurish’ interference of

3 Harries-Jenkins, The Army in Victorian Society, p. 103.

4 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, pp. 3-4.

5 Ibid, p. 3.

6 E.O. Porter, ‘The Evolution of the General Staff’, The Historian, 8. 1, (1945), pp. 26-45.
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the Royal Family in the British army, which he, and others, believed should be
increasingly more professional in its approach.”

Harries-Jenkins’ book is an important study reflecting the manner in which
professionalism had developed in different occupational groups, in particular how
one characteristic was indicative of the level of professionalism in the army. That
characteristic was the educational and socialisation process. Harries-Jenkins
reflects that an initial problem was that the army continually emphasised the
importance of character to the exclusion of intellect. This is an argument that was
often laid at the door of the Duke of Cambridge, who preferred ‘breeding’ to ‘brains’?
and who opposed many of the Cardwell reforms, which aimed to alter the terms and
conditions of the army, and ‘had the twin objectives of economy and efficiency.® The
notions of breeding and character were important features of the narrow education
provided by the public school system, which many officers had enjoyed.1? A private
school education was relevant to all the established professions, while further
education at university was less common for the army. Criticism of the intellectual
appears to have been taken further in the army than in other professions such as the
Law and the Church, and it was argued that the army needed gentlemen in all its
officer ranks rather than those who had been academically and professionally
trained. However, in comparison with other occupational groups, the army had the
advantage of possessing its own academic institutions, at Woolwich and Sandhurst.

In contrast with many of his peers Nicholson had enjoyed a far wider educational

7 See Chapter Two; also C. Brice, The Thinking Man’s Soldier. The life and Career of General Sir Henry
Brackenbury 1837-1914, (Helion, 2015), pp. 20-21.

8 C. Brice, “The Military Career of General Sir Henry Brackenbury 1856-1904: The Thinking Man'’s
Soldier” (unpublished PhD thesis: De Montfort University, 2009), p. 14.

9 Spiers, The Army and Society, p. 200.

10 The term ‘public school’ was reserved for those private schools which were members of the
Headmasters’ Conference.
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curriculum at Leeds Grammar School, followed by a time at Woolwich, and this
marked him out as being somewhat different. The start of Nicholson’s career came
at a time when intelligent and educated men were beginning to make the army their
first choice of profession.!!

According to Beckett, there is a great deal to suggest that the late Victorian
Army did not differ materially from other professions of the era.l? In general,
professionalism required training to acquire the relevant skills and competence. As
Beckett comments, ‘The role of competitive examinations has been seen as the
‘triumph of professionalism’!3 in all professions, and the examinations, both for
entry and on leaving the army’s academies, certainly can be regarded as a mark of
increasing professionalism. Despite this, as discussed in Chapter Two, patronage in
the army as evidenced by the ‘rings’ surrounding some senior officers, as in other
professions, remained significant even after the abolition of the purchase of
commissions in 1870. It was certainly the case that many officers relied on a patron
or sponsor to help them gain promotion. It has been demonstrated that early in his
career Nicholson relied upon Roberts for his advancement, although he soon became
his own man. Edward Spiers agrees that, while the social composition of the army
had not changed significantly since the South African War, its level of
professionalism had certainly changed.!* If that is true and if the army was more

professional by the time of the Great War, what part had Nicholson, who was at the

11 This is in contrast to earlier thinking. For example, the future Field Marshal Roberts’ father had
written: ‘if Freddy is clever, I hope that he will not think of the army’. Field Marshal Lord Roberts,
Letters Written during the Indian Mutiny, (MacMillan, 1924), p. xvii.

12 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 8.

13 bid, p. 5.

14 Spiers, The Army and Society, pp. 248-49.
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War Office for the majority of that time and spent four years as CGS/CIGS, played in
the development of that professionalism?

A number of the aspects of Nicholson’s involvement in the development of
professionalism are dealt with throughout this thesis, but some will be considered
as part the discussion in this chapter. Nicholson’s credentials as an advocate of army
reform go back as far as 1893, while he was serving in India, he wrote ‘the reform of
the Home Army is doubtless a most urgent requirement’?>, and he reinforced this in
another letter to Spenser Wilkinson two years later when he stated that he was, ‘as
you know a strong advocate for army reform’16 At that time Nicholson was not in a
position to influence matters. When Roberts became C-in-C, he was more in tune
with the need for reform than is often recognised and he brought Nicholson back
from India in order to assist in that process. Nicholson was appointed DGMI in 1901,
and he became responsible for:

The preparation and maintenance of detailed plans for the
military defence of the Empire and for the organisation and
mobilisation of the regular and auxiliary forces, the preparation
and maintenance of schemes of offensive and defensive
operations, and the collection and distribution of information
relating to the military geography resources etc., of foreign
countries and of the British colonies and possessions.1”
In many ways this was seen, certainly in Nicholson’s eyes, as something of a

forerunner of a General Staff, which he believed was so necessary.18 Nicholson, when

the matter was being debated by the Esher Committee in 1904, advocated the idea

15 NAM Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-11, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 5 September 1893.

16 NAM Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-32, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 24 June 1895.

17 “Memorandum on the Present Organisation of the War Office”, appendices to the Elgin Report,
(1904), XLII, p. 292.

18 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 26.
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of a fully-fledged General Staff on the German model.l° The Committee followed
much of his advice, but they deemed him not to be the right person to initiate such a
change. The irony was that three years later, when it was felt necessary to replace
the ineffective Sir Neville Lyttelton as CGS, Nicholson was the obvious choice, but it

was felt that

not being a Leader in War he does not command the confidence of
the Army:.

His appointment could only be justified if the office of Inspector
General is made a reality. Hitherto it has been largely a sham. The
Duke of Connaught has written admirable reports. They have been
pigeon-holed and ignored. Unless there is a clearer definition of the
Inspector General in the future, and he is really responsible for
training the army, [ hope the King will not agree to Sir William
Nicholson’s appointment.

If, on the other hand, the Army can look to the Inspector General,
whoever he may be in the future, as the Training General of the
Army and their possible Commander in War then Sir William
Nicholson ought to do very well as CGS i.e. of the administrative
machine of the army.20

If Nicholson was to be appointed CGS then it would not be on the lines of the
German model that he had advocated.

Nicholson believed that important matters, such as the defence of the empire,
the selection of objectives for offensive action, and the strength and composition of
the forces necessary to carry out such operations should be studied by the War Office
in times of peace, as it would be ‘extremely improbable that a right decision will be
given under high pressure, when there is no time to prepare and weigh the data on
which the decision should be made.?1 This precept of preparing for war during times

of peace is an indication of a developing attitude of professionalism by Nicholson in

19 M. Caillard, ‘The War Office Fifty Years Ago’, Army Quarterly, LXXI, (1955-56), 56-63, p. 58; Gooch,
Plans of War, p. 46.

20 RA, VIC/MAIN/W40/111, Esher to Knollys, 5 May 1907.

21 TNA, W.0. 32/367, Minute Nicholson to Roberts, 19 March 1903, Hardwicke Report 3, p. 8.
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his new role in the War Office. As far as he was concerned this involved being
prepared and well organised, which meant that precise administrative skills were
paramount. There was a growing perception that in order to achieve
professionalism appropriate training would be required to develop specialist skills
and competence in particular areas. Nicholson was one of the growing number of
officers who believed that it was important to make a study of his profession and to
learn lessons from ‘the teaching of military history and experience of past wars’.22
Nicholson had already shown his knowledge of military history by assisting Roberts
with his writing about Wellington’s Peninsula Campaign and his work on Roberts’

book, Forty-One Years in India.

Nicholson turned his new department of Mobilisation and Military
Intelligence into a highly efficient and well-run one. He believed that ‘the true art of
army administration is to be the guiding spirit, while trusting and making full use of
one’s subordinates.”?? He appointed talented and efficient men to work with him,
such as Altham and Robertson. The fact that he appointed men from such varying
backgrounds - Altham being from a traditional army family and who had passed
through staff college (his father being Major W.S. Altham), and Robertson who is the
only soldier to have risen from the ranks to become Field Marshal - indicates that he
chose men on merit irrespective of their background.?* He created a well-run and

efficient department, which proved to be very successful.2> Nicholson proved

22 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 25; Dixon, The Psychology of Military Incompetence, p. 52. Dixon terms
this concept of learning from previous experiences as ‘positive transfer’.

23 NAM, Roberts MSS R52 /49 Nicholson to Roberts, 5 July 1897.

24 This perhaps dispels the views that Nicholson was a snob, see L. Beckett, T. Bowman and M.
Connolly, The British Army and the First World War (Cambridge University Press, 217), p. 27 with
reference to Nicholson’s comment about Robertson’s ‘want of breeding’, and that he had no regard
for those who held a p.s.c..

25 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 22.
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himself to be an extremely efficient administrator, something recognised even by
those who did not like him.26 Esher described Nicholson as being the cleverest
soldier he had seen, and as being ‘clear, determined and explicit’.?2” The change in
Esher’s view seemed to have come about quite rapidly as has been shown in Chapter

Four by his response to Nicholson’s despatches during the Russo-Japanese War.

This perception of Esher’s change in view from Nicholson’s dismissal in 1904
is strengthened when, during Haldane’s illness and when Nicholson was in charge
of the War Office, Esher claimed of Nicholson,

He certainly is an underrated man, and no-one will ever know

what a large debt of gratitude is due to him for his hard work,

patience and good sense in administrating the army. He is not

a self advertiser but a quiet sensible man, and much more

laborious than people believe.28
In an almost identical letter to his son Maurice, he also added that ‘Nick was
excellent about the Staff and Staff College.”?° In his study of the career of Lord Esher,
Peter Fraser raised a number of questions with regard to the formation of a general
staff, including, ‘should it have an accelerated scale of promotion to attract brains

into the army and give responsibility to able young men?’. He concluded that in all

of those cases Nicholson would have replied in the affirmative.30

Nicholson’s view of what might be deemed to be professional conduct was,

however, to bring him into conflict with a number of his contemporaries in the army.

26 See, for example A. Gollin, No Longer an Island: Britain and the Wright Brothers (Heinemann,
1984), p. 300. Gollin describes Nicholson as a ‘brilliant administrator’.

27 M.V. Brett, Journals and Letters of Reginald Viscount Esher. 4 vols (Nicholson and Watson, 1934),
Esher to M.V. Brett 26 November 1901, vol. 1, pp. 320-321.

28 RA, W41/103 Esher to Francis [Knollys] 31 December 1909.

29 Brett, J and L, vol.2 p. 431 Esher to MVB 30 December 1908.

30 P. Fraser, Lord Esher. A Political Biography, (Granada, 1973), p. 15.
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Indeed, it might even be regarded as quite a narrow view. To Nicholson,
professionalism became closely linked with administrative ability and attention to
detail: he displayed a lack of understanding towards others who did not show the
same appreciation of these attributes and became intolerant of those who did not
show the same intellectual capacity when dealing with these matters. This character
trait increased following his removal from the War Office in 1904.31 For example,
Nicholson had criticised Kitchener because he felt that he lacked administrative
acumen, describing his knowledge of administration as ‘puerile’.32 There were those
who did not regard Nicholson highly because he did not fit into the heroic field
officer mould and because he irritated them. He became at odds with his friend, lan
Hamilton whom he regarded as being impulsive.33 He came to be regarded with
frustration by another friend, Henry Wilson, who felt that Nicholson had become too
cautious.3* Above all, Nicholson’s desire for detail and minutiae meant that he could
be forceful and irritating in his questioning in committees and at commissions.3>
Nicholson’s determination to improve professionalism within the army means that
he was not above criticising the Royal Family and others for what he saw as their

amateur interference in the affairs of the army.3¢ This willingness to speak his mind,

31 Robertson said that as a consequence of this dismissal Nicholson ‘was never quite the same man
again’. Robertson, From Private to Field Marshal, p. 137.

32 Bradley (ed), Lady Curzon’s India, p. 98.

33 This view of Hamilton seemed to be shared by Lord Esher, RA, VIC/ADDE/2 /25, Esher to Knollys,

30 December 1904. Likewise, Jones says of Hamilton, ‘His life had been characterised by

impetuosity, which is a desirable quality in a junior officer, but in a senior it can be a serious

problem.” Jones, Johnny, p. 172.

34 Wilson became frustrated with Nicholson because he would not give unconditional support to

Wilson’s ‘With France’ policy.

35 See Nicholson’s questioning during the CID sub-committee on Aerial Navigation and during the

Dardanelles Commission.

36 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-26 Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 7 June 1894.
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sometimes as a temperamental outburst, made him unpopular, at times, with some

of his contemporaries.

However, Nicholson did strive to improve the level of professionalism within
all of his departments, even though some found it difficult to work with him. Those
who did work with him found that he supported them and in return they respected
his work and decisions.3” There is much evidence, as is shown throughout this thesis
to indicate that Nicholson ‘worked well with most colleagues, including those from
the Admiralty, politicians and the General Staff officers in the War Office’.3® He was,
as has been shown during his time as DGMI, prepared to promote the work of his

subordinates and to ensure that they received credit for it.

The South African War had revealed defects in the army’s organisation, its
staff work and command. It had also shown its defects in the preparation for war.
Roberts was aware that there existed no doctrine, no school of thought on which
regimental officers could call when training their troops.3® When he became C-in-C,
it was often underestimated how aware he was of the need for reform, and he
brought Nicholson to the War Office to help. Throughout the Victorian era, the
British Army had been averse to committing itself to any formal, written doctrine.
Proposals to create a General Staff had been rejected despite the Hartington
Commission report in 1890, preventing the development of a higher organisation

within the army that could have imposed a common doctrine from the top down#*0.

37 Gooch, Plans of War, pp. 22-26; Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 247; Robertson, pp. 128-129.

38 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 202.

39 Gooch, Plans of War, pp. 27-28.

40 TNA, CAB 41/41/11, Preliminary and Further Reports (with Appendices) of the Royal
Commissioners appointed to Enquire into the Civil and Professional Administration of the Naval and
Military Departments and the Relations of those Departments to each other and to the Treasury, pp
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Instead, numerous tactical ideas existed, meaning that tactics and training often
varied considerably from battalion to battalion and new ideas and methods were

localised. As Jones notes:

Tactics were influenced by a multitude of factors, including
local combat experience in colonial actions, the quality of the
commanding officers and the availability of suitable ground
upon which to train. Drill manuals contained some useful
ideas, but the lack of an overall doctrine in training meant that
adherence to faulty, outdated concepts often continued
unchecked.*!

Doctrine can be defined as the ‘fundamental principles by which the military forces
guide their actions in support of objectives’.#2 It also encompasses organisation and
command to ensure unity of effort.#3 When Nicholson was CIGS, he was instrumental
in introducing the publication of the Army Review and wrote the introduction to the

first edition. In his introduction Nicholson wrote:

[ts [General Staff] influence on the Army is especially marked
by its having brought to the front certain broad principles
relating to training, war organization, the performance of staff
duties, higher leading and command. In countries which have
possessed General Staffs for many years their existence has
led to the publication of journals, such as the present one,
intended to bring prominently to notice the lessons to be
learnt from past wars and to indicate the developments which
the latest inventions and appliances are likely to produce in
future conflicts. Similarly, this REVIEW is the natural outcome
of the creation of our General Staff and it will aim at
amplifying, and elucidating the general principles which it is
the duty of a General Staff to formulate.**

xxii-xxiii; TNA, CAB 37/27 /28, The Report of Lord Hartington’s Commission as Affecting the Army, 22
April 1890.

41 S. Jones, ‘The Influence of the Boer War (1899-1902) on the Tactical Development of the British
Army 1902-1914’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wolverhampton, 2009).

42].A. Simpson and E.J]. Wener, The Oxford English Dictionary, (Oxford: 2001), p. 916.

43 HMSO, British Defence Doctrine, 1996, pp. 1-4.

44 BL, Army Review, issue 1 (1912) pp. 4-5, Introduction by General Sir William Nicholson CIGS, 13
June 1912.
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Although Nicholson did not mention doctrine in this introduction, it is implicit in his
emphasis on principles. What he did emphasise was the necessity of study,
organisation and professionalism. In fact, the introduction of such a journal, and
Nicholson’s endorsement of it, indicates the increasing importance that was being
given to theoretical training and the promulgation of doctrine. The establishment
of a General Staff was a significant step in the development of professionalism. It
certainly was not Nicholson’s idea, having been one of the recommendations of the
Hartington Commission (1890),%> but following the less than impressive time of Sir
Neville Lyttelton as the first CGS, it was left to Nicholson to establish the General
Staff properly. In fact, Henry Wilson claimed that without Nicholson a General Staff

would not have existed.46

Wilson's biographer, Keith Jeffery claimed that Nicholson was part of a group
of ‘progressives’, which also included Esher, Ellison, Haig and Wilson who wanted
‘to establish a coherent system of higher education and training for the army,” By
doing so they wanted to improve the level of professionalism in the army and

therefore might, rightly, be classed as ‘progressive’.4” Nicholson had,

in a most remarkable degree the gift of clear perception of the
ultimate aim and relative importance of every subject he
handled, and the consummate skill with which he expressed
his views and the strength with which he insisted on their
adoption, were the means whereby he rose to power and
commanded the respect of those associated with him in his
life’s work.*8

45 TNA, CAB 37/27/28, Comments regarding the Report of Lord Hartington’s Commission as
affecting the Army, 22 April 1890.

46 Wilson Diary, 9 June 1906, in Gooch, Plans of War, p. 103.

47 Jeffery, Wilson, p. 68.

48 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson,” pp. 237.
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One reason why he is largely forgotten is that there is a lack of glamour about
staff work and that, although he was regarded as probably the most powerful

personality in the army,*° he was an administrator rather than a fighting soldier.

The War Office

Nicholson’s appointment to the War Office in May 1901, and his
determination to assist in reforming the army and develop a strategic department
should be seen against the backdrop of Brodrick’s army reforms and the Royal
Commission on the War in South Africa. As will be seen Brodrick had, only in April,
negotiated and confirmed Nicholson’s position as DGMI with the rank of Lieutenant-
General. He had also assured Nicholson that his rank would be commensurate with
that of the QMG.50

William St. John Brodrick had been appointed Secretary of State for War in
1900 and was the first Secretary of State to attempt reforms as a response to the
shortcomings of the army in the South African War. Brodrick had to consider the
military needs of the Empire, and in particular South Africa in the aftermath of the
war, the garrisoning of Egypt, and of course India. He also had to contend with
Britain’s relations with Europe, particularly with the end of ‘splendid isolation’, the
Franco-Russian alliance of 1894, which had united two of Britain’s potential enemies
and the naval and imperial expansion of Germany.>!

Brodrick produced his reform scheme on 8 March 1901 when he presented

the Army Estimates to the House of Commons. While admitting the absolute

49 1.S. Ewart to Haldane, 13 December 1905, in Gooch, Plans of War, p. 98.

50 NAM, Roberts MSS 52/86, Nicholson to Roberts, 30 April 1901.

51 7. Steiner, The Foreign Office and Foreign Policy 1898-1914 (Cambridge University Press, 1969),
pp- 48-49.
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necessity of protecting India and the rest of the Empire, Brodrick became
increasingly aware that involvement in a European war could not be ruled out. At
the same time, he recognised the need to provide for home defence if the regular
army was involved in another sphere. Consequently, Brodrick proposed an increase
of 11,500 regulars and the reorganisation of the service into six army corps of
40,000 soldiers each. Of these, three corps were to consist primarily of regulars and
be available for service abroad while the other three, drawn mainly from existing
units of militia, yeomanry and volunteers, were to be mobilised for home defence.
Nicholson wrote to Roberts on 8 May that he felt that Brodrick’s scheme of the
provision of an army for home defence of six army corps and five cavalry brigades,
of which three army corps and three cavalry brigades should be ready for active
service abroad, was based upon nothing in particular. ‘No large schemes of offensive
operations, or indeed of defensive operations outside the United Kingdom, have yet
been formulated. Consequently, how do we know that we require 3 Army Corps & 3
C. Brigades for active service abroad?’52 Brodrick had also told Nicholson that the
regular army would be seriously below strength, possibly by 40,000 before the end
of the financial year.>3
Another concern for Nicholson was that under Brodrick’s scheme the

Secretary of State proposed,

to make the posts of QMG, IGF and DGO General’s [sic]

appointments and there are obvious objections to his doing so.

The QMG, IGF and DGO should be chosen not only for their

administrative capacity, but because they know their special

work.

He continued,

52 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/87, Nicholson to Roberts, 8 May 1901.
53 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/98, Nicholson to Roberts, 4 September 1901.
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But such knowledge does not imply that the finest officers for

these high appointments have any aptitude for an experience

of military command, or knowledge of the duties of the

General Staff of the Army...Yet under Mr Brodrick’s proposals,

either the IGF, DGO or QMG would invariably command the

Army in the temporary absence of the C.in.C. The conclusion I

come to is that appointments at Army Hd. Qrs should remain

Lt. Generals’ appointments, tenable of course by Generals as

at present, should the officers selected for them hold that rank

or obtain it in ordinary course, subsequent to their selection.>*
Broderick had only, in April, negotiated and confirmed Nicholson’s position as DGMI
with the rank of Lieutenant-General. He had also assured Nicholson that his rank
would be commensurate with that of the QMG.55

If his time as secretary to the Defence Committee in Simla, and then the South

African War had seen the establishment of Nicholson’s reputation as an
administrator and organiser, his time at the War Office from 1901 marked the
consolidation of that reputation. It was also the time when Nicholson came to be
acknowledged as ‘probably the most powerful personality in the army’5¢ He may
have been an unusual choice, having spent the majority of his career in India but he
‘was to prove an immense success, grasping the potential of his new department and
willing to fight for it against all comers’>7 It was the first time he had served at home
for 30 years and he was to ‘spend most of the next 11 years reshaping the War
Office’>8
Director General of Mobilisation and Military Intelligence

Nicholson was not an obvious choice for the post of DGMI. He had spent the

majority of his career in India and had made few contacts at home. Officers from the

54 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/102, Nicholson to Roberts, 6 December 1901.
%5 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/86, Nicholson to Roberts, 30 April 1901.

56 ].S. Ewart to Haldane, 13 December 1905, in Gooch, Plans of War, p. 98.
57 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 22.

58 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 228.
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Indian army tended to be not highly regarded and in addition Nicholson did not fit
the regular mould of a soldier. However, Roberts valued his intellect and abilities
and, given their long association, he was aware that Nicholson was in favour of army
reform, and was consequently keen to have him in the War Office. Having left India,
Roberts offered Nicholson the choice of one of two posts.

There were two alternative appointments which you

mentioned. First, that of Director of Mobilisation and

Intelligence with a status on the staff similar to that of the

Q.M.G. Secondly, that of Permanent Under Secretary of State.

Of the two I greatly prefer the former, as not only shall I have

the privilege of serving under your orders, but I shall not lose

touch with the Army and shall be able to attend manoeuvres

and that sort of thing.5°

He went on to say that if he had to accept the civil post he would prefer to

return to India as the military member. It may be an indication, though, that some
felt he would be extremely well suited to a more political post.6® Nicholson assumed,
in the same letter that his pay would be £2,100 a year, and that the post would carry
the rank of Lieutenant-General.?! Due to the intransigence of the Treasury these
were to be issues of contention for Nicholson for some few months, and he almost
did not take up the post. He wrote to Roberts on 21 April and again on the 28,
stating that he wanted the matter resolved before taking over his new post because

he felt that there were too many uncertainties regarding the distribution of duties at

the War Office.2 In fact Nicholson had also been in contact a number of times with

59 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/72, Nicholson to Roberts, 16 January 1901. Nicholson was still in
Gibraltar at that time as part of a committee considering the defence of ‘the Rock’.

60 n his ‘Appreciation of Lord Nicholson’, on his death Spenser Wilkinson stated that he would have
been a great minister of war. Bodleian Library, The Times, 15 September 1918.

61 [bid. Having been Adjutant General in India he would have automatically become major-general
from 1st January and as military member he would have been promoted lieutenant-general.

62 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/79, Nicholson to Roberts, 21 April 1901. Nicholson reminded Roberts
that he had still not resigned his position as Adjutant-General in India. NAM, Roberts MSS R52/84,
Nicholson to Roberts, 28 April 1901.
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[an Hamilton, who was interceding on his behalf with both Roberts and Brodrick®3
regarding Nicholson’s pay and rank, and who advised him not to accept the position
until the matters had been resolved.®* This would suggest that relations between
Nicholson and Hamilton were still cordial at this time.

The duties of the post were defined as part of an Order in Council of 4
November 1901. Nicholson’s increased responsibilities meant that he had been
‘placed in charge of what had previously been no-one’s business.®> It did not take
long for Nicholson to throw himself with enthusiasm into his new work. He wrote,
‘I have ordered a beginning to be made in preparing schemes of offensive and
defensive operations, the first being to meet such a contingency as a war with France
and Russia combined.®® Nicholson set about constructing a department which was
more concerned with the planning of campaigns and the consideration of strategic
problems. By January 1903, he had changed the heads of three of the four
subsections of the department and brought in men who were regarded as
progressive.  Additionally, he began a concentration on foreign military
developments and manoeuvres and increased the volume of translation work.6”

Nicholson had regarded the establishment of a General Staff, along similar
lines to that in Germany (although he recognised that Britain’s situation was
different), as of great importance and therefore pressed for the expansion of his
department by the addition of eight officers, at a cost of £4,336. Despite the fact that

he pointed out the resources at the disposal of the German General Staff, implying

63 St John Brodrick had become Secretary of State for War in October 1900.

64 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/85, Nicholson to Roberts, 29 April 1901, and Roberts MSS R52/86,
Nicholson to Roberts, 30 April 1901. Nicholson took over from Ardagh the following day.

65 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 24.

66 Ibid.

67 Ibid, p. 23.



150

that not providing his department with adequate resources would be false economy,
he was met with resistance by the Treasury. Encouraged by, and with the backing of
Roberts, who could understand what Nicholson was trying to achieve by the
expansion of his department, Nicholson requested, the following year, eleven
additional officers at a cost of £5,680. Consequently, the War Office finance
department, alarmed at the impact upon the estimates, referred the matter to a
departmental committee.®® While the committee, which reported in March 1903,
recognised that Nicholson’s request was appropriate by recommending an increase
of three officers and four civilians to his department, it annoyed him because he felt
that they had gone beyond their brief. This was largely because they declared that
the mobilisation section needed officers of superior quality, while the strategical
section was less important and needed fewer staff. Nicholson felt that this placed
unfair strictures on strategic planning because it suggested that no attention needed
to be paid to such plans until war broke out, something he said which went against
the teaching of military history.6?

Nicholson’s desire to expand his department into something akin to an
embryonic general staff brought him into conflict with certain officers and it ‘became
alarmingly clear how little the rest of the army understood the value of the
[Intelligence] division, or indeed of strategic planning at all’’® He found himself at
odds with the Adjutant-General, Sir Thomas Kelly Kenny over the issue of who was
to take charge of the organisation of the army. Nicholson wrote to Roberts,

[ see that the Secretary of State has detected the absence of

anybody to take charge of the organisation of the Army, and
has assigned the duty to the A.G. But this won’t be of any use

68 [bid, p. 24. This committee was under the chairmanship of the Parliamentary Under Secretary of
State for War, Lord Hardwicke.

69 TNA, W.0. 32/367, Minute Nicholson to Roberts, 19 March 1903, Hardwicke Report, p. 8.

70 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 24.
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until we have a section at Hd. Qrs. specifically entrusted with

organisation questions. [ do not think it makes much matter

whom the section is under - whether the A.G. or D.G.M.1.71

He then went on to express concern that the army would be 40,000 under
strength by the end of the financial year. In his next letter he reflected that it would
be better if organisation of the army was placed under his department, and that
Hamilton agreed, because ‘I gather that he [Kelly Kenny] has no particular aptitude
for organisation, whereas I have had the advantage of investigating the subject
pretty closely when [ was your Lordship’s M.S. in India./’? Nicholson then rewrote
the new Order in Council in meticulous detail, making it clear that the DGMI would
be the ‘C. in C/s staff officer for the distribution of the army’. 73
Nicholson also suggested that he should bring in ‘Rawly’ (Rawlinson) and

Wilson as AAG and DAAG as they held similar views to himself. Besides Kelly Kenny,
did not believe in planning ahead on paper and ‘whose opposition to the department
bordered on the pathological’,’* Nicholson also had difficulties convincing other
soldiers of the need to prepare ahead for war. Despite agreeing with Nicholson about
the responsibility for army organisation, lan Hamilton believed that it was not
possible to ‘foresee political developments and therefore that draft schemes served
only as mental exercises and training’’> Sir John French agreed with the sentiment
that it wasn’t possible to foresee circumstances, and that the commander in the field

should form his own scheme. 76

71 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/98, Nicholson to Roberts, 4 September 1901.

72 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/99, Nicholson to Roberts, 6 September 1901.

73 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/100 Draft Order in Council, WGN, 4 October 1901.
74 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 24.

75 Ibid, p. 25.

76 TNA, W.0. 32/367, Hardwicke Report, appendix IV.
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It is clear that Nicholson was ahead of much of the army in his thinking and
in particular in the need to prepare strategically. There were few indications that
the majority of the War Office saw any need to embark on a study of war or felt the
need for the introduction of a General Staff. What Nicholson had achieved was to be
extremely successful in establishing an effective department, raising the awareness
of strategic planning and beginning to establish the pieces that were later to be

expanded to create a General Staff.

The Royal Commission on the War in South Africa (The Elgin Commission)
1902-03

It had become clear that Nicholson in his role as DGMI was continuing to
establish a reputation as an organiser and an administrator. Nicholson was the first
witness to be called before the Elgin Commission, which was established to
investigate the shortcomings of the army during the South African War. Nicholson
initially appeared on the 8 October 1902 and then on two subsequent occasions, 15
October 1902 and 12 March 1903.77 Nicholson’s evidence and also his
administrative skills in gathering evidence and organising witnesses were to prove
important to the Commission.”8

The Elgin Commission was by no means the first inquiry called to consider
problems in the army. A decade earlier the Hartington Commission had been
established to consider the administration of both the Admiralty and the War Office.

It had pointed to shortcomings in army administration and had recommended the

77 PP, Cmd 1790 Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal Commission on the War in South Africa
(hereafter cited as Minutes of Evidence) pp. 1-5, 13-19.

78 Minutes of Evidence, Q. 26, the Commissioners asked Nicholson ‘have you at all decided upon the
particular officers or number of officers who would wish to submit evidence on the various
statements?’
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establishment of a General Staff.”? The Dawkins Committee8® was constituted
following the retirement of Wolseley as Commander-in-Chief in November 1900,
when he complained about the interference of civilians in the administration of the
army.81 The Dawkins Committee had recommended dividing the work of the War
Office into well-defined sections, each under a responsible head, who would sit on a
permanent board, which would prepare the annual estimates and initiate
discussions.82 It was as a consequence of these recommendations that the
amalgamation of the mobilisation and intelligence divisions occurred, with
Nicholson gaining a position on the War Office Council and attending meetings of
the defence committee of the Cabinet in addition to his role as DGMI. It was in this
capacity that he presented his evidence to the Elgin Commission.83

The Elgin Commission proved to have too much to consider. Consequently,
the commissioners felt compelled to limit the scope of their enquiry and therefore
did not include the conduct of military operations by commanders in the field but,
whenever possible, limited themselves to administrative defects and their causes.8
In other words the Commission became, essentially, a problem-finder rather than a

problem-fixer, and did not, therefore, come up with any substantive solutions.8>

79 Preliminary and Further Reports of the Royal Commissioners appointed to enquire into the Civil and
Professional Administration of the Naval and Military Departments and the Relation of those
Departments to Each other and the Treasury (Hartington Commission) C.5979, (HMSO, 1890), xii.

80 Clinton Dawkins was the chairman of the Administrative Reform Association. See Spiers, The
Late Victorian Army, p. 580.

81 Report of the Committee appointed to Enquire into War Office Reorganisation (Dawkins
Committee), Cmd 580, (HMSO, 1901). Subsequently cited as Report.

82 This board would replace the existing Council and Board and would contain both military and
civil personnel. Ibid, section 113, p. 20.

8 Minutes of Evidence, Qns 1-16.

84 Report, pp. 1-2; D.E. Delaney, The Imperial Army Project. Britain and the Land Forces of the
Dominions and India 1902-1945, (Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 7.

85 The solutions, as will be shown, came largely from a three-man committee chaired by Lord Esher,
who was one of the Commissioners.
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Nicholson’s evidence to the committee was to prove as important, if not more
so, than the assistance he gave in organisation of witnesses. When Nicholson was
recalled on 12 March he was questioned by the Commissioners about his
involvement in the organisation of transport. In particular he was questioned
closely about the difference of opinion on the matter of superseding the regimental
transport.8¢

There is a difference of opinion, but I think that it is chiefly due

to the fact that the officers who advocate the regimental

system are accustomed to it on a small scale, and undoubtedly

in the case of a small expedition, a column of a couple of

thousand men, the regimental system works extremely well.

Where there are large bodies of troops, a considerable number

of whom must be stationary, as garrisons or guarding lines of

communication, if the regimental transport system is kept up

a great deal of the transport is wasted.8”
Nicholson drew upon his experience of transport in India and said that it was a
matter of scale, and to some extent flexibility. The regimental system worked well
for small operations, while the departmental system was needed for more large-
scale ones.88

The commissioners were also considering the fact that the regular army was
not properly organised and too small for overseas warfare on such a large scale. It
was Nicholson who provided the telling evidence when questioned about the

organisation of the army:

The first phase of the war in South Africa showed that 70,000 men
were inadequate to our needs.?? We had thus exhausted our

86 Minutes of Evidence, Qns. 18140 - 18187.

87 [bid, Q. 18140.

88 [bid, Qns 18158-18164.

89 Nicholson had earlier (in his answer to the same question) given details of the establishment of
the army, ‘that out of a force of 750,000, of whom about 630,000 were normally stationed in the
United Kingdom,, only two Army Corps and a Cavalry Division — about 70,000 men in all, were
organised and available for despatch across the seas for the reinforcement of any part of the
Empire that might be attacked, or for offensive action.” Minutes of Evidence, Q. 18245, p. 348.
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organised Field Army, and were forced hastily to build up the Field
Army to a total strength of 250,000 men. An army hastily improvised
(italics added) in this way obviously labours under many
disadvantages.??
It was those two words which were significant, and which were picked up by the
Commissioners in their report: ‘the Force which proved to be actually necessary had
to be, to repeat Sir William Nicholson’s words, which sum up the whole situation, for
the most part “hastily improvised”.®® Nicholson, together with Roberts, was also
quick to point out that, as a consequence of recent changes made in the army
organisation, there was a shortage of staff officers previously trained in the work and
which had belonged to the quartermaster-general’s department. Consequently,
there were deficiencies in ‘intelligence, study of country, strategical and tactical
dispositions, direction of movement of troops, choice of camps, water and sanitary
matters’.92 Roberts added that there was, at first, much confusion as to duties.
Nicholson went on to inform the Commission that,
Under the present Army Corps organisation steps had been
taken to rectify these defects by the appointment of staff
officers, styled Assistant or Deputy-Assistant-Quartermaster-
Generals, whose duties include the movement of troops,
concentrations and manoeuvres, mobilisation and
intelligence, and the preparation and revision of local defence
schemes. He stated that similar changes will shortly be made
in the staffs of Colonial commands, and expressed the hope
that this will enable staff officers in Army Corps, divisions, and
districts to be properly trained in peace for their work in the
field.?3

From this it is clear that, in his role as DGMI, Nicholson was looking to prepare the

army for war during peacetime. As Gooch stated, and as will be shown, it is obvious

90 Minutes of Evidence, Q. 18245, p. 348.

91 Report, p. 34.

92 Ibid, 106, p. 59.

93 Ibid, 106, p. 60. This reference in the report is part of a very lengthy reply given by Nicholson
during his evidence on 12 March 1903. Minutes of Evidence, Q. 18189, pp. 344-45.
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that Nicholson envisaged his department as growing into an embryonic General
Staff.%

Nicholson’s evidence to the Commission proved to be significant in detailing
the issues confronting the army. It also indicated that in his new role in the War

Office he was looking to develop a more professional approach within the army.

The War Office (Reconstitution) Committee (Esher Committee) 1904

The Elgin Commission, to which Nicholson had given important evidence,
had emphasised the need for reform of the army and Nicholson endeavoured to
begin that process in his new role, which had brought him to prominence in the War
Office. One of the Commissioners, Lord Esher, however, wanted more concrete
solutions to the problems identified, and felt that its recommendations were not
definite enough to fix the problems. Consequently, Lord Esher issued his own three-
page memorandum, effectively a minority report, about War Office reform.?> Esher’s
paper included recommendations to organise a War Office Council, along the lines
of the Admiralty Board, which should be presided over by the Secretary of State and
comprising a mix of military and civilian members. Secondly, he advocated the
abolition of the role of Commander-in-Chief, to be replaced by an Inspector-General
or ‘General Officer Commanding the Army’. Thirdly, he proposed ‘to decentralise
internally the War Department, by a re-arrangement of duties’”® This would
establish a ‘G’ staff (General Staff) to plan military operations, establish doctrine and

gather information; an ‘A’ staff (Adjutant-General) to deal with all matters of

94 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 24. Gooch states that Nicholson saw his department developing into
‘something like the German General Staff’.

95 Report, pp. 144-146.

9 [bid, pp. 145-146.
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personnel and a ‘Q’ staff (Quartermaster-General) to handle all logistical matters.®”
Esher convinced the king that the War Office was in need of the sort of reform that
he proposed. He wrote to his son, ‘I think he is ready to agree to abolishing the C-in-
C, and this will be the first reform ever introduced, if we can get the Government to
agree.”?8 Likewise he also convinced Balfour of the need to appoint a ‘special
commission’ to reform the War Office, based on the findings of the Hartington and
Elgin Commissions.

The formation and structure of the Esher Committee has been well
documented elsewhere so this section will consider Nicholson’s relationship with
that committee.”® The committee, of Lord Esher, Sir John Fisher and Sir George
Clarke, known as the ‘triumvirate’, set about their work with undue haste. Fisher was
at that time the Commander-in-Chief of Portsmouth Dockyard and a known naval
reformer, while Clarke was the Governor of Victoria, had an academic background,
had been secretary to the Colonial Defence Committee, and being a ‘navalist’ was
unlikely to disagree with Fisher. Clarke and Fisher, in particular, were determined
to remove Roberts and his circle, who Fisher called the ‘old lot’, from the War Office.
Fisher was determined that there was need for a root and branch reform:

[ am absolutely certain we can do a good job for the War Office!
But a drastic change is imperative, we must be ruthless,
relentless and remorseless and there must be no mincing
matters. And all the Committee’s resolutions must be

swallowed whole, no leaving out a single one of the
ingredients of the pill! Or the patient won’t be cured!100

97 Ibid. See also Fraser, Lord Esher, pp. 97-100.

98 Brett, / and L, vol. 1, p. 392. Esher to Maurice V. Brett, 20 March 1903.

99 See Fraser, Lord Esher, pp. 84-107 and 122-147; Gooch, Plans of War, pp. 32-59; LF.W. Beckett,
‘Selection by Disparagement’: Lord Esher, the General Staff and the Politics of Command 1904-14’
in D. French and B. Holden Reid (eds), The British General Staff. Reform and Innovation c. 1890-1939
(Frank Cass, 2002), pp. 35-47.

100 B],, Add. MSS 49710, Fisher to Sanders, 22 October 1903.
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Esher himself felt that the solution was to provide the army with a board system very
similar to that of the of the Admiralty, with each member having responsibility for
some aspects of policy but the members together having collective responsibility for
internal policy.101 The biggest problem that they saw was Nicholson, who had been
extremely successful in his role as DGMI and who wielded great power within the
War Office. Not only that, but they regarded Nicholson as having complete antipathy
towards the Admiralty.

The committee worked swiftly, with unprecedented authority and in secrecy
- no minutes were kept of meetings, and anonymity of witnesses allowed for
personal views to be voiced. Despite the fact that the committee was only announced
on 7 November 1903, and Clarke only arrived back in the country on 28 December;102
it produced its first report by 1 February 1904.193 The committee saw eighty
witnesses in forty-four days. Esher wanted to avoid parliamentary scrutiny and
consequently the reforms were introduced by Orders in Council. The Report, which
was produced in three sections, began by stating that it was necessary ‘to make a
complete breach with the past, and to endeavour to reconstitute the War Office with
a single eye to the effective training and preparation of the Military Forces of the
Crown for war’1%4 The report continued that ‘our problems of defence are far more
difficult and complex than those of any other power’105 It was felt that an institution
akin to the German General Staff would be advantageous in maintaining the

efficiency of the army. In Germany in the event of war the Commander-in-Chief

101 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/38/64, Esher to Knollys, 20 January 1903.

102 Clarke had been the Governor of Victoria. See J. Gooch, ‘Sir George Clarke’s Career at the
Committee of Imperial Defence’, Historical Journal, 18 (1975), pp. 555-69.

103 PP, Cmd 1932 Report of the War Office (Reconstitution) Committee (Part One), (HMSO, 1904).
104 [bid, p. 3.

105 [bid.
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would be the Emperor. However, this could not be replicated in this country, where
‘the responsibility for efficiency and sufficiency preparations for war rests upon
Parliament, and in a special sense, upon the Prime Minister’.1%¢ The committee also
proposed a permanent Secretariat for the CID that would fulfil one of the roles of a
General Staff, that of theorising on warfare. It would also meet the ‘need for
harmonising naval and military policy’.107
The committee interviewed all the key serving officers at the War Office in

order to clarify points or to ‘confirm their own suspicions’.1%8 Esher wrote to King
Edward VII, ‘Sir William Nicholson, who was recalled, gave evidence of a not very
satisfactory character’1%® As alluded to earlier, Nicholson did not convince the
committee of his own place in their views even though it was he who put forward the
notion of a General Staff based on the German model.!'® The committee followed
Nicholson’s advice but did not feel that he was the right person to bring this about.
Nicholson made observations on the draft of the report that his department
contained many experienced men and

as regards the third paragraph of the letter under reference

that I cannot understand how the Defence Committee itself,

or its proposed Secretariat, can fulfil the main functions of a

General Staff... It seems to me that an efficient General Staff

for the British Navy can only be trained by the Admiralty and

for the British Army by the War Office. To create an

‘imperium in imperio’ under the immediate control of a

Secretary for Defence purposes to the Prime Minister, with

the object of doing the work which would otherwise devolve

on the department immediately responsible can, in my

opinion, only result in confusion, friction, and ultimate
failure.111

106 [bid, p. 4.

107 [bid.

108 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 46.

109 RA, VIC/MAIN/W38/83, Esher to Edward VII, 12 March 1903.

110 Caillard, ‘The War Office fifty years ago’, p. 58.

111 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/32/38, Observations on the Letter and Report dated 11th January 1904,
addressed by the War Office Reconstitution Committee to the Prime Minister, on the subject of the
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He expressed the view that the staff for the Secretariat could not be thought of as
an expert staff because, unlike his department, their two-year period of service
would be too brief.
[tis found in this department that even those officers who had
the advantage of a Staff College training and Staff experience
in peace and war do not become reliable experts in regard to
such questions [preparing papers on strategical, Indian and
Colonial questions for the Committee of Imperial Defence with
the full information expert knowledge and grasp of the subject
which are essential] until they have been employed here for at
least one or two years and have thus had the opportunity of
studying fully the complicated matters involved in all their
hearings.112
Likewise, he said that the Defence Committee could not fulfil the functions of a
General Staff as that system aimed to produce officers of varied war experience who
could not tell if paper schemes would work.113 As Gooch notes, ‘Nicholson was astute
enough to recognise the danger of overlap between the functions of Secretariat and
General Staff and had the strongest reservations about it being empowered to advise
on defence questions at all.114
The committee decided on a ‘clean sweep’ of all senior officers in the War
Office, stating that ‘new measures demand new men, and we therefore attach special

importance to the immediate appointment of Military Members who have not

hitherto been closely connected with existing methods, and are, therefore, not likely

creation of a Staff for the Committee of Imperial Defence and the duties proposed for that Staff. W.
G. Nicholson, 4 February 1904.

112 RA, VIC/MAIN/W/32/38. ‘Observations on the Letter and Report dated 11 January 1904,
addressed by the War Office Reconstitution Committee to the Prime Minister, on the subject of the
creation of a General Staff for the Committee of Imperial Defence and the duties prepared for that
staff.” Nicholson, 4 February 1904.

113 [bid.

114 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 52.
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to be embarrassed’.11> Nicholson was the major target of the committee, and it would
appear that he was singled out for ‘special discourtesy’. Esher claimed that ‘the
question raised in regard to the retention of Sir William Nicholson is not a personal
one, but is in our opinion vital to the successful working of our proposals’116
Why was Nicholson afforded such treatment? Esher himself was to give some

clarity, commenting that

The appointments will be difficult I agree with you - a clean

sweep - and Nicholson must go.

He does not get on well with the admiralty and he is too

“grasping”. He is an able man, and a good writer, but is not an

original mind, and by no means indispensable. I understand

that he could go to India in Elles place: always assuming that

Curzon can be got to take him.117
There is no doubt that, by being so successful as DGMI, Nicholson had established a
position of considerable power for himself and had made enemies. He had fought
for his department against the Treasury and had brought himself into conflict with
the Admiralty, and Sir John Fisher in particular. Fisher’s biographer, Mackay went as
far as to say that ‘Fisher seems to have been at the bottom of this particular removal.
Nicholson was anathema to the Admiral on account of his role in the invasion enquiry
of 1903.118

Nicholson had upset Fisher by pointing out to the CID that the navy might not

be able to prevent an invasion by the French. Consequently, Fisher impressed on
Esher that Nicholson had to go. Nicholson’s observations on the draft Report had

also offended Esher. Despite the fact that (or maybe because) he had been so

successful in establishing his department as a strategic body, it was felt that

115 PP, Cmd 1932, Report of the War Office Reconstitution Committee, p. 10.
116 Brett, ] and L, vol.1, p 39, Esher to A. . Balfour, 27 January 1904.

117 RA, VIC/MAIN/39/22, Esher to Knollys, Confidential, 16 January 1904.
118 R F. Mackay, Fisher of Kilverstone, (OUP, 1973), p. 294.
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Nicholson had to go. There is a certain degree of irony in this as Nicholson had, in
1894, in one of his forthright letters to Spenser Wilkinson, when complaining about
the influence of the Royal Family and the Wolseley ring, called for a similar clean
sweep of the War Office.

It has to be remembered that these officers are wholly

responsible for the present state of affairs, and that we shall

probably go from bad to worse until someone has the courage

to sweep out the Augean stable that they call the War Office.11°

Consequently, Nicholson was summarily dismissed from the War Office. He,

along with Kelly Kenny and Hamilton, received a letter from the Secretary of State,
Arnold-Forster, on Sunday 31 January 1904, informing them that their appointments
were to be discontinued in their present form. However, they only received their
letters the following day, at the same time as it was reported in the press. What they
were not made aware of was that they would not be eligible for the new, replacement
appointments, and that the names of the new appointees had already been submitted
to the King. Henry Wilson recorded in his diary that he was told by Roberts on 3
February that Nicholson would be replaced, and that he then saw Nicholson, who
was ‘very sore, and I must say justly s0’120 On 11 February he wrote,

Our days pass like nightmares. The Triumvirate are carrying

on like madmen. This morning [ was in Nick’s room talking

things over with him, & his opinion is that these sudden

changes lead straight to chaos, when in walked Jimmy

Grierson & said Esher had ordered him up from Salisbury to

take over Nick’s office. Nick himself had not been informed,

nor had he been told to hand over [...] This is most scandalous
work.121

119 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-11-26, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 7 June 1894.
120 [WM, Wilson Diary, 3 February 1904.
121 [bid, 11 February 1904.
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He also recorded that Roberts himself had been dismissed, although he was mollified
by a permanent place on the CID.

Nicholson’s version of events indicates that he tried to make the best of the
situation. On 6 February he wrote to Spenser Wilkinson that he was going to Japan
as a special representative of the War Office: ‘This is a good business and | am very
pleased.’122 Two days later he told Wilkinson that he had been sent for by the
Secretary of State, who asked him to discuss with Grierson the handing over of his
office. He also said that he was setting out for Japan on the 17 February.1?3 The only
other comment that Nicholson made was that he felt there were ‘curious people at
the War Office now. They mean well but know little./124 He handed matters over to
Grierson, although he had received no formal intimation to do so. One might have
expected Nicholson to have expressed bitterness and anger at the decision but the
most that he wrote was, ‘Everything ought to be done decently and in order’12> It is
apparent from the comments of those close to Nicholson that his dismissal had left
its mark on him. Others certainly recognised the effect that the decision had on him.
Robertson, who had been a member of his department, wrote that

he [Nicholson] was quite stunned by his abrupt and
unexpected dismissal, and although he became
Quartermaster-General a year or two later, and subsequently
Chief of the Imperial General Staff, he was never quite the
same man again. He seemed to have been robbed of some of
his old military zeal; and being hurt at the treatment he had
received, his habit of appearing somewhat cynical in manner -

though in reality a kind-hearted man-became rather more
pronounced than before.126

122 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-53, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 6 February 1904.
123 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-54, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 8 February 1904.
124 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-55, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 11 February 1904.
125 Tbid.

126 Robertson, From Private to Field Marshal, p. 137.
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Parts two and three of the report followed soon after and built on the
foundations of what had been presented in the initial report.127 In their letter at the
beginning of part three, the committee reminded the Prime Minister that their goal
had been to ‘uproot a system which had been scathingly condemned by the
Hartington Commission as long ago as 1890, and which is directly responsible for the
want of preparation for war’.1?8 In response to Nicholson’s view that the Secretariat
could not be a General Staff, with the appointment of Lyttleton as CGS, Clarke wrote
to Esher, ‘A Chief of the General Staff at last. We have done what the D. of Devonshire
and the most powerful Commission ever assembled [the Hartington Commission]
failed to accomplish. Time has its revenges.12° The problem was what to do with
Nicholson, as the committee regarded it to be too dangerous to leave him
unemployed. A solution was found with the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War and
consequently Nicholson was sent as the chief British observer with the Japanese

army.

Return to the War Office 1905

Arnold-Forster, who had been appointed Secretary of State for War in 1903,
had recognised Nicholson’s ability and felt that it had been a mistake to remove him
from his post as DGMI. Nicholson’s return to the War Office in 1905 must be prefaced
by Arnold-Forster’s attempts at army reform. This section will consider Arnold-
Forster’s attempts, which proved abortive, to bring Nicholson back into the War

Office following his return from Manchuria.

127 PP, Cmd 1968, Report of the War Office (Reconstitution) Committee (Part 1I), (HMSO, 1904); Cmd
2002, Report of the War Office (Reconstitution) Committee (Part I1I), (HMSO, 1904).

128 PP, Cmd 2002, Report (Part I11), p. 1.

129 CAC, Esher Papers, George Clarke vol.1’, Clarke to Esher 15 February 1904.
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During the Russo-Japanese War Nicholson was offered the governorship of
Gibraltar, a post he initially accepted even though he desired more rewarding
employment, and felt that it would not be a congenial appointment. 13% [t became
apparent to him, especially given the inadequacy of Lyttleton (the first CGS), that he
could be of considerably more use at home.131 Lyttelton’s failings as CGS!32 were
apparent to all, and were revealed in a number of rebukes he received from Arnold-
Forster.133 The latter had declared, as early as May 1905, that ‘1 am anxious to get
Nicholson back, and was always against his departure in the first instance.134
Balfour had made it clear to Arnold-Forster of the ‘necessity of getting rid of the CGS
[Lyttelton] and naturally has a little plan cut and dried as usual’.13> Additionally,
Arnold-Forster regarded the CGS as both incompetent and disloyal.13¢ He also
wanted Nicholson back in the War Office to assist him in getting through his scheme
for army reform.137

As [ pointed out two matters urgently require the attention of a

man with brains.

viz

1. The formation of the General Staff which must be the

creation of an intelligent and informed soldier.

2. The new Japanese Treaty. Nicholson, fresh from Tokio [sic] is
peculiarly fitted to help in this matter.138

130 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-62, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson, 20 January 1905. Nicholson
had been offered the post just after he left the War Office but asked to defer his decision. Beckett
claims that Nicholson reluctantly accepted this time ‘largely because his wife wished to be
addressed as “Her Excellency”, although he provides no evidence for this. [.LF.W. Beckett, ‘Selection
by Disparagement’, p. 54.

131 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/116, Nicholson to Roberts, 6 January 1904.

132 Sir Neville Lyttelton was the first Chief of the General Staff from 1904-1908.

133 BL, Arnold-Forster MSS, vol. LXXV, Arnold-Forster to Lyttleton, 6 July 1905.

134 BL,, Arnold-Forster Diary vol. 13, 3 May 1905.

135 [bid.

136 [bid.

137 On Arnold-Forster’s army reforms see A.V. Tucker, ‘The issue of army reform in the unionist
government, 1903-5’, Historical Journal, 9 (1966), pp. 90-1900; I.F.W. Beckett, ‘H.O. Arnold-Forster
and the Volunteers’ in Politicians and Defence: Studies in the Formation of British Defence Policy,
L.F.W. Beckett and ]. Gooch (eds) (Manchester University Press, 1981), pp. 47-68.

138 BL,, Arnold-Forster Diary vol. 13, 8 May 1905. The post of CGS had been established but a
General Staff had yet to be formed.
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Nicholson’s importance was again emphasised on 30 May when Arnold-Forster
accepted his letter of resignation from the Gibraltar post even before he had taken it
up:

[ trust that an early opportunity will arise for the

employment of your valuable services in some other post of

importance. You may rest assured that as long as [ am

responsible for the administration of the War Office, your

valuable and arduous work in the East, and the great services

you have rendered to the Department will not be

forgotten.13?
Arnold-Forster wrote to Knollys that having Nicholson in England at that time would
be advantageous, especially given the ‘probable necessity for making arrangements
with Japan.14% Nicholson’s importance was acknowledged both by Arnold-Forster
and Lansdownel#! ‘He [Lansdowne] said he entirely agreed as to the importance of
Nicholson being retained.142

It became apparent that, while Arnold-Forster wanted to replace Lyttleton

with Nicholson, at that time he couldn’t ‘pledge’ himself to anything because the post
wasn’t vacant, and that ‘There might be other objections which I could not overcome,
but that it was necessary for me to know before I took any further step.'43 On the
advice of Sanders,'#* and on the understanding that he was not yet in a position to
offer Nicholson a position, Arnold-Forster shared with him his scheme for army

reform, thereby acknowledging his recognition of Nicholson’s importance to any

change. Regardless of the ‘promises’ made by Arnold-Forster, and the fact that

139 BL,, Arnold-Forster MSS 89170/4/20, Arnold-Forster to Nicholson, 30 May 1905.

140 BL,, Arnold-Forster MSS 50321 vol XXII f225-8, Arnold Forster to Knollys, 31 May 1905; BL,
Arnold-Forster Diary 30 May 1905.

141 Henry Petty-Maurice, 5t Marquess of Lansdowne was Foreign Secretary from 1900-1905,
having been Secretary of State for War from 1895-1900.

142 BL,, Arnold-Forster MSS, Diary 39 May 1905.

143 BL,, Arnold-Forster MSS, Diary, 4 May 1905.

144 Jack Sanders was Balfour’s secretary.
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Nicholson needed employment, he wrote a detailed, and at times critical response to
the Secretary’s paper.14> Nicholson pointed out that, in his opinion, a reversion to
the old seven, and five year system would not adequately meet war requirements or
effect a reduction in the Army Estimates. He noted inconsistencies in the proposals
with regard to the Militia, and stated that the intention to add five junior officers to
the regular battalions (i.e. about 400 subalterns), without proportionately increasing
the higher ranks, would lead to stagnation in promotion and make ‘an Infantry
officer’s career less attractive than it is at present’.146 However, Nicholson did agree
that Arnold-Forster’s proposals ‘are based on a sound principle, namely having a
comparatively Long Service time for General Service, and a Short Service and
Reserve-producing force for Home Service.147 Nicholson did point out, though, that
this would lead to problems of enlistment, and age of enlistment, and that ‘I do not
see how you can escape the Continental obligations in regard to the strength of
Battalions in peace time and the age at which men enter the ranks, assuming that the
H.S. Battalions are intended to become effective fighting units in the event of war’148
Nicholson continued by analysing the issue of recruitment, and it was this analysis
by someone who Arnold-Forster regarded as being ‘intellectually far ahead of any of
the present Members of Council’ that he both respected and needed.!4® While the
South African War had highlighted the need for reform, it had also worked against
Arnold-Forster’s attempts. The ‘public were war weary and more in a mood for

economy than for organisational changes, especially if the latter involved increased

145 BL,, Arnold-Forster MSS 50309, vol. XXV, Nicholson to Arnold-Forster, 21 May 1905.
146 [bid.

147 bid.

148 [bid.

149 BL,, Arnold-Forster Diary, 4 May 1905.
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expenditure’.1>0 As Teagarden later asserts, it seems likely that if Arnold-Forster had
restricted scope of his reforms to the War Office he might have secured a more
positive place for himself in military history. His reforms however were based upon
a desire for a complete re-organisation of the army based upon a scheme devised
entirely by himself.151

Arnold-Forster’s desire to have Nicholson, who he clearly regarded as
intellectually superior to any of his contemporaries, became even more pronounced
during 1905 and especially with the latter’s impending posting to Gibraltar. In his
diary Arnold-Forster recorded

To the office, thence to lunch at the Senior with Nicholson. I
told him frankly what was in my mind about himself and the
position of CGS. I asked him whether he was much set on
going to Gibraltar. He told me not at all. There was nothing
much to do there ‘Would he prefer to stop at home as CGS?’ |
had no hesitation in making the suggestion, because, as I
thought he knew, I had always deprecated his leaving the
W.0.152

Despite that, Arnold-Forster did have some reservations about Nicholson:

[ think he is friendly, though he is not always to be depended
upon. Indeed that is his great disqualification, but he is
intellectually far ahead of any of the present Members of
Council, and the Army, though it does not like him, respects
him. It is quite evident from what I hear from St. John and
Marker, that Kitchener will under no circumstances accept a
post at the W.0. So far as I can see Nicholson is the only
possible man.13

Lyttelton, however refused to give up his post ‘voluntarily’ and move to the Gibraltar

post. Consequently Arnold-Forster was unable to appoint Nicholson. By November,

150 E. M. Teagarden, Haldane at the War Office: A Study in Organisation and Management, (Gordon
Press, 1976), p. 19.

151 [bid, p. 20.

152 BL,, Arnold-Forster Diary, 4 April 1905. The Senior’ was the United Service Club in Pall Mall for
the use of senior officers in the army and navy.

153 [bid.
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and with a change of government imminent, Arnold-Forster met again with
Nicholson.

[ told him quite frankly what the situation was, namely that I

had failed to do for him what [ had hoped; that I had failed not

from any want of goodwill, but because those who ought to

have supported me had not done so, but had deserted me; and

that influences, which I thought deplorable, had been used to

perpetuate the existing arrangements entirely against my will

and judgement.154
Arnold-Forster offered Nicholson the Scottish Command but he declined to accept,
although ‘he fully accepted all that I said. He knew, he said what I had wished and
what I had tried to do’1>> Arnold-Forster then expressed his wish that his successor
would appoint Nicholson to the position that he deserved. ‘A newcomer always likes
to know more than his predecessor, so [ am sure that if the new government appoint
Nicholson to annoy me, they will have my entire support.15¢ As will be discussed in

the next chapter, it was left to the new Secretary of State, Richard Haldane, to bring

Nicholson back to the War Office.

Conclusion

Nicholson’s importance to the development of professionalism and
administrative efficiency within the War Office was recognised by successive
Secretaries of State. Despite the fact that he had spent the majority of his career in
various parts of the Empire, Nicholson proved to be a great success when he was
appointed as DGMI in 1901. His administrative abilities had been recognised by the
Elgin Commission, which had asked him to gather evidence and organise witnesses.

Such was Nicholson’s success that he had established his department as an

154 BL,, Arnold-Forster Diary, 27 November 1905.
155 Tbid.
156 Tbid.
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embryonic general staff and he became recognised as a powerful person within the
War Office. However, the Esher Committee felt it necessary to remove him from his
position and he was summarily dismissed and a General Staff established. Given the
inadequacy of the first Chief of the General Staff (Lyttelton), it is unsurprising that
Nicholson was needed by subsequent Secretaries of State to bring order back to the
War Office. It is the case that any support for the controversial reforms of Arnold-
Forster, especially long service enlistment, was never going to sit well with an
incoming Liberal Secretary of State. It was apparent that the Balfour Government
was heading towards defeat and an incoming Liberal Secretary of State, whoever that
might be, would be unlikely to abandon the cheaper Cardwellian terms of service.
Nicholson had kept his views on Arnold-Forster’s reforms private and did not return

to the War Office under him, which was certainly to his advantage.
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Chapter Six Reforms of the Army 1905-1908

This chapter will focus on Nicholson’s return to the War Office and the
contribution he made to Haldane’s army reforms of 1905-1908. In doing so it will
consider two paradoxes. Firstly, why Haldane brought him back because he needed
him, yet kept him on the periphery of the reforms. Secondly, why Haldane restored
Nicholson to the Army Council with a ‘promise’ that he would become CGS and yet
had him wait for almost two years before promoting him. The chapter will also
analyse Nicholson’s contributions to the debates about how the army was to be
recruited and will consider the issue of the introduction of conscription. It will also
examine Nicholson’s role and work as QMG.

When Haldane came to the War Office he had little experience of military
affairs and therefore had no specific preconceived ideas about military organisation.
He decided to devise a scheme for the creation of a ‘National’ army with the regular
army as a striking force (later renamed the expeditionary force) supported by a
Special Reserve and a Territorial Force. He was also committed to reducing the army
budget to £28 million. According to Brian Bond, ‘Haldane undoubtedly took office in
a period favourable to army reform and in certain respects benefited from the
pioneering work of his less famous predecessors’.! Previous Secretaries of State had
tried to introduce reform, with limited success, but following the problems during
the South African War there was a realisation that reform was necessary. Part of the
difficulty was that army reform meant different things to different people. Haldane’s

reforms have been the subject of much scholarly research and, therefore, the detail

1 B. Bond, ‘Richard Burdon Haldane at the War Office 1905-1912’ in The Army Quarterly, LXXXVI .1
(April 1963), p. 40.
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of those reforms does not need to be reiterated here.? Instead this chapter will
analyse Nicholson’s contribution to those reforms, bearing in mind Haldane also had
at his disposal a group of ‘intelligent and enthusiastic staff officers nourished on the
writings and teaching Colonel G.ER. Henderson’3 Haldane also brought Nicholson
back into the War Office, having concurred with his predecessor Arnold-Forster that
it was essential to have Nicholson back. As Teagarden has argued, ‘The efforts and
influence of War Office administrators such as Sir William Nicholson, Douglas Haig
and Gerald Ellison and friends like Lord Esher and Sir Frederick Ponsonby cannot be

overestimated.4

Haldane’s Army Reforms

According to Haldane, he found the War Office in some disarray and decided
that ‘his immediate priority was to unify the Generals’> Haldane had trouble getting
the generals at the War Office on congenial terms with each other - ‘a great deal of
cajolery and soothing of ruffled nerves was necessary before the generals would
work together in harmony’.® He also decided to ‘eliminate from the Council one man
who was better suited to the field than for the office’ to bring in ‘Sir William

Nicholson - an acute big brain - but not an easy man. Still, I needed him badly.”

2 Spiers, Haldane; Spiers, The Army and Society; E.M. Spiers, ‘Haldane’s Reform of the Regular Army:
Scope for Revision’, British Journal of International Studies, 6. 1 (April 1980), pp. 69-81; ]J. Campbell,
Haldane: The Forgotten Statesman Who Shaped Modern Britain (Hurst and Co., 2020); F. Maurice,
Haldane: The Life of Viscount Haldane of Cloan, 2 vols (Faber and Faber, 1939); D. Sommer, Haldane
of Cloan: His Life and Times 1856-1928 (George Allen and Unwin, 1960); R.B. Haldane, An
Autobiography (Hodder and Stoughton, 1929); Bond, ‘Haldane at the War Office 1905-1912’, pp. 33-
43.

3 Bond, 'Haldane at the War Office’, p. 40.

4 E.M. Teagarden, Haldane at the War Office: A Study in Organisation and Management, (New York:
Gordon Press 1976), preface.

5 Spiers, Haldane, p. 74. Spiers says that Lyttelton was incapable of leading the Army Council.

6 NLS, Haldane MSS 5974, Haldane to his mother, 19 December 1905.

7 NLS, Haldane MSS 5906, Haldane to Rosebery, 19 December 1905.
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Haldane saw Nicholson as the right man to replace Lyttelton as CGS, but, as Beckett
states, Haldane felt that he couldn’t install him as CGS until he had established his
own authority.2 Consequently he decided to bring Nicholson in as QMG and Third
Member of the Army Council so that he could succeed Lyttelton in due course.’
Nicholson told Roberts that Haldane was ‘aware that this [appointment as QMG] was
hardly commensurate with my claims and qualifications but that he would esteem it
a great personal favour if I would meet his wishes in this matter’1? Nicholson agreed
to accept even though, as he commented to Roberts, ‘the post of QMG was not one for
which I was especially fitted or should myself have selected.!! He hoped that he
might be able to do some good at the War Office and in any case he was becoming
tired of being unemployed.!? Repington felt that bringing Nicholson in to that role
would enable other generals to get used to him.13 He also claimed that, Nicholson
‘promises to be good and at present butter would not melt in his mouth. When the C-
K controversy was started at a dinner party the other day at which [ was present,
Nicholson refused to express any opinion. He is becoming quite wise.'14

Under Lyttelton the War Office had become dysfunctional and lacking in
leadership. Arnold-Forster, Haldane’s predecessor, frequently complained about
Lyttelton, stating that he was incompetent and disloyal.l> Indeed Lyttelton received
a number of rebukes from Arnold-Forster who offered him the Scottish Command

which he refused.’® Wilson described the CGS as ‘absolutely incapable [...] positively

8 Beckett, ‘Selection by Disparagement’ in The British General Staff, French and Reid, p. 54.

9 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/129, Nicholson to Roberts, 14 December 1905; Teagarden, Haldane, p. 26.
10 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/129, Nicholson to Roberts 24 December 1905.

11 Ibid.

12 Tbid.

13 BL, Marker Papers, Add Mss 52277B, ff29-34, Repington to Marker, 2 January 1906.

14 [bid. The C-K controversy arose over the status of the military member of the council in India and
the difference of opinion between Lord Curzon and Kitchener.

15 BL, Arnold-Forster diary, vol. 13,3 May 1905.

16 BL, Arnold-Forster MSS, vol. LXXV Arnold-Forster to Lyttelton, 6 July 1905.
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a dangerous fool when anything has to be done’l” Lyttelton displayed his lack of
leadership by absenting himself from the office for much of the summer of 1905 due
to his opposition to Butler’s Royal Commission into corruption in the army in South
Africa.l® Haldane, however, valued Nicholson’s organisational and administrative
skills and made it clear that when the opportunity arose he would make him CGS.1?
In August 1906 Lyttelton offered his resignation but, as will be discussed, Haldane
declined to accept it and Nicholson had to wait two further years before becoming
CGS. Nonetheless, as QMG and a member of the Army Council, Nicholson was in a
position to exercise direct influence on army administration.

Haldane’s first act was to commission a full survey of the whole army. This
survey indicated many of the constraints under which his predecessor had operated.
In order to meet the many varied situations that might present themselves, it
indicated that there was a regular army of nine divisions of about 90,000 men plus
ancillary troops or the equivalent of three army corps.?® The first Moroccan crisis
(1906) proved to be a shock to the British military system because it brought to the
fore the fundamental issue of ‘how to reconcile organization and purpose’?! Sir
Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, had already written to Haldane about the
dangers posed by Germany and advised him that ‘a situation might arise presently in
which popular feeling might compel the govt. to go the help of France’. 22 The Field
Army tables of January 1906 showed that a force could be mobilised in four cavalry

brigades, one army corps and six divisions. The question posed by Sir Charles

17 WM, Wilson Diary, 11 May 1906.

18 BL, Add MS 50345, fo. 53, Arnold-Forster diary 19 June 1905.

19 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/129, Nicholson to Roberts, 14 December 1905.

20 LHCMA, Robertson MSS 1/2/6, Memorandum upon Military Forces required for Over-Sea
Warfare, 1 January 1906; Gooch, Prospect of War, p. 107.

21 Gooch, Prospect of War, p. 107.

22 NLS, Haldane MSS 5907 fos 10-11, Grey to Haldane 6 January 1906.
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Douglas, the Adjutant-General, was whether the army should be organised in either
Army Corps or divisions, believing that one army corps was unsuitable for small wars
and insufficient for a large war.?3 Despite the fact that, until 1910, many in the War
Office still believed that imperial considerations were a prime concern, indeed 50 of
the first 82 meetings of the CID were about the defence of India, there was a growing
number who believed that a European campaign was increasingly likely.
Consequently, the army’s intervention had to be rapid in order to be effective.2 They
believed this could best be met if the army was organised into three army corps.
Gooch adds that 'There now entered into the lists the formidable figure of General
Sir William Nicholson, newly arrived as Quartermaster-General at Haldane’s express
wish.25 Nicholson questioned the contemporary theory that effective intervention
in a continental situation necessarily meant the rapid mobilisation and despatch of
the home army. He asserted that ‘History teaches us that the crises of war on a large
scale do not always - I might say do not generally - occur at the beginning of a
campaign.?¢ Nicholson was concerned that it was a new function of the army to be
ready at short notice to take partin a continental campaign. He believed that it would
be wrong to tie the nation to only one strategy, that is, commitment to a continental
struggle, and he also pointed out that Britain’s circumstances were different in that
continental armies relied on conscription.?” Consequently Nicholson put his weight
behind organisation on a divisional basis rather than on an army corps. He believed

that divisions were more convenient and flexible and therefore it was easier to

23 TNA, W.0.32/1043/79/1000, Douglas to Lyttelton, 16 March 1906.

24 E.M. Spiers, ‘Between the South African War and the First World War, 1902-1914’ in Big Wars
and Small Wars: The British Army and the Lessons of War in the Twentieth Century, H. Strachan (ed)
25 Gooch, Prospect of War, p. 108.

26 TNA, W.0.32/1043/1000, Minute Nicholson to Lyttelton, 22 March 1906.

27 Ibid.
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combine them into corps than the reverse process. This was debated in the Army
Council in May/June 1906 and Nicholson’s counsel prevailed. Consequently, on 21
June the Army Council decided to institute the ‘great division’ as the organisational
basis of the British Army.28

In December 1905 Haldane wrote to Rosebery that he had already begun ‘a
complete survey of the Army as a whole.?2° As Spiers says, ‘Measures of economy
were a priority for Haldane,3® and consequently he began an appraisal of army
finance, assisted by Charles Harris, the head of the Financial Department, and
Colonel Ellison. They drew up the first of Haldane’s six memoranda, which proposed
that expenditure on the re-organised army should not exceed £28 million. Haldane
also outlined the objectives of the reorganisation, which were that the army had to
be able to meet the overseas objective of the empire. It determined that the army
needed to be ‘a highly organised and well-equipped striking force, which can be
transported, with the least possible delay, to any part of the world where it is
required.3! This expeditionary force would need to mobilise and move to the
required spot in at least the length of time that would be required by the German
army to move their force to the same area; estimated at about 15 days. Haldane
believed that a force of three army corps would not break the projected financial

ceiling of £28 million.

28 TNA, W.0. 163 /11, 77t Meeting of the Army Council, 21 June 1906.

29 NLS, Haldane MSS 5906, Haldane to Rosebery, 19 December 1905.

30 Spiers, The Army and Society, p. 266.

31 NLS, Haldane MSS 5918 f.44, Haldane, ‘A Preliminary Memorandum on the present Situation:
Being a rough note for the consideration by the Members of the Army Council’ 1 January 1906.
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The Territorial Force
Haldane’s next task was to regenerate the auxiliary forces to ensure a supply

of additional reinforcements and reserves for the regular army and also to provide
troops for home defence, based on the assumption that the navy would prevent all
but small-scale landings from taking place.3? Haldane had a broad vision of the
purpose of the auxiliary forces, ‘which owed something to the belief that reform was
an alternative to the compulsory service which was anathema to him.33 There were
three types of auxiliary forces in existence at that time. The militia and yeomanry
made up the second line of defence after the regular army, while the volunteers
provided a third line. These forces had very little in the way of organisation above
the regiment or unit, and they had no proper staff or services. Haldane drew
attention to the inadequacies of this second line:

There was nothing approaching to such a second line in

existence. The Volunteers, although some of them had been

brigaded, had neither a transport nor a medical side. The

Militia were neither organised nor equipped. They were really

only useful as a body from which might be drawn for the

Regular troops.34
Haldane felt that it would be impractical to start afresh and also recognised that the
matter needed sensitive handling. A second memorandum of February 1906
recommended the establishment of a Territorial Army (soon to be renamed
Territorial Force), to be created from the Volunteers, Militia and Yeomanry:

[ have also stated that the basis of organization of the

Territorial Forces must rest on a division between (i) the

administration, and (ii) Command and training,

administration being largely handed over to County

Associations, which will also have important advisory
functions, and command and training being in the hands of the

32 PD. Maud, ‘Lord Haldane’s Reorganisation of the British Army 1905-1912’, The Army Quarterly, LV,
(October 1947), pp. 47-57

33 .LF.W. Beckett, Territorials: A Century of Service, (DRA Publishing, 2008), p. 28.

34 Haldane, An Autobiography, p. 192.
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General Officers Commanding. The organization of the

Territorial Forces will conform to a scheme prepared by the

General Staff.35
This Territorial Force was to be organised into fourteen infantry divisions and
fourteen cavalry brigades. Haldane envisaged that this would support and expand
the striking force in the event of a protracted war. There was, though, to be no
liability for overseas service, although it was felt that after six months training units
would be fit for service abroad.3® Haldane was left with the hope that enough
Territorials might be prepared to volunteer for overseas service if called upon.3”
Four further memoranda were produced and distributed during the first half of
1906. Haldane’s creation of the Territorial Force concerned him most because he
underestimated the depth of resistance and hostility to his proposals. He had
personally piloted the Territorial and Reserve Forces Bill through Parliament and
had staked the principle of voluntary recruitment on this reorganisation of the
auxiliary forces.3® According to Spiers, the ‘Territorial Force, in effect, was seen as
the benchmark by which the organizational reforms of Haldane would immediately
be measured’3® The creation of the Territorial Force was met with some criticism
and no little scepticism.

Nicholson was not involved in the committee of the CID which investigated

the military aspects of the Territorial Force but was prepared to agree with Henry

35 TNA, CAB 37/85/0370, ‘Memorandum embodying a General Statement on the subject of the
organization and training of the Territorial Army’, Haldane 23 November 1906.

36 Spiers, Haldane, pp.160-186; Spiers, Army and Society, pp. 275-281; Maud ‘Lord Haldane’s
Reorganization’, pp. 51-53.

37 Beckett, Territorials, p. 32.

38 Spiers, Haldane, p. 161.

39 Ibid.
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Wilson that it was an ‘absolute nonsense’? and his opinions were widely known.
In a House of Lords debate on 19 June 1907 the Earl of Wemyss commented that

General Lyttelton’s successor in that very onerous and

responsible post [military advisor to the secretary of state] is

to be Sir William Nicholson, who is admitted to be one of our

ablest soldiers. Sir William Nicholson is quoted in the Nation

as saying that Mr Haldane’s scheme of a Territorial Army is

nothing but a dream and a vision.*!
As ever, though, when critical reports were written comparing the Territorials
unfavourably with the regular army, Nicholson was pragmatic and dismissed as
impractical any thought of converting the Territorial Force into a ‘body immediately
ready and available for active service abroad”.#? Nicholson was also prepared to
admit that the Territorial Force was ‘developing in a fashion which surprised most

professional soldiers and was destined still further to surprise them in the course

of the present war.’43

Nicholson'’s role

Nicholson had proved very successful during his first period at the War Office
as DGMI until his ousting by the Esher Committee. Having been brought back to the
War Office in December 1905, Nicholson was then apparently side-lined for much of
the duration of Haldane’s reforms. The conundrum therefore remains as to why
Haldane made such sparing use of Nicholson’s abilities and intellect. Haldane
virtually dispensed with the Army Council as an advisory body and ‘sought

assistance from the intellectually able. He relied on individual members of the

40 JTWM, Wilson MSS Wilson diary, 27 December 1906.

41 Hansard, The Territorial Forces, Parliamentary Debates, 10 June 1907, vol. 175 column1036.
42 Spiers, Haldane, p. 184.

43 NLS, Haldane MSS 5913.27-28, Nicholson to Haldane 3 July 1916.
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Council like Nicholson or gifted subordinates like Ellison, or outside ‘experts’ like
Esher and Clarke’#* There is little, though, to suggest that Nicholson was central to
the reforms.

Haldane implemented and further developed the recommendations of the
Esher Committee, and asked Esher to recommend an army officer to act as his
military private secretary.#> Esher’s suggestion was Colonel Ellison who had been
secretary to the Committee and who had experience of army reform. Esher was to
comment about his recommendation of Ellison, ‘of course nothing could indicate
more clearly the “nobbling” of Haldane by our committee’4¢ In addition, Ellison had
some German training and had made a special study of military history and
organisation. ‘Ellison proved to be all that Haldane had hoped for and more, and
further expert assistance of a somewhat different kind was provided by the
appointment of Charles (later Sir Charles) Harris in charge of the finances of the
department.4” As a consequence Nicholson found himself overlooked by Haldane in
favour of intelligent but younger officers.

Haldane had said that he needed the generals in the War Office to work
together but it was questionable whether bringing in Nicholson would facilitate that.
Repington had stated that he had been brought back as QMG to see if the other
generals could get on with him, while Clarke had commented that bringing Nicholson
back was an experiment.#8 Clarke had, a few months earlier, advised Esher:

As you know I am really afraid of Nicholson because

44 Spiers, Haldane, p.190. See also Gooch, Plans of War, pp. 97-100; Spiers, Haldane, pp. 75-78;
Spiers, Army and Society, p. 265; Bond, ‘Haldane at the War Office’, p. 40.

45 R.M. Dawson, ‘The Cabinet Minister and administration: The British War Office, 1903-16’, The
Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science, 5. 4 (November 1939), pp. 451-478; See also
Morgan-Owen, Fear of Invasion, pp. 77-8.

46 M.V. Brett (ed), The Journals and Letter of Reginald Viscount Esher (Ivor Nicholson and Watson,
1934), vol. 2, p. 126.

47 Ibid.

48 CAC, Esher MSS, Clarke to Esher 10 December 1905.
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1) He does not run straight, and never has

2) He will make internal and external friction

3) He will certainly, like Fisher, make himselfa C in C but he is

quite without Fisher’s genius

4) He used formerly to give far too many tips to S. Wilkinson

in return for being proclaimed as the cleverest man in the

army. This favour would be resumed

There is as you would say another side to the balance sheet

and it is most difficult to appraise the two Nicks justly. Still

unless you can exercise needed influence over him [ should be

worried.*?
The ‘other side’ to which he referred was that even he believed that the general staff
would stand a better chance of being made into a strong body with Nicholson in post.

At the same time Sir John French, who had been Esher’s chosen preference as

the first CGS wrote a memorandum outlining the qualities that he believed were
essential for someone who held the post. He underlined the fact that the CGS was
the responsible military advisor of the Secretary of State and as such had to have ‘the
absolute confidence of the officers of the army as a whole’. It would appear that
French, who did not like Nicholson, was making as strong a case as he could for not
making him CGS. He then went on to say that ‘Unless very specially qualified in other
respects no officer who has not served in the Artillery, the Infantry or the Cavalry
most of his life, is qualified for the post’. He went further; ‘A Chief of the General Staff
should have served more at home than in India, and have acquired a complete
knowledge of the British Army, while an occasional spell in India will have made him
sufficiently acquainted with the Army in India ... An almost entire Indian military
experience is not a good qualification for the Chief of the General Staff in London.s0

Haldane certainly regarded Nicholson as a very powerful personality;

‘perhaps too powerful’.51 With his reliance on his trusted advisors, Haldane called the

49 CAC, Esher MSS, Clarke to Esher, 6 May 1905.
50 CAC, French memorandum, 25 July 1905.
51 NRS, Ewart diary, 13 December 1905.
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Army Council increasingly infrequently, preferring to deal with its members on an
individual basis. Nicholson, who had been led to believe that he would succeed
Lyttelton gave Haldane his support over an extension of the General Staff. The
Military Members, though, acted as individuals, which suited Haldane. As Spiers
notes: ‘So content was Haldane with this state of affairs that he refused the
resignation of Lyttelton in August 1906, preferring to keep his leadership over an
innocuous Council.>2 Nicholson’s strength of character probably worked against him
in these circumstances and in any case he was never prepared to be a tool of Haldane,
as will be seen over the Territorials and aviation. Additionally, Nicholson, despite his
success as DGMI, was still too closely associated with Roberts and the Indian army
and as such Haldane was less likely to call upon his advice. It might have been
anticipated that Nicholson would have been involved in the development of the
Officer Training Corps in universities and public schools, given his role in creating
the corps in his own school, but that appears not to have been the case.>3 It is
apparent, therefore, that despite his ability and Haldane’s initial comment, Nicholson

was not central to Haldane’s reforms and indeed was very much on the periphery.

Nicholson as QMG

This section will examine Nicholson’s role as QMG and his impact upon the
War Office and Army Council. His role as QMG was a logistical one involving the
procurement and organisation of supplies. Nicholson felt that he was unsuited to
such a role but would have to wait two more years before he would become CGS.

Minutes of the Army Council indicate that it met fifteen times during Nicholson’s time

52 Spiers, Haldane, p. 196.
53 See E.M. Spiers, University Training Corps and the First World War (Council of Military Education
Committee of the United Kingdom, 2014), COMEC Occasional Paper, No. 4.
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as QMG, and that he and Haldane attended every meeting. They indicate both the
volume and variety of issues discussed during the meetings.5* The agendas for the
meetings seem to indicate that the topics under discussion tended to be matters of
procedure rather than issues central to the reform and development of the army.
The meeting of 28 May 1906 discussed the draft Army Order on the formation
of the General Staff and concluded that accelerated promotion should be considered
and recommended to the Secretary of State by the Selection Board. Work on the
creation of a General Staff had stalled and Nicholson shrewdly realised that the
Selection Board could outvote the members of the Army Council. Consequently, as
Gooch comments, ‘Nicholson played skilfully on the apprehensions of his colleagues
about the position within the army and succeeded in convincing them of the need to
avoid being swallowed up by the Selection Board’5> Nicholson drew up a paper in
response to Sir Coleridge Grove’s Committee on promotion to Colonels’ and Generals’
rank.>¢ He argued forcibly against the recommendations of the committee,
‘deprecating the disturbances and unrest which would be caused by important
changes in the present system of promotion.>” The minutes record him commenting
that ‘the system recommended by the committee might similarly, he thinks involve
supersessions, in fact, in their treatment of this question the committee strain at a
gnat and swallow a camel’>® In the issue of accelerated promotion as a whole
Nicholson stated that he doubted the committee was sufficiently acquainted with the

subject. He pointed out that the scheme for the formation of the General Staff

54 TNA, W.0.163/11 and 12 Minutes and Précis of the Amy Council 1906 and 1907.

%5 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 103.

56 TNA, W.0. 163/11, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1906, Précis 275, 75t Meeting, 28
May 1906.

57 Ibid, p. 45.

58 Tbid.
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allowed for the CGS to select officers for General Staff appointments, allowing him to
be responsible for the efficiency of his department. As a consequence of Nicholson’s
intervention, the CGS, AG and QMG were placed on the Board, and in order for it not
to be too large the number of general officers was reduced from seven to three. At
this point, Wilson wrote in his diary that if a General Staff were ever founded it would
be due to Nicholson.>®

The Army Council also discussed Haldane’s paper ‘Notes on the Organization
and Administration of the Military Forces in the United Kingdom’, although it reached
no conclusion as to whether the formation of a Territorial Army would be
successful.®0 Regarding Nicholson’s own role as QMG, his paper (Précis 311) on the
proportions of ‘Special Reservists and Special Services Section’, was accepted by the
Army Council. This provided for sufficient numbers required on mobilisation for one
cavalry division, six infantry divisions with lines of communication units in the
various corps and departments.®’ Towards the end of Nicholson’s time as QMG
discussion in the Army Council moved to consider thoughts on mobilisation. In 1907
Nicholson outlined, as recorded in the minutes, his thoughts on the responsibilities
of his department. ‘Similarly, the Quarter-Master-General is responsible for the
organisation of all transport, remount and supply services; and as the main object of
such organization is to be prepared to meet war requirements, it is obvious that the
duties assigned to the Director of Military Training and a good many of the branches

of the Quarter-Master-General’s department overlap./¢? Despite Nicholson’s

59 [WM, Wilson diary, 9 June 1906.

60 TNA, W.0.163 /11, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1906, 77t meeting, 21 June 1906, p. 8.
61 TNA, W.0. 163/12 Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1907, 84th Meeting, 8 January, p. 4.

62 TNA, W.0. 163 /12 Ibid, 98t meeting, 18 December, p. 74.
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comments on his suitability when appointed, it would appear from this outline that
given his experience in India and South Africa he could bring that to bear in this role.
Nicholson was also tasked with control of special training for officers in
conducting the administrative business of the army. Additionally, he and the
Adjutant-General were requested to consider the proportions and numbers of militia
and volunteers which should be required on mobilisation for four cavalry brigades
and six divisions.®3 At the November meeting he was part of small group required to
consult on the work of building and maintaining barracks and hospitals.*
Nicholson’s significance in the transformation of the army, therefore, lay not
in his involvement in Haldane’s reforms but rather in his work in the War Office and
progressively in the establishment of a General Staff. Clearly Esher was becoming
increasingly impressed with Nicholson’s work - ‘in the afternoon [ had an hour with
Sir William Nicholson on the redistribution of work between the Directors [of Staff
Duties, and of Military Training] of the General Staff. He was very sensible, and my
only point was that these Directors are Staff Officers, and should not be allowed to
exercise independent authority. He then went on to say that he and Haldane had
both had conversations with Nicholson about the education of young officers.> If
Nicholson’s contribution to the reforms was not a central factor, he was certainly
involved, as will be shown, in establishing the mobility of an expeditionary force and
indeed ‘in which he took a leading part’.°® He was also central in establishing the
authority of the War Office regarding the Dominions and Haldane stated that:

When the General Staff was in full operation he [Haig] and
Nicholson set to work to do what I proposed to them. They

63 TNA, W.0. 163/11 Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1906, 81st Meeting, 18 October.

64 [bid, 83rd Meeting, 20 November.

65 Brett, Journals and Letters, 19 November 1907, vol. 1, p. 260.

66 NLS, Haldane MSS 5919, p. 127, Haldane ‘Memorandum of Events between 1906 and 1915’. See
also Scott-Moncrieff, Nicholson, p. 248.
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expanded the organisation so as to make it one not merely for
Great Britain but for the Dominions and India ... Haig worked
out the details of the plan and Nicholson embodied them in
admirable drafts for the assistance of the Colonial and India
Offices. I could not have had finer help than I got from these
two.67
Of particular significance to the reforms was the effectiveness of the General Staff.

Nicholson’s role in the transformation and establishment of the General Staff, was to

prove crucial.

Conscription Debates

Nicholson, both as QMG and CGS/CIGS, was to be heavily involved in the
debate about conscription (universal service). As will be shown, this question had
the potential to cause Nicholson problems with both of his friends, Haldane and
Roberts.  Haldane’s army reforms had reformed the Regular Army and had
established a Territorial Force. The question remained as to how to provide the
manpower for these forces. Haldane believed in the voluntary system of recruitment,
while there was a strong body within the army which favoured conscription.
Additionally, as a Liberal, Haldane knew that no peace-time government would ever
countenance compulsory service. This section will examine Nicholson’s contribution
to the debates between these opposing opinions.

Haldane needed to react to remedy the current shortage of 4,000 Regular and
6,000 Auxiliary officers. A committee, chaired by Edward Ward, the Permanent
Under-Secretary of State for War, reported on 22 February 1901. It had

recommended the establishment of a supplementary list of Regular officers, made

67 R.B. Haldane, An Autobiography, pp. 198, 200.
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up of men who received a year’s preliminary training and who would be liable for
recall until they reached the age of 35, having a fortnight’s additional training at least
every two years. The committee, as mentioned earlier, also proposed the creation of
Officer Training Corps.

The other issue was the recruitment of men into the ranks. Haldane stated
that the country needed ‘a highly organised and well-equipped force, which can be
transported with the least possible delay, to any part of the world where it is
required.®® Haldane’s Fourth Memorandum had indicated that there would be two
armies - the Striking Force or Expeditionary Force and the Territorial Army
(Force).®® This latter force would not, unlike the Volunteers, be raised on the basis of
home defence, but as a reserve for the Expeditionary Force. By doing so he
emphasised greater numbers and, if necessary, less training. The problem remained
that of recruitment. The Volunteers had always claimed that in the event of war or
invasion men would flock back to the Force, which had happened during the Balkan
Crisis of 1876-78. However with the passing of that crisis and during later colonial
conflicts there came the expected reaction and numbers did not revive.”? In fact it
was numbers who volunteered for the Regular army which increased during times
of depression in trade, leading to what Nicholson, in November 1906, while
discussing the impact of the downturn of trade on recruitment, famously coined as
the ‘compulsion of destitution’’! What Nicholson was stressing was that a depression
in trade had a different effect upon the regular army and was a major influence in

recruitment.

68 NLS Haldane MSS 5918 f44, 1 January 1906; Spiers, Haldane, p. 66.

69 Spiers, The Army and Society, p. 275.

70 . F. W. Beckett, Riflemen Form, p. 105.

71 TNA, W.0. 105/41, Nicholson to Roberts, 10 November 1906. Unfortunately, and despite much
searching, this document is no longer in the file.
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Haldane’s Territorial Force, after ten months of recruiting, numbered 240,000
men. Recruitment was helped by another invasion scare early in 1909. However, it
never reached its target and by March 1914 remained 13,699 under strength.
Haldane believed that this was primarily due to the activities of the National Service
League, which had been formed in 1902.

In 1903, a Royal Commission had been established to consider the minimum
standard of efficiency required of the Volunteers.”? As one of the chief witnesses to
the commission, Nicholson was tasked with producing a paper on the number of
auxiliaries needed for imperial defence. Nicholson’s paper dated 30 March 1903 had
contrasted the differing interpretations between the War Office and the Admiralty
on the possibility of invasion. Nicholson, writing from the War Office perspective,
believed that an army of 100,000 was needed to meet an invasion of ¢.50,000. The
Admiralty, in contrast, believed that any invasion would consist only of a maximum
of 5,000.73 Nicholson believed that the Auxiliaries were ‘too numerous for home
defence but unreliable for reinforcements for the Regular Army abroad due to the
legal difficulties’’# As a consequence, he made radical recommendations for the
Volunteers to be reduced in number by 70,000 to 278,000 and that defence be given
over to a more efficient volunteer force combined with some Regulars. Another
paper by Nicholson, of 7 May 1903, analysed the number of Auxiliaries needed to
reinforce the Regular Army abroad, working on the ratio of two Militia or three
Volunteers to one Regular soldier. Both papers were referred to the CID for

discussion but were considered to be too secret to pass on to the Royal Commission,

72 PP, Cmd 2062, Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal Commission on the Militia and
Volunteers. 1904. Known as The Norfolk Commission.

73 Beckett, ‘Selection by Disparagement’, p. 41.

74 I. F. W. Beckett, Riflemen Form, p. 232.
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especially given the fact that they revealed a considerable difference of opinion
between the War Office and the Admiralty.”> The Commission, having considered all
the evidence, concluded that the Militia was not fit for the field and that the Volunteer
Force was ‘not qualified to take the field against a Regular Army’7¢ due to deficiencies
in equipment and training. Many of the commissioners and witnesses, therefore,
believed that the best solution to the potential problem of invasion lay in

conscription.

The National Service League

The National Service League ‘was a defence-orientated, allegedly militarist
single-issue pressure or cause group, which from the Boer War to the Great War
campaigned for compulsory military training, which it called “national service” or
“universal service”, but its opponents called “conscription” and “compulsory
militarism”.”77 Although it had been formed in 1902, its numbers remained small,
around 1,700, until Lord Roberts became President in 1905, when its numbers rose
exponentially. By 1913, it had, reportedly, 96,596 supporters. Roberts resigned his
position as a member of the Army Council in order to take up the presidency of the
League. His letter of resignation had been handwritten by Nicholson and presented
to the Defence Council on 21 November 1905, and was discussed at length.”8 It

caused some consternation among politicians, who were ‘much harassed by your

75 Ibid.

76 Ibid.

77 R.T, Stearn, ‘The Last Glorious Campaign: Lord Roberts, The National Service League and
Compulsory Military Training, 1902-1914’, Journal for the Society of Army Historical Research, 87. 32
(Winter 2009), p. 312; M.J. Allinson, ‘The National Service Issue, 1899-1914 (unpublished PhD thesis,
University of London, 1973).

78 At this point Nicholson was still unemployed and had not yet been approached by Haldane to
become QMG. This approach came on 13 December. NAM, Roberts MSS R52/129, Nicholson to
Roberts, 14 December 1905.
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statement that nothing had been done since the end of the S. African War to provide
for the expansion of the army for war; not so much, I imagine, because the statement
is correct, but because the fact is so discreditable that it would greatly embarrass

the present Government at a General Election.’”?

Roberts, on becoming president of the NSL, referred a number of memoranda
to Nicholson for his comments and advice, in the knowledge that Nicholson was in
favour of some form of conscription.8? Nicholson wrote back at length and in great
detail, outlining the case for universal service. That Roberts should ask Nicholson
for advice indicates the depth of their relationship, even though Nicholson took a
pragmatic view on the subject. The issue of conscription or universal service became
a party political one, which was also of professional importance to the army. The
army was, however, divided on the issue. Many of the younger officers supported
Haldane’s reform measures, while others, such as Henry Wilson, declared in favour
of the League. Nicholson, while philosophically in favour of conscription remained

somewhat aloof from the argument.

In 1905, Roberts had presented two schemes for universal service, which he
sent to Nicholson for his observations. Nicholson pointed out that Roberts was
making a number of incorrect assumptions.8! For example, he assumed that the
Volunteers could supply a 200,000 strong force for overseas service. Nicholson

stated that the Norfolk Commission had shown that out of an average of 223,569

79 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/128, Nicholson to Roberts, 24 November 1905.

80 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/118, Nicholson to Roberts 29 June 1905; NAM Roberts MSS R52/120,
Nicholson to Roberts29 August 1905; NAM, Roberts MSS R52/121, 29 August 19; NAM Roberts
MSS R52/122, Nicholson to Roberts, 15 September 1905; NAM, Roberts MSS R52/125 Nicholson to
Roberts, undated but in reply to a memorandum by Roberts of 23 August 1905; NAM, Roberts MSS
52/126, Nicholson to Roberts, ‘Certain points relative to the present state of the Army’, undated.

81 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/118, Nicholson to Roberts, 29 June 1905.
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volunteers only about 165,000 were 20 years old and of those many were below the
standard of physical fitness.82 Nicholson believed that, apart from patriotic motives,
he did not see why any volunteers would take up service abroad, unless the
pecuniary inducements were very attractive, which would then lead to an increase
in the Estimates. Additionally, he claimed that training officers for a short time
during their three years at university would hardly prepare them to command in the

field.83

During that year Nicholson wrote a number of letters to Roberts, outlining
his own proposals for a ‘system of universal training suited to our peculiar
requirements’.84 Nicholson concluded that in the case of a serious war the principles
would include the defence of British possessions outside the United Kingdom as
much as home defence. Consequently, it implied a change, in that at present the
auxiliary forces could not be ordered to serve abroad in wartime, although they

could volunteer to do so.

Nicholson challenged Roberts’ assertion that universal training be adopted
for all able-bodied youths on reaching their 18t birthday and that this would
provide sufficient increase in numbers. Nicholson, working from the analysis of the
Norfolk Commission, reckoned that this would provide 150,000 as the annual
contingent for universal training, but again he questioned whether they could be
used abroad. Nicholson proposed

to have a comparatively long-service Regular Army for service

abroad in peace time, and for providing a striking force always
available at home without mobilising the Reserve, from 10,000 to

82 PP, Cmd 2062, Nicholson appeared before the Norfolk Commission on 19 May 1903.
83 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/118, Nicholson to Roberts, 29 June 1905.
8¢ NAM, Roberts MSS R52/120, Nicholson to Roberts, 29 August 1905.
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15,000 strong, composed of battalions on a high establishment of
efficients; and a short-service Regular Army for service at home in
peace time, the officers and non-commissioned officers of which
should be interchangeable to the extent explained later on, with
the officers and non-commissioned officers serving in the linked
or associated battalions of the long-service army.8>
His assertion was that the Militia should be merged into the short-service army and
that all ranks should be available for field service both abroad and at home in the
event of an emergency. Nicholson felt that there would be no objection to the
proposal for the Militia. He insisted that his (Nicholson’s) scheme would be
considerably less expensive than Roberts’ proposals. In addition, his scheme would
not discourage voluntary enlistment and therefore the supply of recruits by this
means would remain fairly consistent. He added that
the foregoing suggestions are essentially dependent upon a
problematical factor, namely, the readiness of the Nation and the
Government to accept the obligation of universal military training,
and of recall to the Colours in the case of the Short-Service Army
for field service at home or abroad in the event of National
Emergency. In fact the scheme put forward is an attempt to adapt
the Continental system so as to meet our own special
requirements.8¢
Since his election as president of the NSL Roberts had campaigned tirelessly
on behalf of the cause of universal service. He had opposed the reforms of the
Territorial Army largely because they undermined the cause of conscription. The
army was, however, divided on the issue of conscription. As has been seen a number
of younger officers, such as Ellison and Haig, supported Haldane’s measures while

others like Wilson favoured the NSL. Nicholson, who had advised Roberts in 1905/6,

recognised that such a measure would be unacceptable to the British public and

85 [bid.
86 [bid.
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therefore stayed apart from the public debate. When, in 1910, Haldane published a
memorandum, Compulsory Service, against conscription, it was written by lan
Hamilton. This annoyed Roberts because Hamilton was one of his protégés, and it
implied that the army as a whole was against conscription.8” Roberts replied to
Compulsory Service with his own publication, Fallacies and Facts: An Answer to
Compulsory Service. Haldane’s biographer, Sir Frederick Maurice, and Sir Hew
Strachan both speculated about the authorship of Compulsory Service by claiming
that Roberts had asked the question why Hamilton rather than the CIGS, Nicholson,
had been chosen to write the memorandum.® In fact both Maurice and Strachan
were posing the wrong question. What Roberts actually asked was: ‘Why should not
the public have the advantage of “an official document, originally prepared for my
private information” over the signature ‘W. G. Nicholson’ Chief of Imperial General
Staff’8% He actually speculated as to why Hamilton was chosen as the author rather
than Sir Charles Douglas.”® Roberts was, of course, referring to the correspondence
between himself and Nicholson and was well aware that the latter was in favour of
conscription. Roberts also knew that Nicholson had reservations about the
Territorial Force

Any thought of converting the Territorial Force into a body

immediately ready and available for active service abroad, he

dismissed as outwith the realm of practical politics. ‘It is no

use crying for the moon’, he argued, ‘We have to make the best
use we can of the men and at our disposal’.®!

87 H. Strachan, The Politics of the British Army (Clarendon Press, 1997), p. 110.

88 F. Maurice, Haldane. The Life of Viscount Haldane of Cloan, 2 vols. (Faber and Faber, 1937), p.
267; Strachan, The Politics of the British Army, pp. 110-111.

89 F. Roberts, Facts and Fallacies: An Answer to Compulsory Service, (John Murray, 1911), p. 7.

90 Ibid. Douglas had been Adjutant-General for five years prior to Hamilton and who Roberts
claimed was well known throughout the army for the thoroughness of his personal knowledge of
this particular subject.

91 TNA, W.0. 32/9192, Nicholson minute, 21 February 1912.
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Nicholson was never afraid to disagree with his friend, Haldane®? and Spiers states
that he ‘agreed with Wilson, for example, that the Territorial scheme was ‘absolute
nonsense’,?3 but unlike Wilson, he proved a pragmatic and co-operative adviser, an
invaluable adjunct for Haldane when the salvos from Churchill were threatening his
reforms in the summer of 1908’94
Nicholson and Churchill were old friends, having first met during the Tirah

expedition. Churchill, as part of Nicholson’s later considerations of conscription in
connection with a potential continental war, sent Nicholson a paper about national
service and the organisation of the army. Having considered it, Nicholson stated that
it had some ‘original ideas’ and was ‘of value as suggesting alternative methods’ of
organisation.> Nicholson then stated that ‘I have never been able to appreciate the
objection to employing conscript soldiers abroad as well as at home during a national
emergency.”® Nicholson had expressed similarly forceful views the previous year
with regard to the improvisation of troops

At the National Defence League meeting in 1909 Lord Nicholson

told me that I was an ass for my pains, that we should never

improvise troops and that therefore ‘Mr Strachey’s rifles for his

armed mob would never be used’. I said that I was no more in love

with armed mobs than he was, but that I knew we should have to

improvise troops. Upon which he struck the table with his fist and

said, 'Never, never!” ‘How about the South African War? 1

interjected, ‘we improvised troops then’ and his final reply was,
‘We may have done it then, but we shall never do it again.?”

92 Spiers, Haldane, p. 195. Spiers says that Nicholson ‘was never a tool of Haldane’'.

93 JWM, Wilson MSS, Sir Henry Wilson Diary, 27 December 1906.

94 Spiers, Haldane, p. 195.

95 CAC, Churchill Papers, CHAR 24/2, Nicholson to Churchill, 4 November 1910.

9 [bid.

97 NLS, Haldane MSS 5913, 30-35, Strachey to Haldane 10 July 1916. In response to Strachey’s
scheme for a reserve of a million rifles as part of the National Reserve.
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Conclusion
Haldane’s army reforms were the culmination of a number of attempts to

reform the British army. He had brought Nicholson back to the War Office as QMG,
but it is clear that Nicholson did not have a central role in formulating the details of
those reforms, other than in his capacity as an advisor. Itis difficult to ascertain why
Haldane felt that he needed Nicholson during this time as he was left on the sidelines
and, despite being, in many ways the obvious successor to Lyttelton, he would have
to wait a further two years before achieving that goal. Nicholson played a more
central role in the debates over universal service. He was professionally in favour of
conscription and in that sense was at odds with Haldane. However, he was a
pragmatist who recognised that such a position was unacceptable, both politically
and to the British public. He had advised Roberts, when the latter took over the
presidency of the NSL, on the advisability of various schemes for universal service,
even putting forward his own scheme, but had remained apart from the debates over
the issue. Haldane, in his autobiography, had said that

The General Staff, later on, at about 1910 pressed me to let them

consider a scheme [for compulsory service]. I said that I should be

glad if they would work out and consider one thoroughly, and that

they should have every facility for the task. They did so, and finally

reported to me that to raise an Army by compulsory service was

impracticable, and especially so because the state of things in

Europe was unsettled.”®
Haldane continued by ascertaining that the General Staff had rejected their own idea.
The fundamental question is whether, and how much, this view was dictated by

Nicholson as CIGS. He remained attached to the view he had expressed a number of

years earlier that

98 Haldane, An Autobiography, p. 196. At this time Nicholson was CIGS.
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The more I reflect on the subject the stronger becomes my
conviction that the only way to secure efficiency combined with
economy is to introduce conscription for that part of our army
which can serve at home in peace time, retaining voluntary
enlistment for a reasonable period of years for our foreign serving
army.”?
Nicholson was a realist rather than an idealist and it would be reasonable to assume
that the General Staff’s views expressed above were influenced by him. His view
prevailed and compulsory service was not introduced until January 1916.

Haldane was aware of Nicholson’s capabilities and also of the difficulties of
employing him, especially with regard to his relationship with a number of other
senior officers. Nicholson was friendly with both Haldane and Lord Roberts but by
now he had become very much his own man and was not afraid to contradict either
of them when he felt it necessary. He had made limited direct contributions to
Haldane’s army. He was in favour of conscription but while he had given Roberts
much advice on the matter he was willing to oppose him. Nicholson, since his
appointment in 1905 had become the most forceful and dominant figure in the War
Office, and had an increasing influence over the corridors of power in Whitehall. Yet,

although Nicholson was a significant figure in the War Office his contributions as

QMGQG, a post he did not really want, were limited.

99 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-61, Nicholson to Wilkinson 22 December 1904.
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Chapter Seven The General Staff

The General Staff

This chapter will examine Nicholson’s influence, when he became CGS and
First Member of the Military Council in 1908 following two years on the Army
Council. Haldane had, by this time, introduced his army reforms and was, as
Nicholson knew, to spend a considerable amount of time establishing TF units,
promoting his reforms and establishing university OTCs.! It will examine
Nicholson’s contribution to the establishment of the General Staff and the
subsequent development of an Imperial General Staff. It will also analyse his
influence on the preparations for war and investigate Ramsey’s claim that ‘Nicholson
shaped the British Army that entered the First World War’? It will assess whether
Nicholson really was a ‘technophobe’ as some of his detractors, such as Alfred Gollin
and Percy Walker, have claimed, particularly over the issue of aviation.3 Finally, it
will consider Nicholson’s role as the First Military Member of the Army Council and
his effectiveness as CGS/CIGS.

It had been postulated for some time that Nicholson would become CGS. His
success as DGMI had made him a likely candidate, however his ousting from office
by the Esher Committee, followed by his ‘exile’ to Manchuria, had ensured that he
would not become the first CGS. His subsequent return as QMG in 1905 had included

a ‘promise’ from Haldane that he would become the next CGS.*

1 Spiers, University Officer Training Corps.

2 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 233,

3 A. Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 410; P. Walker, Early Aviation at Farnborough: The History of the
Royal Aircraft Establishment (MacDonald, 1971), vol. II, p. 292.

4+ NAM, Roberts MSS R52/129, Nicholson to Roberts, 14 December 1905.
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The origins of the General Staff as recommended by the Hartington
Commission (1890) and its inception by the Esher Committee have already been
examined in Chapter Five. Nicholson believed that many of the recommendations of
the Commission were due to the input of Sir Henry Brackenbury who drafted the
report, and who wanted to be the first CGS. Nicholson wrote to his friend Spenser
Wilkinson (whose book The Brain of an Army, was published on the same day as the
Hartington Commission Report) that ‘it is perfectly notorious that the report of the
Commission was drafted by Genl. Brackenbury to his own ends, and that most of the
members knew little and cared less about the subject they were called on to
investigate’> Nicholson continued in his next letter:

Talking to me on the subject at Simla, Brackenbury certainly

gave me to understand that he was really responsible for the

Report. That being so, I think that the proposals therein put

forward should be carefully scrutinised. In my humble opinion

they need very considerable modification for they introduce a

Chief of the Staff of a type quite unsuited to the requirements

of the British army.®
To Nicholson it was apparent that while a General Staff was essential, as he had
pressed during his time as DGMI, the demands of the Empire had meant that to
model it closely on the Staffs in other countries was not practical.

According to Brian Bond, the origins of a modern General Staff are found in
the Swedish army during the time of Gustavus Adolphus.” There were, however,
conflicting opinions about the nature of a General Staff for the British army. There

were those who felt that Britain needed something resembling the German General

Staff,® but Roberts, in a letter to Spenser Wilkinson in 1891, wrote that: ‘In a small

5 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-32, Nicholson to Wilkinson 24 June 1895.
6 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-33, Nicholson to Wilkinson 28 July 1895.
7 Bond, The Victorian Army and the Staff College, p. 30.

8 Ibid, p. 217.
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army like ours, however, where the Commander-in-Chief is a soldier by profession, |
am inclined to think that a Chief of Staff is not required in the same way as he is in
Germany.” Nicholson, pragmatically, felt that, while the German model was a good
starting point, Britain’s defence problems were much more complicated than those
faced by continental powers. Additionally, the Esher Committee took the view that it
should be the Committee of Imperial Defence which should be responsible for giving
expert advice on military policy to the cabinet. It was Nicholson who first put
forward the idea of a fully-fledged General Staff based on the German model,!? and
while much of his advice was followed by Esher’s Committee, he was not deemed to
be the right person to bring about such a change. Nicholson had certainly not
commended himself to the Esher Committee by expressing the view that the
Secretariat of the CID ‘could in no way be regarded as an expert staff’, but that his
department did contain that expertise and could be regarded as an embryonic
General Staff.11 He felt that there was a danger of overlap between the functions of
the Secretariat and the General Staff, and that the former was probably not
empowered to advise on defence questions at all.1? Nicholson outlined his doubts
that:

as proposed by the Reconstitution Committee, a special staff,

composed of junior officers appointed for only two years could

prepare papers on strategical, Indian and Defence questions

for the consideration of the Committee of Imperial Defence

with the full information, expert knowledge, and grasp of the
subject which are essential and which are prepared by the

9 Roberts to Spenser Wilkinson, Simla, 11 September 1891 in Spenser Wilkinson, The Brain of an
Army, p. 5.

10 M. Caillard, ‘The War Office fifty years ago’, Army Quarterly, LXXI, (1955-56), p. 56; Gooch, Plans
of War, p. 46.

11 Gooch, Plans of War, pp. 53-54.

12 RA, VIC/MAIN/W 32/38. ‘Secret. Observations on the Letter and Report dated 11t January 1904,
addressed by the War Office Reconstitution Committee to the Prime Minister, on the subject of a
Staff for the Committee of Imperial Defence and the Action proposed for that staff.” Nicholson, 4
February 1904.
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officers whom these documents have hitherto been drawn
up.3
This view was bound to bring him into conflict with the Committee.

According to Dallas Irvine, the term ‘General Staff’ could be used in a number
of ways.1* In its broadest sense it meant, roughly, all those military personnel who
belonged, in an active capacity, not to a specific regiment but to the general
headquarters of a field army. He then derived more specific definitions of a General
Staff, and of those propounded by Irvine it is his final definition that is the most
relevant to the formation of a General Staff in Britain:

A central military organ assisting the supreme military
authority of the state in the same manner, and particularly in
determining and implementing intellectually the higher
directions which are to govern military activity.1>
The General Staff was, therefore, to provide an establishment of officers who would
provide for a ‘systematic and extensive collection in time of peace of specific
information which may be important to the future conduct of operations’. It would
also provide ‘intellectual preparation for the future conduct of operations either
through systematic development of skill for the handling of contingently
anticipated situations or through the elaboration of specific plans for war, or both."16
Nicholson was later to describe the ideal staff officer as one of the most efficient
officers in the army, who should serve in a staff capacity only as long as his interest

and ability warranted it. He stated that it was essential to have previous staff

service both at home and abroad before serving on the central body. It was also a

13 Tbid.

14D, D. Irvine, ‘The Origins of Capital Staffs’, The Journal of Modern History, 10. 2 (June 1938), pp.
161-179.

15 Tbid, p. 162.

16 Tbid, p. 165.
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prerequisite that there should be a desire to improve their military education and
be interested in all aspects of army organisation and operation.1”

Nicholson had tried to realise these ideals during his time as DGMI (1901-
04). Nicholson, in that role, was entrusted with the

preparation of and maintenance of detailed plans for the

military defence of the Empire, the preparation of schemes of

offensive and defensive operations, the mobilisation of regular

and auxiliary forces and the collection and distribution of

information relating to the military geography, resources and

armed forces of foreign countries and the British colonies and

possessions.18
Nicholson was able to write to Roberts that he had ‘ordered a beginning to be made
in preparing a scheme of offensive and defensive operations, the first being to meet
such a contingency as a war with France and Russia combined.’° Nicholson was
trying to bring into being something that resembled a General Staff and believed
that this was vital to the development of the army. As has been shown, however,
this was, with regard to the future of his own department, jeopardised by the
formation of the Esher Committee.

The British General Staff was created and designed, following the report of
the Esher Committee, to bring expertise and ability to strategic deliberations. The
General Staff got off to a faltering start, and the question that must be asked is why
that was the case? John Gooch expertly describes the early years of the General

Staff and the initial debates and differences over the precise nature of the

professional qualifications required, and whether a psc certificate (passed staff

17 PP, Cmd 3524, vol. 2 (Accounts and Papers), ‘The Imperial General Staff, War Office Letter’, 1908.
18 PP, Cmd 1792, Appendices to the Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal Commission on the
War in South Africa, App. 41, no. 11, p. 41.

19 NAM, Roberts Papers R52/87, Nicholson to Roberts, 8 May 1901.
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college) ought to be a requirement for members of the General Staff.20 There were
those who wanted the General Staff to be a body that was separate from the rest of
the army and which contained its most able officers. Others, more conservatively,
were concerned about the CGS having a position of supremacy within the army and
who felt that a narrow professional qualification would isolate their holders from
the needs of the army in general.?!

With Nicholson away in Manchuria it was important to find staff for the
newly formed General Staff. Perhaps the weakest choice was that of the CGS
himself. Sir Neville Lyttleton was the first CGS but according to Repington, ‘good
man as he is, [he] knows practically nothing of great problems of Imperial defence
and less than that about the problem which confronts foreign strategists’.2?2 Both
Esher and Fisher wanted Sir John French as the first CGS but it appears to have been
the King who suggested Lyttelton. Fisher was highly dubious, ‘I sat for two hours
next to Lyttelton and thought him the dullest dog I'd ever met! We don’t want dull

dogs for this new scheme, we must have youth and enthusiasm.'?3

Chief of the General Staff and First Military Member

Arnold-Forster became determined to get rid of Lyttleton but the question
was, who should replace him? Nicholson was the obvious and best candidate, but
there were those who opposed his appointment. Clarke believed Nicholson to be

untrustworthy and too close to Spenser Wilkinson. Fisher reiterated his

20 Gooch, Plans of War. The psc certificate indicated that the officer had successfully completed the
Staff College course at Camberley. A number of members of the General Staff, including Nicholson
himself, did not possess a psc.

21 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 62.

22 CAC, Esher Papers, ESHR 10/19, Repington to Esher, 9 February 1904.

23 CAC, Esher Papers, ESHR 10/41, Fisher to Esher, 17 January 1904.
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arguments, (see later) refusing to countenance appointing Nicholson, and the King
was not prepared to accept the change. It was Haldane who wanted to bring
Nicholson back to the War Office and it was Esher, who had changed his opinion of
Nicholson, who eventually persuaded the King to ‘bring in a great but difficult
soldier’?4 Consequently Nicholson succeeded to the post in April 1908. Given the
King’s reservations about Nicholson’s ability to command in the field, and his
unpopularity in some sections of the army, it was agreed that the Inspector-General
would have responsibility for training and should be the potential C-in-C in the field
in the event of war. Esher believed that Nicholson would be eminently suitable as
the administrative head of the army.25

Having delayed Nicholson’s promotion until his reforms were completed, or
had passed through Parliament, it is important to understand Haldane’s
expectations of Nicholson as CGS. As the First Military Member Nicholson was now
the primary advisor to the Secretary of State on military matters. As CGS he was
also expected to have an overview of the army as a whole. Following his reforms
Haldane needed, rather than a compliant Army Council, one that was supportive,
led by Nicholson. With his ability, and now the position of CGS, Nicholson was able
to develop clear strategic arguments and the personality to persuade others of the
strength of those arguments. In contrast to the two years when Nicholson was
QMG, the following four years saw an increase in the number of meetings held by
the Army Council. Between 1908 and Nicholson’s retirement in April 1912, 41
meetings were held. The minutes of the Army Council show the volume and range

of topics that had to be considered, and which needed a person of Nicholson’s

24 Beckett, 'Selection by Disparagement’, p. 46.
25 RA, W40/111, Esher to Knollys, 5 May 1907.
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intellect to be able to handle. It may explain why others, such as Lyttleton, struggled
in the role. As the First Military Member Nicholson was the primary advisor to the
Secretary of State, who was present at all the meetings of the Army Council. Not
only did Nicholson have to be familiar with all the matters under discussion, but he
also had to prepare précis on many of the items that were considered. When
Nicholson became CGS the Army Council had to deal with issues as diverse as the
granting of furloughs to officers in India and the provision of accommodation for
officers, including married accommodation.26 With regard to the conditions of
service for members of the army, Nicholson prepared papers on the promotion and
retirement of regimental officers (Précis 404)?7, pensions for majors of reduced
regiments?8, and promotion to the rank of substantive Lieutenant-Colonel (Précis
498).22 During the four years of Nicholson’s tenure as CGS/CIGS topics for
discussion continued to be wide-ranging. There was, however, a subtle change in
the subjects considered, with increasing conversations about mobilisation and the
responsibilities of different departments within the War Office in preparation for
any future war. At the 105% meeting the report of Nicholson’s committee on the
‘Precedence of Officers of the Special Reserve’ was approved.?® On 9 November
Nicholson’s paper regarding Home Defence was considered and it set out the order
for mobilisation:
(a) The whole of the Regular Forces will commence mobilizing
the first day of mobilization

(b) The whole Territorial Force will be embodied on the first
day of mobilization, the units being called out at full strength.

26 TNA, W.0.163/13, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1908, 104th Meeting, 2 April, pp. 7.

27 TNA, W.0 163 /13, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1908, 111th Meeting, 9 December, p.
106.

28 Ibid, p. 118.

29 TNA, W.0. 163/16, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1911, 132nd Meeting, 29 May 1911, p.
35.

30 TNA, W.0. 163/13, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1908, 104th Meeting, 18 May, p. 11.
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(c) The whole of the special Reserve units will assemble on
the fourth day of mobilization.31

Nicholson’s paper, which contained details of further plans for mobilisation,
together with those presented to later meetings of the Army Council, would appear
to contradict Wilson’s later assertions that Nicholson had never given any thought
to preparations for war (see pages 221-222). A further paper (Précis 479)
presented to the Army Council detailed the arrangements for each of the
departments of the War Office in the event of war. It detailed that the CIGS’s
department would be responsible ‘for the strategical conduct of the operations,
and the varied and important intelligence and other general staff duties ancillary
thereto’3?

Haldane also needed specific support from Nicholson in 1908 when the
Army Estimates were under attack by Radicals in the cabinet. Lloyd George, in his
budget of that year, needed to find savings of about £10 million in order to find
money for pensions, education and the Naval Estimates. Consequently, he decided
to try to find economies in the Army Estimates, and on 15 May he demanded a
reduction in the army. Churchill led the attack of the Radicals and bombarded the
War Office with questions. Charles Harris, the head of the finance department at the
War Office, worked closely in collaboration with Nicholson in order to advise
Haldane on the ‘line of attack’ he ought to take in response. Esher assisted by
presenting a paper, indicating that the choice lay between the status quo or
reducing the army and embracing conscription.33 Haldane was also able to refer to

Britain's treaty obligations on the Continent. Eventually Haldane prevailed, largely

31 Ibid, 109th Meeting, 9 November 1908, p. 15.
32 TNA, W.0.163/15, Minute and Précis of the Army Council, 128th Meeting, 30 July 1910, p. 167.
33 Spiers, Haldane, pp. 68-73.
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by insisting on the need for economy in the War Office, a ceiling of £28 million on
the Estimates, and was never again to encounter a similar scale of problems either
in cabinet or the Commons.

A further expectation was that Nicholson should work closely with the
Directors of various departments.3* Haig had been appointed DMT in August 1906
and played a major role in drafting the Territorial Army scheme and Field Service
Regulations Part Il (FSR II). Haig and Nicholson worked together closely to reform
the General Staff and ‘to institute common discussion and consideration of the
higher problems of war, but there was still a long way to go before the British
General Staff could compete with its German rival’3> Nicholson was also to work
closely with Wilson, when he appointed the latter to the role of Director of Military
Operations (DMO) in 1910 in preparation for war with Germany. As will be seen
this gave focus to WF planning and the questions of mobilisation and armaments.
In addition, Nicholson also had ceremonial duties to perform in his role as ADC
General to the King, especially in the Royal funeral of Edward VII and the coronation
of George V.

Nicholson’s appointment allowed him to work with Haig in what Gooch
described as ‘a reforming spirit moving within the General Staff’3¢ In 1908 Haig
worked out the army’s first training manual, FSR II, which was to be tested in a Staff
Ride. This was effectively a week’s ‘War Games’ to familiarise officers with the
problems they might encounter and which were then discussed at five days of

conferences. Nicholson, as Director-General, on the final day explained the

34 NLS, Haldane MSS 5908, Haldane to Esher, 22 October 1909.
35 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 117.
36 [bid, p. 114.
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principles on which the more important problems were to be solved.3” Haig’s
papers show that significant questions were raised, particularly over issues such as
the lack of co-ordination, especially regarding the relative positions and powers in
the field of the QMG and Inspector-General of Communications and Railways, and
the degree of communications and intentions in the orders.3® Consequently, the
Staff Conference became a regular feature in assessing doctrine and strategic
principles. The following year’s conference saw Nicholson initiate discussion on
aspects of FSR II. It would appear, though, that Nicholson made an error in failing to
sum up the discussions before moving on to the next one, and this lessened their
value.?? This meant that the analytical significance of the sessions to the General
Staff as a whole was reduced.

However, the 1910 Conference indicated that Nicholson had learned some
important lessons and that his influence was increasing, not least because he had
learned from his earlier mistakes. He now summed up each day’s findings on the
following morning and ‘indicated where his views diverged from those of the main
speakers and what action would be taken’4? At the same time, Nicholson reminded
officers in positions of importance to keep notes on the performance of their duties
so that they could be discussed the following year.4!

Nicholson was able to carry on the work he had begun as DGMI, which
included, to

furnish the Cabinet with such information of what was going
on in the world, as would enable them to decide what their

policy should be and when that policy was determined, it was
the business of the Army Staff to work out all the details of

37 NLS, Haig MSS H. 77. Report on a Staff Tour held by the CGS 26-30 October 1908.

38 Tbid.

39 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 115.

40 Ibid, p. 119.

41 NLS, Haig MSS H.81, Report on a Conference of General Staff Officers, 17-27 January 1910.
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training, organization etc., in such a way as to give effect to the

policy within the necessary limitations of expense, recruiting

and other concomitants of our national life.*?
Following a period when the fledgling General Staff had lacked direction under
Lyttelton, Nicholson gave it power and influence combined with ‘united action.
During this time, he was ‘welding together the various personal elements of the
General Staff, he was collating information from abroad, organizing units into
divisions and other commands, supervising training, and at all times keeping in
close touch with the civil power so as to subordinate the military weapon to its
recognised policy’.43

Wilson had predicted in 1905 that it would not be possible to establish the

General Staff without Nicholson, and he claimed in that case there would be
‘nothing but years of chaos in front of us’#* Nicholson, working initially with Haig,
had begun to bring a more robust approach to the effectiveness of the General Staff.
With the appointment of Wilson as DMO in 1910 this was to bring intense activity
regarding the preparations for war with Germany, as will later be discussed.
Working with Wilson, although the latter was at times frustrated by Nicholson'’s

caution, he ensured that the General Staff became more supportive of the

Continental strategy.

Imperial General Staff
Nicholson alongside Haig was to play an important role in the establishment

of an Imperial General Staff following Haldane’s suggestion that the General Staff

42 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 246.
43 Ibid, p. 247.
44 TWM, Wilson Diary 6 April 1905.
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should begin to receive ‘an Imperial character’#> There was a growing realisation
that the dominions were needed to play a greater part in the defence of the Empire.
They were already beginning to assume responsibility for their own defence and
the maintenance of naval bases within their territories. There was a recognition
that something needed to be done to co-ordinate their efforts in the event of war.
The General Staff, therefore, prepared a paper for the Imperial Conference of 1907,
entitled ‘Possibility of Assimilating War Organization throughout the Empire’.#®
This paper detailed the need for an organisation similar to that of the regular army.
Only by doing so, and by using similar nomenclature for formations, was it felt
possible to co-ordinate operations. Co-ordination of administration should be
provided by the United Kingdom. It was impressed upon representatives at the
conference to go home and influence their governments of ‘the great additional
strength which could accrue to the Empire should uniformity of war organization
be achieved’*” Consequently, when Haldane addressed the conference, he outlined
the necessity of creating an Imperial General Staff, which he believed was ‘key to
the attaining of the working out of the common purpose’4® Haldane then tasked
Nicholson and Haig with drawing up a plan for the ‘continuity of military policy
throughout the Dominions’#® The result was a memorandum drafted by Haig,
written by Nicholson and published in December 1908.5¢ While the ideas came

from both Nicholson and Haig and the document was drafted by the latter, it was

45 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 135.

46 PP, Cmd 3524, ‘Possibility of Assimilating War Organization throughout the Empire. Paper laid
before the Colonial Conference of 1907, pp. 23-27.

47 [bid, p. 26.

48 PP, Cmd 3524, ‘Minutes of the Proceedings of the Colonial Conference of 1907’, May 1907, p. 99.
49 Ibid, pp. v-vi.

50 NLS, Haig papers, H.2.h. Diary 5 November 1908.
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the power of Nicholson’s writing which gave it its impact. This memorandum was
described by The Army and Navy Gazette as follows:

Sir William Nicholson’s Memorandum, one of the most

brilliant State documents of modern times, has accurately and

concisely laid down the methods by which the forces of the

Empire may not only be able to organise themselves for local

defence, but also combine for that offensive action, which in

co-operation with the sister service, alone can guarantee

Imperial security.>!
Given that this memorandum has been described as a ‘brilliant state document’, and
that it forms a significant feature of Nicholson’s time at the General Staff, it is worthy
of some examination. The opening paragraph gives a clear picture of the increasing
influence of the dominions in the defence scheme of the Empire:

The Empire has now reached a stage where its sons in the

overseas Dominions begin to feel themselves sufficiently

strong to undertake more responsibility for the defence of

their homes, and to look on this not only as a duty which they

are willing to perform, but as a right.>2
Nicholson’s memorandum continued by stating that as the Dominions became self-
governing they wanted self-contained military institutions. There remained a desire
for a closer knitting together of the military forces of the Empire. He continued that
in the case of the Empire, national defence included local defence together with
imperial defence. Local defence must provide a serious deterrent to ‘the most
probable and feasible means of attack’. He continued that Imperial defence must

contemplate offensive action because ‘passive defence seldom, if ever, wins decisive

results’53

51 The Army and Navy Gazette, 1 January 1910, p. 8.
52 PP, Cmd 4475, ‘Correspondence Relating to the Proposed Formation of an Imperial General Staff’,
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Nicholson continued by outlining that forces of the Empire must be organised

along the same lines and general principles:

The ideal to be arrived at is that all divisions of a military force

should be capable of acting in war as part of a whole... The

General Staff must therefore be an entity throughout the

Empire, and to make it so, all its members ought to be

uniformly trained in principles and practice in one school

under one head...>*
Teagarden, in his study of Haldane as Secretary of State, describes Nicholson’s
introduction to the memorandum as ‘masterly’, and well-written, setting out the
issues very clearly. Nicholson then gave a detailed analysis of the objectives to be
achieved by a General Staff, although this was mainly reliant on Army Order 233.5°
Nicholson then analysed the functions and organisation of an Imperial General Staff
(IGS). He emphasised the need for a central body in London, under the CIGS, with
local sections having their own chief who would deal with local defence and oversee
training along the lines of that followed in the United Kingdom.>¢ Nicholson asserted
that the chief of a local section would be the adviser to his own government and be
head of all the General Staff officers in his section. While the local sections of the
General Staff should keep in touch with the CIGS, they would not receive orders from
him, but he would keep them informed as to the correct general principles. They
would then advise their governments as to the best way of applying these to the local
situation.

Nicholson identified the need for greater training and qualifications, and was

concerned about the lack of facilities for the training of staff officers. With the

54 Ibid.

55 E. M. Teagarden, Haldane at the War Office: A Study in Organisation and Management (Gordon Press,
1976), p. 77.

56 PP, Cmd 4475, p. 9.
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exception of the staff college, established in 1905 in Quetta, India, the only adequate
staff college was at Camberley, and Nicholson recognised the necessity of
establishing similar institutions in other parts of the Empire. He declared that
recruits for the IGS must pass through a staff college, asserting his desire for
increased training. He further stated that the curriculum for all staff colleges should
be planned and the head and a proportion of the instructors should themselves be
Camberley trained.5” Nicholson recommended that, after graduation from a staff
college, officers should return to their regiment for a time to refresh their ‘knowledge
of their wants and feelings in the light of his wider experience’>® This should then
be followed by a course of practical staff training with troops and at headquarters,
which should be assessed as to his fitness for the IGS. He also declared that it would
be advantageous if there could be temporary interchanges of staff officers between
different parts of the Empire. Additionally, there should be conferences to be
attended by representatives of the IGS from all different parts of the empire to
compare notes and discuss military matters.>?

The memorandum demonstrates Nicholson’s attention to detail and his
ability to write carefully constructed documents, which in this case outlined the
principles that Haldane had established when he wanted to create an IGS.
Consequently Haldane, armed with the memorandum, presented his case to the
Imperial Defence Conference in London in July 1909. All the proposals were accepted
and an IGS was created along the lines detailed in Nicholson’s memorandum. As a

consequence, under Army Order 314 of 1909, Nicholson had conferred upon him the

57 Ibid, pp. 10-11.
58 Ibid, p. 11.
59 Ibid, p. 12.
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title of Chief of the Imperial General Staff. However, while he had acquired the title
he had no IGS staff.®0

Nicholson’s paper had emphasised the need for uniformity in strategic ideas
and military training. However, with the forces of the dominions increasingly
assimilating the techniques of the British army, which was increasingly training for a
continental war, the view that dominion forces were primarily for home defence
seemed unlikely and contradictory. Australia’s militia forces, for example, were to be
trained for a European war even though Australian military law didn’t allow her
forces to be sent outside the Australian Commonwealth’s area.®’ Nicholson must
have been pleased by the swift Canadian response, which ostensibly approved his
proposals in February 1909. However, the memorandum of the Canadian Militia
Department, establishing the Canadian General Staff, was very nationalistic. It
authorised a Canadian staff rather than a Canadian arm of the imperial staff.
Consequently, it felt that, ‘It was all rather as if the Canadians had read only that
portion of General Nicholson’s memorandum which spoke of the local
responsibilities of the new staff’¢2 The Canadian government was concerned that
the scheme was both costly and also to an extent undermined colonial authority. It
was apparent that while Nicholson had emphasised that the IGS was to be an Empire-
wide entity, the Canadian government had deliberately reasserted their
determination to control their own forces. As a consequence, the success of
Nicholson’s strategies regarding the development of an IGS was marginalised.

The Imperial Conference in 1909 was called primarily to consider the naval

implications of Imperial defence as a consequence of the increase in German naval

80 L.LF.W. Beckett, The British Army: A New Short History (Oxford University Press, 2023), p. 103.
61 D.C. Gordon, The Dominion Partnership in Imperial Defense (Johns Hopkins, 1965), p. 275.
62 Ibid, p. 276.
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power. Haldane also placed before the conference a paper with proposals for the
organisation of the forces of the Empire to ensure co-operation in the event of war.
Nicholson outlined his concerns regarding a European war:

in proportion as danger threatens the heart of the Empire and

compels the Mother Country to concentrate her naval and

military forces, the responsibility for the safety of the outlying

portions of the Empire must tend to be delegated to her

daughter nations.63
Showing his sensitivity to the situation in the dominions, and displaying considerable
tactfulness, Nicholson said that he supported the principle of full local control, asking
only that the CGS should be kept informed.

This sensitivity, as acknowledged by an Australian scholar, continued to be
shown by Nicholson at the 1911 Imperial Conference when speaking about the
preparation of expeditionary forces in the event of a European war®* At this
conference Imperial defence was the major topic for discussion. The CID prepared a
paper on the subject of the general principles of imperial defence which was to form
the basis on which it was planned to build an imperial defence structure with
assistance from the dominions. After establishing that British sea power was the
central plank of the general principles of imperial defence, the committee turned to
its major objective of enlisting military contributions from the dominions. It was
aware of the need to take great care in achieving this objective because it risked
offending dominion sensitivities, with the result that military assistance might not

be forthcoming. The memorandum stated that it was certain that there ‘will be a

general desire among the self-governing dominions to contribute to the defence of

63 TNA, W.0. 106/43/Imp. C.10. ‘Proposals for so Organising the Military Forces of the Empire as to
Ensure their effective Co-operation in the event of War’, 7 July 1909.

64 |. Mordike, We Should do this Thing Quietly: Japan and the Great Deception in Australian Defence
Policy 1911-1914, (Fairbairn Aerospace Centre, 2002), p. 22.
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the empire in any war which seriously threatens its integrity’®> Nicholson, with
Kitchener agreeing, criticised Asquith at the 108t meeting of the CID, when the latter
observed that any military attack on Australia would likely be limited to the size of a
raid. Nicholson wanted the Australian government to believe that Australia faced a
substantial threat so that it would proceed with the introduction of compulsory
military training and establishment of defence industries. ¢ Mordike argues that
both Nicholson and Kitchener wished for a strong Australian military capability to
use on imperial operations. It could, therefore, be argued that there was an element
of deception in Nicholson’s approach and his desire to ensure that he obtained the
goal that he wanted. The minutes of the meeting record that Nicholson

deprecated the issue of the memorandum to the

Commonwealth Government [of Australia] in its present form

as being likely to discourage them in the measures they were

now taking to develop their military forces®”
It seems likely that Nicholson only presented this line of argument because he
believed that it would benefit Britain’s Imperial strategy, and that Australia’s military
preparations were important to their deployment of a trained and equipped
expeditionary force. When a strategic review, written in agreement with the
decisions taken at the CID, went for final approval Nicholson objected to the
paragraphs which suggested that the Royal Navy either protect the dominions from
attack, or at least, limit the scale of the attack against them. Nicholson was hoping to

promote military developments in Australia by constructing the threat of invasion,

and to remove the notion that Australia’s security could only be decided by the

65 TNA, CAB 5/2, Committee of Imperial Defence, Secret Paper no. 62C, ‘Principles of Imperial
Defence’, 8 July 1910.

66 Mordike, We Should do this Thing Quietly, pp. 41-42.

67 TNA, CAB 38/17/5 Minutes of the 108t Meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence, 26
January 1911.
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supremacy of the navy. Nicholson thought it ‘highly desirable’ that the Australian
Government ‘should be encouraged to develop their military organisation as a
second line of defence to meet the contingency of the command of the Pacific resting
for a time with the enemy’®® In a memorandum of his own, Nicholson asserted that
the dominions could be encouraged to develop their military forces, not simply to
protect themselves but also to provide expeditionary forces to fight with the British
regular army. He knew that this would be a controversial subject and that there was
arisk that the dominions might reject it.6°

Nicholson’s memorandum (CID paper 72-C) was discussed at the next
meeting of the CID.70 Nicholson stressed that there had been some differences of
opinion and that his paper was drawn up

with the object of trying to find a formula which would reconcile
these differences. Although the defence of the British Islands
was mainly a naval charge, he considered that the
circumstances of other parts of the Empire varied. In some
cases he thought the conditions would be better by combined
naval and military action.”!

Nicholson chaired the first secret War Office meeting to consider the co-
operation of the military forces of the Empire on 18 June 1911. There was tension
between the representatives of Australia and Canada, particularly over the issue of
‘natural spheres of influence’.”7? The basis of the discussion at this and the second

secret meeting, which also took place during the Imperial Conference, rested upon

the War Office paper 80-C, ‘The Co-operation of Military Forces of the Empire’73 The

68 TNA, CAB 38/17/5, Minutes of the 108t Meeting of the CID, 26 January 1911, p. 3.

69 TNA, CAB 5/2 ‘Secret Memorandum on the Strategic Relations Existing between the United
Kingdom and the Oversea Dominions and India’. Memorandum by the CIGS, 21 April 1911.

70 TNA, CAB 38/18/29, Minutes of the 110t Meeting of the CID, 4 May 1911.

71 Ibid.

72 (. F. Pearce was the Australian Minister of Defence and Sir F. Borden the Canadian Minister of
Militia and Defence.

73 TNA, W.0.106/43/80-C, Committee of Imperial Defence, ‘The Co-operation of the Military Forces
of the Empire’.
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outcome was a paper which established a balanced agreement of mutual obligation,
designed to bring the dominions into making a commitment to military preparation
for operations in Europe. According to Mordike, it was not intended to be a mutual
support agreement.”* The War Office never intended that British troops would be
deployed in action in the dominions because it was unlikely that there would be an
attack there. Nicholson accepted the paper because it appeared that Pearce and
Borden were ‘about to deliver exactly what he and other British strategists wanted’”>
Nicholson wanted this new agreement to be kept secret because he did not want

opposition in the dominions and suggested that:

[t is much better to hold our tongues about it and not say
anything according to the old Persian proverb ‘What two ears
only hear, God himself does not know'...therefore in those
matters we do not say anything and nobody else knows about
it. I think it much better that we do this thing quietly (italics
added) without any paper on the subject because I am sure
that in some of the Dominions it might be better not to say
anything about preparations.’®

These clandestine and scheming conversations meant that for the first time the
dominion politicians responsible for defence were included. Nicholson felt that ‘the

dominion armies had to be “converted” because the War Office had every intention

of using them in time of crisis’’? Consequently, in his introduction to The Army

74+ Mordike, We Should do This Thing Quietly, p. 77.
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Review, he explained how the armies of Britain, the Dominions and India fitted into
the scheme:
In the great oversea Dominions, the same spirit is manifesting
itself and the advantage of being strong at home and capable
of taking part, if need be, in expeditionary action abroad is
being realized.
In the present stage of development of our military forces a
heavy responsibility falls upon the officers of His Majesty’s
military forces in general and on the officers of the Regular
Army in particular. The latter have not only to train our
Regular Forces in peace and to lead them in war, but also the
Special Reserve, The Territorial Force, and the Forces of the

Overseas Dominions are looking to them for professional help
and advice.”®

Nicholson’s efforts, and his scheming, meant that the army was able to tap into the
manpower resources of the Empire. Further work was needed to ensure that there
was an army capable of competing with continental powers. In particular it would
be desirable that the armies of Britain, India and the dominions were organised and
trained to take the field with standard procedures and equipment. The journal, The
Army Review, was instigated by Nicholson and intended to provide a forum for the
discussion of all matters of professional interest. He hoped that it would be not only
of educational value but would be conducive to the ‘unity of doctrine and the
intellectual application of principles laid down by superior authority, which are
essential to systematic training in peace and successful application in the field.”®
Nicholson stated that, as in other countries ‘the REVIEW is the natural outcome of

the creation of our General Staff’.80

78 Nicholson, ‘Introduction’ The Army Review, 1, July-October 1911 (HMSO, 1911). Nicholson’s
introduction was dated 13 June 1911.
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While the success of the IGS, as envisaged by Nicholson in his memorandum
was, as has been shown, limited, ‘armed with cogent arguments for better
professional training and for uniformity, the British General Staff was gradually
transforming itself into the “brains of an army” which would embrace not Britons
alone, but additions to British strength from Canada and the Antipodes.®! According
to Gordon, both Nicholson and Haldane had enabled the system which existed in
1914 to be one of ‘imperial defence’ and that ‘Victory in World War One resulted in
part from the successful preparatory work of imperial defence strategists and
administrators.®? The task of preparing the armies of the Empire for a potential war
had begun under Nicholson’s guidance and built upon his well-founded concerns

about imperial defence.

Preparations for war

This section will analyse Nicholson’s contribution to the preparedness of the
British army for a European conflict, together with his ensuring that the General
Staff became supportive of the emerging Continental strategy. Nicholson’s
promotion to CGS in 1908 made him First Member of the Army Council and
enhanced his position within the CID. Given his alleged antipathy to the Navy, and
his desire to increase the strength of the army, this increasingly led him into conflict
with Lord ‘Jackie’ Fisher. Fisher had been a member of the Esher Committee and
had been the main protagonist in calling for Nicholson’s removal from the War

Office in 1904.83 This was a consequence of Fisher’s annoyance with Nicholson’s
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arguments during the 1903 Invasion Committee, when the latter had stated that
defence against invasion should be counted as one of the army’s functions. In 1906-
7 the issue of invasion was raised again by Repington and Roberts, largely because
they wanted to reinvigorate the issue of conscription by arguing that the Navy was
unable to protect the country. As a consequence, the CID established a second
invasion sub-committee, which met sixteen times between 27 November 1907 and
28 July 1908.8% Fisher resented the reopening of the invasion debate, especially
when he learned that Nicholson was to be a member of the CID sub-committee.
Fisher was worried because he felt that the military was winning the argument,
which might lead to a decline in financial support for the navy. He was concerned
because Nicholson was the greatest advocate for the army, and he therefore wrote
to Esher to find out ‘why that double dealing arch-fiend Nicholson is hauled into
it'85 On 18 September he wrote to Ottley, the secretary of the CID,

We are going to have a big job over the re-raised invasion

bogey but I daresay we shall flatten out Repington & Co [...] I

am trying to get out of Esher, but in vain, why Sir W. Nicholson

has been imported into this question. You know how

villainously he fought against the Admiralty over this invasion

question and insulted Battenberg and told B. his [Nicholson’s]

day would yet come to conquer. It’s quite likely that he may be

in collusion with Repington while outwardly the impartial

enquirer into the supposed new state of things. 8¢

The invasion debate had been re-opened by Balfour because of two factors. The first

was that the conscriptionists, such as Roberts, wanted to raise government

84 The details of the sub-committee are covered in detail in N. D’Ombrain, War Machinery and High
Policy (Oxford University Press, 1973), pp. 219-224 and D.G. Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion
(Oxford University Press, 2020) pp. 164-170, 174-178.

85 CAC, Esher MSS 10/42, Fisher to Esher, 18 September 1907.

86 R. F. Mackay, Fisher of Kilverstone (Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 383. Unfortunately, Ottley’s papers
no longer survive.
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awareness of their belief that the navy couldn’t protect the country. The other
factor being Haldane’s proposals to create a Territorial Force.

When Nicholson had given his testimony to the committee in 1907, he
stressed the value of amphibious operations. This contradicted the position of the
General Staff that such operations presented little prospect of diverting troops away
from the French frontier. He asserted that ‘We have not got a monopoly of
amphibiousness and [ am afraid we shall see that when other nations discover what
a good thing that is, they too will become amphibious.®” He continued that the six
divisions of the Expeditionary Force could never leave if the Germans were able to
embark an army.

Fisher, meanwhile, succeeded in concealing the details of his Home Fleet
plans, and the Admiralty had withheld the extent of its concerns about a German
landing from the government in a ‘duplicitous and partisan fashion’.8® This revealed
much about the state of the naval leadership’s relations with the CID. In many ways
the committee’s report was less effective than it ought to have been, and much of this
was down to a quarrel between Fisher and Nicholson. According to Ewart, Fisher
was largely to blame for the contretemps with Nicholson.8? This was a continuation
of the ongoing dispute between the two, which Fisher’s biographer, Mackay, also
largely blamed on Fisher: ‘However, his continuation of a vendetta against Nicholson
did little to improve the situation. This merely encouraged the latter to retreat

further into his defensive departmentalism, seeking to safeguard the existence of the

87 TNA, CAB 16/3A, fos 88-9. Nicholson testimony to the seventh meeting of the 1907-8 invasion
inquiry.

88 Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion, p. 177.

89 National Register of Archives of Scotland (NRAS), GD527/1/1/135/8, Ewart diary, 22 October
1908; A.J.A. Morris, The Scaremongers: The Advocacy of War and Rearmament 1896-1914
(Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984), pp. 144, 410.
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Army from the aggressive navalism of Fisher’?0 At times Fisher’s language could be
rather colourful. Just before the first meeting of the sub-committee, he wrote to
Esher:

Pray, what are you going to do with this [CID] Sub-Committee
presided over by my dear idolized friend Mr Morley? That d-d
Sea Lawyer, Sir William Beelzebub (Mr Haldane and his
friends call him ‘Old Nick’ I believe! He'll sell them all. He’s
hairy about the hocks), will trot out reams of foolscap and
miles of railway sidings at Hamburg and Bremen, and millions
of German soldiers who can get in and out of train in 5
seconds, but what the hell does he know about the Navy or
invasion? NOTHING!®1

The dispute between Fisher and Nicholson only served to have the effect that
Haldane had feared; - to lessen the effectiveness of the CID by increasing inter-
service rivalry.

The final report of the committee (1908) laid out six conclusions,

1. Thatsolong as our naval supremacy is assured against
any reasonably probable combination of Powers,
invasion is impracticable.

2. That if we permanently lose command of the sea,
whatever may be the strength and organisation of the
Home force, the subjection of the country to the enemy
is inevitable.

3. That our army for Home defence ought to be sufficient
in numbers and organization not only to repel small
raids, but to compel an enemy who contemplates
invasion to come with so substantial a force as will
make it impossible for him to evade our fleets.

4. Thatin order to insure as ample margin of safety such
a force may, for purposes of calculation, be assumed to
be 70,000.

5. That, in the event of our being engaged in a war on the
frontier of India which required 100,000 regular
troops to be sent from the United Kingdom during the
first year, the new organization of the Army at Home
will secure that there will be left in this country during
the first six months a sufficient number of regular and
other troops to deal with a force of 70,000 men.

90 Mackay, Fisher, p. 295.
91 Marder, FGDN, vol.2, p. 145.
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6. That, on the assumption that the Territorial Force is
embodied on the outbreak of war, there will also be,
after the expiration of six months, a sufficient number
of regulars and trained Territorials to make it
practically certain that no enemy will attempt the
operation with a smaller force than that assumed
above.??

The matter of invasion would not, however, go away and official enquiries
lasted until 1913, although consideration of active operations in Europe dominated
discussions from 1906. Consequently, the War Office began to work out its potential
strategies in the event of a war against Germany. This change in emphasis coincided
with the appointment of Sir James Grierson as DMO, followed by his subsequent
memorandum in 1906. Grierson pressed for immediate conversations between the
British and French General Staffs, so that they could devise a strategic plan that
would not be hampered by the CID. Since the Moroccan crisis of 1906 there had been
plans to commit British troops in support of France and consequently the French
military attaché, Colonel Huguet, met with members of the War Office to discuss the
‘W.F’ (With France) scheme to place the British Army on the French left flank.
Nicholson had recognised the demands that might be placed upon the army and in
March 1906, because of the uncertainty of those calls, he wrote that he was:

Hardly prepared to admit that our war organisation should be
based on one contingency only, namely, a possible
intervention in a Continental struggle, or that it would be wise
closely to imitate the war organisation of Continental armies,
the peace organisation of which is fundamentally different

from that of our Regular Forces, being based on universal
service and the territorialisation of units.”3

92 TNA, CAB 38/14/11, ‘Report of a Sub-Committee appointed by the Prime Minister to reconsider
the question of Oversea Attack’, 22 October 1908.

93 TNA, W.0.32/1043/79/1000, Minute from Nicholson to Lyttelton, Chief of the General Staff, 2
March 1906.
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A Committee, named ‘The Military Needs of the Empire’ was therefore established to
discuss the real use of the Expeditionary Force.

Earlier during his time as CGS the War Office presented a scheme to deploy
four divisions and a cavalry division to either France or Belgium.?* The final report
supported the General Staff’s Continental strategy, and this was ratified by the CID
on 24 July 1909. The decision was interpreted by the General Staff as an
endorsement of its plans for military operations on the continent.?> The difficulty
was that while the government considered deploying troops to the continent, it
refused to recruit more men or to maintain the army’s full strength. In order to get
his Territorial Forces Bill through Parliament, Haldane had made overseas service
optional for the Territorial Force, which limited its usefulness as a reserve for the
Regular Army in the event of war. Indeed only 18,000 Territorials had opted for
overseas service by 1914.°¢ The General Staff under Nicholson therefore focussed
on improving the efficiency of the Territorial Force to release more of the Regular
Army for service abroad, particularly in the light of the improbability of introducing
conscription. Nicholson stated that ‘the Army for Home Defence should be able to
provide the measure of land defence required for the security of the United Kingdom
without keeping in this country the Regular troops wanted for field service
elsewhere’. 97 The difficulty was that this increased the onus on the navy to ensure
that there would not be a significant landing in Britain if the army was immediately

dispatched to the continent in the event of a Franco-German war.

94 TNA, W.0. 106/47, ‘Memorandum by the General Staff’ November 1908.

95 Morgan-Owen, Fear of Invasion, p. 186.

96 I.F.W. Beckett, The British Army: A New Short History, Oxford University Press,2023), p. 105.
97 TNA, W.0. 33 /515, Nicholson, ‘Home Defence Memorandum on the Principles Governing the
Defence of the United Kingdom’, 23 April 1911, p. 3.
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Matters moved on significantly when, in April 1910, Nicholson told Henry
Wilson that he wanted him in the War Office as DMO, although he didn’t take up the
post until August.?2 The relationship between Nicholson and Wilson is interesting
and demands further exploration. In some ways Wilson’s selection proved to be
controversial as he was wholly committed to the policy of supporting France to
exclusion of other strategies.”® The previous year the CID had agreed that the War
Office should continue to work out details of its commitment to send a force to France
in the event of an attack by Germany.1%0 Wilson saw it as his responsibility to bring
this to a conclusion.1%1 Much to the chagrin of Fisher and others Wilson was obsessed
with military operations on the continent.192 At times Wilson expressed his
frustration with what he saw as a lack of urgency on the part of Nicholson, and wrote
that the CIGS was more interested in ‘drafting inter-departmental minutes’ than in
‘our preparations for war [...] [ don’t think the idea, or expression of war crosses his
mind or lips once a month.193 The following month Wilson was to complain that
‘Nick’s total lack of interest in our preparations for war is deplorable’104% In 1911
Wilson raised with Nicholson the deficiencies of the W.E. scheme, ‘I told Nick he must
support me in my endeavour to force [Herbert] Miles [QMG] to make detailed
arrangements for railing the Exdy Force to ports of embarkation. At present nothing

exists, which is scandalous.1> On 10 January 1911 Wilson had a ‘serious talk’ with

98 Jeffery makes it clear that Nicholson and Wilson had been friends since the time they shared a
house in South Africa. K. Jeffery, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson. A Political Soldier, (Oxford
University Press, 2006), p. 38.

99 Jeffery, Wilson, p. 85.

100 TNA. W.0.106/49A/1, Nicholson memorandum on the W.F. Scheme, 6 November 1911.

101 Jeffery, Wilson, p. 86.

102 Marder (ed), FGDN, Fisher to Spender, p. 359.

103 WM, Wilson Diary, 25 October 1910; S.R. Williamson, The Politics of Grand Strategy, (Ashfield
Press, 1990), p. 170.

104 JWM, Wilson Dairy, 2 November 1910.

105 Jeffery, Wilson, p. 91. The quote is taken from the unpublished memoirs of General Sir Charles
Deedes.
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Nicholson during which he brought up what he saw as all the main deficiencies,
including ‘no train arrangements to ports’. The next day he offered to ‘to take railway
concentration and Admiralty arrangements off the QMG and do these myself’.10¢ He
also drew up for Nicholson a memorandum outlining his concerns about the lack of
preparation, which Nicholson then showed to Haldane. Haldane then showed it to
the Foreign Secretary who agreed that the army could now start discussing plans
with the railway companies. Spiers states that, ‘by December Nicholson had become
thoroughly tired of Wilson’s carping.’197 He insisted that, despite a shortage of
officers and personnel in some areas and the fact that the replacement of horses by
mechanical transport was still in a transitional phase, efforts had been made to
improve the situation. He also told Wilson (see pages 200-201) that ‘the
arrangements for mobilisation have been greatly improved of late years’.108 Wilson’s
expectations were unrealistic and exaggerated the shortcomings of the mobilisation
plans: ‘it was, in fact, more efficient, at an earlier date than he would ever admit.'10?
The 1911 Moroccan crisis, or the Agadir incident, is well known and its details
need not be rehearsed here.110 Nicholson requested Wilson to draw up an extremely
important paper ‘on the pros and cons of our joining with France in a war with
Germany’111 This paper set out the belief that ‘we must join France’ and was
subsequently adopted by Nicholson as the view of the whole of the General Staff and

went out under his name.1? This paper was presented at the extraordinary meeting

106 JWM, Wilson Diary 10 and 11 January 1911. See E. M. Spiers, Engines for Empire (Manchester
University Press, 2015), p. 161.

107 Spiers, Haldane, p. 159.

108 TNA, W.0.106/49/WR/4, Nicholson to Wilson, 1 December 1911.

109 Spiers, Haldane, p. 159.

110 Williamson, The Grand Strategy, pp.141-155,157-163, contains a detailed description.

111 TWM, Wilson Papers, HHW 3/5/13, Wilson'’s draft of 12 August 1911; TNA, CAB 38/19/47.
General Staff Memorandum, ‘Military Aspects of the Continental Problem’, 15 August 1911.

112 [bid.
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of the CID on 23 August. Consequently Wilson presented the army’s case at the
meeting and he ‘delivered a polished presentation of the General Staff’s scheme for
co-operation with the French’!'3 The minutes of the meeting record Nicholson’s
response to many of the issues raised by the navy.114 In particular he questioned the
First Sea Lord, Sir Arthur Wilson, in detail, about the plans for the transport of troops,
which exposed the navy’s lack of a coherent strategy.11> A more colourful picture of
the meeting is provided in Haldane’s autobiography, which indicates the level of
inter-service rivalry:

[ said at once that the mode of employing troops and their
numbers and places of operation were questions for the War
Office General Staff, and that we had worked them out with the
French. The results had been periodically approved in the
Committee of Defence itself. Sir William Nicholson asked Sir
Arthur whether they had at the Admiralty a map of the
German strategical railways. Sir Arthur replied that it was not
their business to have such maps. ‘I beg your pardon, said Sir
William, ‘if you meddle with military problems you are bound
not only to have them, but to have studied them. The
discussion became sharp; I of course agreeing ex animo with
the utterances of the Chief of the General Staff. He had a rather
too sharp a tongue, and I remembered that on a previous
occasion Sir John Fisher had said to me that he wished that I
would enjoin ‘Old Nick’ not always to stamp his hoof on his [Sir
John’s] toes.116

Again, this exchange emphasised the depth of inter-service rivalry. As a
consequence of the meeting, two courses of action were proposed. Firstly, the
Admiralty’s inept performance at the meeting convinced Asquith of the need to
reform naval administration. Secondly, the War Office was asked to produce a

memorandum detailing the development of its plans to support France. The

113 Morgan-Owen, Fear of Invasion, p. 199.

114 TNA, CAB 38/19/49, Minutes of the 114t Meeting of the CID, 23 August 1911.
115 Tbid.

116 Haldane, An Autobiography, pp. 225-227.



document went out under Nicholson’s name but was probably drafted by Wilson.117
In it, Nicholson claimed that the ‘Continental Strategy’ was not decided, nor indeed
was an issue, in 1911, as it had already been decided upon by 1908/9. He claimed
that at a third meeting of the subcommittee on the Military Needs of the Empire on
23 March 1909 it was concluded that: ‘In the event of an attack on France by
Germany, the expediency of sending a military force abroad, or of relying on naval
means only, is a matter of policy, which can only be determined, when the matter
arises, by the Government of the day’118 He outlined in detail the plans for assisting

France and in particular the details of the meetings of the invasion sub-committee
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of 1907/08. As a consequence:

In April last [1910)] when the recurrence of tension between
France and Germany seemed not improbable, the possibility of at
once despatching six instead of four Divisions besides the Cavalry
Division came under consideration, and revised tables for the
larger force with accelerated dates of mobilisation were worked
out.

He continued

Asquith made it clear that no commitments should be entered into without Cabinet
approval, although he clearly preferred the idea of providing support for France to
the plans of the Admiralty. Despite Wilson’s constant carping, much work had been

done on mobilisation planning during Nicholson’s time in charge of the War Office,

[t may be added that the greatest care has been taken throughout
by the General Staff to treat the plans for rendering military
assistance to France, should His Majesty’s Government
determine to render such assistance on occasion arising, as being
secret, hypothetical, and non-committal.11?

but more remained to be done after his retirement.

117 TNA, W.0. 106/49A/1, Nicholson, ‘Action taken by the General Staff since 1906’, 6 November
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Nicholson, a Technophobe?

This question needs to be considered as Nicholson has been criticised by
some historians as being opposed to technical advancement. If this were to be the
case it would have some impact upon his effectiveness as CIGS, especially with
regard to planning for war. This section will, therefore, examine those claims,
especially with regard to aviation.

New technologies need to be considered as part of a wider debate regarding
preparation for war. Before considering new technologies, one aspect that Nicholson
had to consider was the role of the lance.’?? The issue of the role of the lance
indicates one of the challenges that Nicholson faced as CGS in having to make
judgements regarding different branches of the army. It also needs consideration as
it will indicate Nicholson’s attitude towards change. This issue revolved around the
controversy of the arme blanche.l?! The term was usually applied to the lance and
the sabre although it came to be applied to the cavalry itself.122 For the British army
the role of the cavalry became an issue of major debate. As a consequence of the
South African War, the cavalry was forced to discontinue the use of the lance in 1901
and the sword soon after, although they were re-adopted in 1907. Roberts believed
that this latter move was a retrograde step and Nicholson received a letter from
Roberts asking for clarification of a reported Army Order about the use of the lance,

following a newspaper report which Roberts enclosed.’?3 Roberts had, as

120 For insights on the debate surrounding the lance see E. M. Spiers, ‘“The British Cavalry, 1902-
1914’, Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research, LVII (1979), pp.71-79. See also TNA, W.O.
163/14, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1909, 114t Meeting, 15 February, p. 2.

121 ,’arme blanche was a French idiom for cold steel.

122 S, Badsey, ‘Fire and the Sword. The British Army and the Arme Blanche Controversy 1871-1921,
(unpublished PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1981), p. 3.

123 NAM, Roberts MSS R52 /133, Nicholson to Roberts, 19 April 1909.
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Commander-in-Chief, drawn on his experience from South Africa and come out in
favour of cavalry reform, stating that ‘knee to knee, close order charging is
practically a thing of the past’124 As part of his reforms, as C-in-C he had abolished
the lance as an active service weapon and downgraded the sword, and the 1904
Cavalry Training manual established the rifle as the cavalry’s main weapon. In his
reply to Roberts, Nicholson stated that the present position was illogical because the
Army Orders of 1902 or 1903 had decreed that Lancer Regiments could only carry
the lance at reviews or other ceremonial occasions, but that this didn’t apply to
British Lancer Regiments in India or to similar regiments in the native army. The
deduction was that although the lance had not proved useful in South Africa, and
probably would not be useful in Europe, it was still valuable in Indian or Asiatic
warfare. Nicholson agreed with Roberts that cavalry reform was important and that
the use of rifles and carbines would be a significant part of that reform. However, he
believed that Roberts’s position on the subject was untenable and illogical. He was
also aware that Robert’s views had brought opposition from significant cavalry
officers. Haig, for example ‘saw the hybrid cavalryman as hugely versatile, a great
improvement on traditional horsed soldiers’, and that rifle and sword and lance were
essential.125 Senior cavalry officers such as Haig and French used their positions to
weaken the post-war reforms and to try to restore the emphasis of the arme blanche.
Continuing his letter to Roberts, Nicholson stated that there was no consensus of
military opinion against the lance, as it was still used in France and Germany, while
Austria had dispensed with it. Nicholson concluded by reminding Roberts that the

final decision rested with the Army Council.

124 Roberts’ introduction to E. Childers, War and the Arme Blanche, (1910), p. xii.
125 G. Sheffield, The Chief: Douglas Haig and the British Army (Aurum, 2011), p. 54.
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At the 115% meeting of the Army Council it was noted that:
The Chief of the General Staff now submits for the
consideration of the Council that Lancer regiments shall, in
future, carry the lance not only on escort duty and at reviews
and other ceremonial parades, but also at drills, in guard,
during training, at manoeuvres, and when so ordered on field
service. The Chief of the General Staff and the Master-General
of the Ordinance, all agree that the present regulations, based
on the memorandum by Lord Roberts, are illogical, the lance
being admitted in that paper to be to be a most valuable
weapon in pursuit, or in conflict with a savage enemy; and the
Adjutant-General adds that the majority of the leading Cavalry
commanders share this view, and are in favour of its
readoption for drill and training.126
The Council had, in effect reversed its previous policy, with Nicholson remarking
‘The original order either went too far or not far enough’?” Again, Nicholson’s

stance was that, while not averse to change he remained a pragmatist.

Rapid Firing guns

Concurrent with debates about the lance, and a further example that
Nicholson was prepared to adopt change, was his involvement in considerations
about newer technology. The South African War had indicated that the machine gun
had become a significant weapon, but there were issues due to size, mechanical
failures and difficulties of transportation. The War Office Committee of 1901 had
noted that the tactical use of the machine gun was not understood.'?8 There were,
therefore, some senior officers, such as Lyttelton, who refused to even discuss the
introduction of such a weapon.'?? Nicholson had observed the use of such weapons

in Manchuria in 1904 and War Office reports, which had to go through him,
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established the viability of the gun as a weapon of firepower. The difficulty with the
machine gun was that it fell between two established arms, the infantry and the
artillery, neither of which was enthusiastic about its introduction.

From around 1910, due to the tense international situation and the fact that
other nations were introducing machine guns, there was a strong push from
Nicholson to introduce the weapon. At the 1909 Staff Conference there had been
discussion about machine guns and that a modification of tactics would be needed
for soldiers fresh from civilian life. The following year there was a similar discussion
with regard to the Territorial Force. At the same conference Major McMahon,
recently chief instructor at the Musketry School at Hythe, made a case for the
introduction of light machine guns in infantry battalions. McMahon’s ‘purpose was
to persuade the meeting that it was possible to adopt effective and rational as well
as simple fire-tactics once the doctrine behind them was clarified and explained.130
McMahon went on to say that ‘Superiority of fire abroad apparently means little
more than a superior volume of fire coupled with complete indifference to heavy
losses./131 According to the Field Service Regulations, ‘the assault is made possible by
superiority of fire’. In summing up, Nicholson pointed out that in the new Infantry
Training Manual changes had been made so that instead of ‘the decision is made by
superiority of fire’ to ‘A superiority of fire makes the decision possible’, thereby
emphasising the point that fire alone did not decide the issue.132

At the same time the navy had been experimenting with the introduction of

a new light Vickers machine gun and consequently a letter from Nicholson to the
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MGO on 25 March 1911 directed that trials of a new light maxim gun should
commence.!33 Subsequent correspondence from Nicholson makes it apparent that
he was pressing the MGO for urgent action. Consequently, two Vickers machine guns
were sent for trial, with a view to supplying this gun to meet immediate
requirements. A similar process was happening with the introduction of rapid firing
(automatic) rifles. Again, given the tense international situation, Nicholson pressed
for tests to go ahead. Despite this pressure, and the fact that the Lewis gun, which
was tactically an automatic rifle, had been fitted into aircraft, it wasn’t offered to the
infantry until the end of 1914.

The matter of automatic rifles was discussed at the 118t meeting of the Army
Council following a submission by the MGO (Précis 433). The Army Council decided
on a number of conditions that were to be fulfilled by an automatic rifle. Nicholson
expressed his concern that the limit of weight of the rifle (9% lbs) compared
unfavourably with the current rifle (8lbs 2%o0zs) and also with the French and
German equivalents. He believed that an increase in weight was a necessary
consequence of the adoption of the automatic principle and might, in part, be
overcome by the use of a lighter cartridge. Despite this Nicholson believed that the
magazine should carry a minimum of ten cartridges as opposed to the MGO who
wanted to adhere to a minimum number of cartridges.!3* In 1911 it became clear,
from correspondence, that Nicholson was pressing the MGO for further testing on
automatic rifles, while the MGO appeared to be stalling.13> Further pressure from

Nicholson ensured that tests went ahead but to little avail as the report of the

133 TNA, W.0.32/7067, CIGS to MGO, 25 March 1911.

134 TNA, W.0. 163/14, Minutes and Précis of the Army Council 1909, Précis 433, 118th Meeting, 20
July 1909.

135 TNA, W.0. 32/7067, Nicholson to MGO, 25 April 1911, MGO to Nicholson, 28 April 1911,
Nicholson to MGO, 12 May 1911.
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Committee on Automatic Rifles (January 1914) stated that there would be no results
for some time.13¢ [n March 1911 Nicholson had written to the MGO asking him to
explain why British rifles and machine guns were inferior to those of other European
countries. Nicholson was perfectly aware of the School of Musketry's case for new
machine-guns and an improved rifle, and therefore ‘The purpose of his note to the
MGO may have been taken to elicit a written report for the benefit of the Secretary
of State for War, Lord Haldane.137 Despite pressure from Nicholson, who was in
favour of the new .276 inch rifle, which would have been superior to that of any other
army, it was decided to stick with a modified version of the Lee Enfield rifle. The
main reason being that the chamber of the new rifle tended to overheat at high rates
of fire. As it was the British never ‘responded to McMahon's call to solve the problem

of automatic rifles’.138

Aviation (or Aerial Navigation)

The question of aviation is significant because a number of historians have
used this to claim that Nicholson was averse to changing technology. This section
will consider whether there is any evidence for those claims. It will also consider
whether there is any evidence for those claims, and will build on the previous
sections to investigate the extent to which Nicholson liked to consider various
options before reaching a conclusion. The start of the First World War was a little
more than a decade after the Wright brothers’ first powered flight in 1903. The

British army would have to come to some understanding as to how it would deal
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with the issue of military aviation, yet it is commonly accepted that it ignored the
issue of aircraft as a weapon of war. As CGS/CIGS for much of that period it was
inevitable that Nicholson would have a considerable input into the British army’s
response. A comment, attributed to Nicholson in 1910, has been used by a number
of aviation historians, such as Gollin, Walker and Sykes, to indicate why the army
ignored the potential value of aircraft. He is reputed to have been of the opinion that
aviation was ‘a useless and expensive fad, advocated by a few cranks whose ideas
were unworthy of attention’.13° Sykes, who made this claim, does not, however, cite
any source for his comments. This section will consider whether this statement is
an accurate representation of Nicholson’s views and the extent of the influence that
he may have exerted.

In 1907 secret work was undertaken to produce Britain’s first dirigible airship,
Nulli Secundus 1.140 On 5 October it made its first flight, over London, where a number
of the Army Council, including Nicholson and Major-General Hadden (MGO),
watched from the War Office. Despite the problem of adverse winds preventing its
return to Farnborough, the display was deemed to be a success by the press and by
Colonel Capper.1#! The airship had to be tethered at the Crystal Palace, where five
days later it was wrecked in the continuing heavy winds. The fragility of the craft
was not lost on Nicholson, as his questions at the subsequent meetings of a sub-

committee of the CID were to show. However, the Army Council meetings of 24 and

139 F, H. Sykes, From Many Angles: An Autobiography (George G. Harrop and Co., 1942), p. 91. Sir
Frederick Sykes (1877-1954) was commissioned into the 15t Hussars and, in 1912, was appointed
Officer Commanding the Military Wing of the Royal Flying Corps. His military career culminated in
his appointment as Chief of the Air Staff in 1918. In 1922 he became MP for Sheffield Hallam and
then, in 1940, MP for Nottingham Central.

140 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 265. Also A. Gollin, “The Mystery of Lord Haldane and Early British
Military Aviation’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies,. 11. 1 (Spring 1979),
pp. 46-65.

141 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 267. Capper was the Superintendent at the Balloon Factory at
Aldershot and then Chief of the Aeronautic Department.
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25 October 1907 concluded that: “The Council were of opinion that experiments with
dirigible balloons and aeroplanes should be continued.142

On 23 October 1908, only a few months after Nicholson had been appointed CGS,
a sub-committee of the CID was appointed at the request of the Prime Minister,
Asquith, under the chairmanship of Lord Esher, to consider the question of aerial
navigation, and as CGS Nicholson sat as a member. Alfred Gollin in his book, No
Longer an Island, describes the proceedings of the sub-committee in detail and he
attributes what he deemed as the ‘failures of this sub-committee’ to Nicholson.143
Gollin claims that the appointment of Nicholson to the post of Chief of the General
Staff a few months earlier had been a devastating blow to the future of aeronautics
in the British army. He argues that, while Nicholson was a brilliant administrator, he
was bitterly opposed to military aviation in any form.144 Percy Walker, an authority
on early British aviation, also claimed of Nicholson that: “To him balloons, airships
and aeroplanes were almost equally reprehensible and unwanted by the British
Army.14> The views of Gollin and Walker and the comments from dedicated aviation
enthusiasts, such as Frederick Sykes, have painted Nicholson as the arch-villain in
the debate about the development of British military aviation. The work of the sub-
committee is important in developing an understanding of the issue, Nicholson’s
role within it, and whether the popularly held view of his opinions regarding
aviation is accurate.

The terms of reference of the sub-committee included an investigation as to

whether Great Britain ought to be spending more money in the development of

142 TNA, W. 0. 163/12 Minutes and Proceedings and Precis of the Army Council 1907, 96th Meeting,
24-25 October 1907, p. 24.

143 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 398.

144 Tbid, p. 300.

145 Walker, Early Aviation at Farnborough, vol 11, p. 292.
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dirigible balloons as other Great Powers were being seen to do. As a consequence,
the sub-committeel4® should meet and report concerning -
a. The dangers to which we should be exposed on sea or on land by any
development in aerial navigation reasonably probable in the near future.
b. The naval or military advantages that we might expect to derive from the use
of air-ships or aeroplanes.
c. Theamountthatshould be allotted to expenditure on aerial experiments, and
the Department to which it should be allotted.14”
It was apparent from the composition of the sub-committee that the importance of
the subject of aerial navigation was recognised. The fact that Lord Esher, Haldane
(Secretary of State for War), Lloyd George (Chancellor of the Exchequer), McKenna
(First Lord of the Admiralty) together with significant members of the army and
navy were all members is an indication that the matter was to be given serious
consideration.

According to Gollin, only two people knew what they wanted from the
committee. One of those, he claims, was Nicholson who was unable to see that much
of military value could be ‘secured by the employment of any device of aeronautical
technology’148 Gollin claims that Nicholson was not anxious for the army to be
involved in any form of aeronautics and impressed this upon his colleagues at every

meeting of the sub-committee.

146 The members of the sub-committee were: Lord Esher (chairman), Mr Lloyd George, Mr Haldane,
Mr McKenna, Captain Bacon, General Sir W. Nicholson, Major-General Ewart, Sir C. Hadden, Sir C.
Ottley (secretary). Bacon was the representative of the navy and it may well be the case that the
First Sea Lord (Fisher) was asked not to serve on the committee due to his known hostility to
Nicholson.

147 TNA, CAB 38/15/3 Report of a Sub-Committee of the Committee of Imperial Defence on Aerial
Navigation. 28 January 1909.

148 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 399. The other person who Gollin claims knew what he wanted
was Captain Bacon, the navy representative, who wanted to secure for the navy a large rigid
dirigible of the Zeppelin type.
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Lord Esher, the chairman, did not want to put forward conclusions of his own,
but, rather, sought the opinions of both the army and navy representatives.
Haldane’s role in the proceedings is interesting and has been commented on at some
length.14° In fact, Percy Walker described Haldane’s position as both ‘curious’ and
‘devious’, and said that his ‘actions behind the scenes may never be known with
certainty’150 It was Haldane, rather than Esher, who made the opening speech at the
first meeting of the sub-committee, on 1 December 1908. He stated that both the
Admiralty and the War Office ought to be represented, and stressed the need for
expert and ‘systematic scientific guidance in our work’1>1 He wanted to extol the
idea of a permanent advisory council for aeronautics and wanted established
scientists to be enlisted to give advice. Haldane had, for some time, displayed an
interest in aviation, but he had no faith in entrepreneurial pioneers and he had a
dismissive view of the army’s Balloon Factory at Farnborough. Hugh Driver states
that ‘There is no doubt that its personnel had been marked for some time: the sub-
committee was now able to provide Haldane with a useful cloak behind which to
finally draw his dagger’.152 Driver claims that the dagger was Nicholson who, he
claims, did not mind who he upset.

Moreover, Driver claims that Haldane used Nicholson and that the latter was
simply Haldane’s ‘unwitting tool’.153 It is interesting to consider Nicholson in this

way given his ability, character and the nature of his relationship with Haldane.

149 Gollin, “The Mystery of Lord Haldane and Early British Military Aviation’, Albion: A Quarterly
Journal Concerned with British Studies, vol. 11, no. 1, (Spring1979), pp. 46-65.

150 Walker, Early Aviation at Farnborough, vol. 1, p.273 and p. 328 and vol. I, p. 254.

151 TNA, CAB 16/7, Report and Proceedings of a Sub-Committee of the Committee of Imperial
Defence on Aerial Navigation, 28 January 1909, p. 62.

152 H. Driver, The Birth of Military Aviation in Britain 1903-1914 (The Royal Historical Society,
1997), p. 208.

153 [bid, p. 209.
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Driver gives no evidence for reaching this conclusion other than to assert that
Haldane shifted responsibility for the conclusions reached by the sub-committee
onto Nicholson.15* Nicholson'’s style of questioning at the sub-committee was direct,
detailed, abrasive, and professing naivety, thus upsetting the enthusiasts. According
to Driver, ‘This bluff old cove did not mind how many toes he trod on, and Haldane
simply let him run on like a stoat down a rat hole until his carping negativism had
cleared the field.1>> By claiming that Haldane was shifting the responsibility onto
Nicholson, Driver is thereby absolving the former of much of the blame. There is no
doubt that Nicholson tended to dominate the proceedings of the meetings,
particularly at the first two meetings.1>¢ At the first meeting, at which no experts
were present, the members of the committee debated matters among themselves.
At the second meeting the Hon. C.S. Rolls and Major B. F. S. Baden-Powell were
present as expert witnesses to be questioned by members of the sub-committee.157
According to Gollin, Nicholson was overly aggressive in his questioning.1>8 While
Nicholson’s attitude may be faulted, the detail of his questions and his desire to
acquire factual information on which to base his decisions would imply that he
wished to interrogate the witnesses in depth in order to ascertain all the facts and
gain a full understanding of the issues. Nicholson, for example, asked Rolls if men
could breathe at the altitudes at which the aeroplanes and airships would fly. In his

response Rolls told Nicholson that breathing difficulties would occur above eighteen

154 [bid, p. 209.

155 [bid, p. 208.

156 The first meeting of the sub-committee took place on 1 December 1908, without any expert
witnesses being questioned. The second meeting was on 8 December and the 34 meeting on 15
December 1908. A fourth meeting was held on 29 January 1909, after the publication of the sub-
committee’s report so that they could question Sir Hiram Maxim.

157 Charles Stewart Rolls was co-founder of the newly established firm of Rolls Royce. Major Baden
Fletcher Smyth Baden-Powell was an aviation enthusiast who was credited with ‘refounding’ the
Aeronautical Society of Great Britain in 1897.

158 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 413.
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thousand feet but that it would be possible to go higher if oxygen was used. Again,
Nicholson asked if aviators would be able to see troops moving on the ground as
they would be moving so fast. The response came back that they would be able to
see a great deal even at speed.1>® Perhaps Bacon received the information he wanted
during the exchange between Nicholson and Rolls with regard to dirigibles. It was
also something which attracted Nicholson’s attention, although it referred to naval
use. Rolls mentioned that dirigibles might be able to be used to detect submarines,
even when they were submerged. ‘That is something new and very interesting’,
concluded Nicholson.1®? This exchange suggests that Nicholson’s attitude may not
have been as wholly negative as the enthusiasts have stated.

The third meeting of the sub-committee was dominated by exchanges
between the expert witness, Colonel Capper, Nicholson and Haldane. Haldane
quizzed Capper with regard to the vulnerability of aircraft to fire from the ground,
while Nicholson had an exchange of views with him regarding the usefulness of
captive balloons in directing artillery fire. The most significant issue of the meeting,
however, was an exchange that occurred between Haldane and Nicholson with
regard to aeroplanes. Nicholson argued strongly that if the British continued to
experiment on the improvement of aeroplanes then it would place Britain at a
disadvantage, as foreign powers would simply copy their designs. His solution was
to allow others to develop aeroplanes, which the British could themselves copy.
Haldane was very taken with this solution:

That is quite a definite policy - to leave other people, private inventors
to go on with the aeroplane. I think there is a good deal to be said for

that, and | have always said it. The dirigible is another question. I have
been very much impressed with the possibility of the dirigible being a

159 Tbid, p. 413.
160 Jbid, p. 414.
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very potent factor in war. I do not mean in dropping explosives, but in

surveying.161
Undoubtedly Nicholson’s argument swayed the meeting and it is possible that
there were two factors in his mind at the time. The first was that of finance.
Since he had entered the War Office in 1901 Nicholson had had to fight strongly
against the Treasury to ensure that his department(s) in particular, and the
army in general, received adequate finance. He could see that experiments with
aircraft development would be a drain on those resources. The second is that
he also had an example recently set before him with regard to the copying of
British designs. In 1906 the British navy had launched HMS Dreadnought, a
new battleship, which effectively made previous designs obsolete. This design
was then copied by the German navy which laid down SMS Nassau the following
year. He clearly felt that the same should not happen again with respect to
aviation development.

Following the third meeting of the sub-committee, Nicholson wrote to a
number of important generals to ascertain their views about aerial navigation
and in particular the value of captive balloons in warfare.12 Despite the
antagonism between them, one of the more significant and detailed replies he
received was from [an Hamilton.163 Hamilton was to agree, in essence with
Nicholson’s initial views:

[ am glad that you have written to me, for the subject is one in
which I have taken a good deal of interest and [ may say at once

that my personal experiences have led me to the conclusion that
the practical utility of captive balloons has been absurdly

161 Tbid, p. 420.
162 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 417.
163 [,CMA, Hamilton 9/2/7, Hamilton to Nicholson, 2 January 1909.



242

overrated by the experts who usually have the last say in such
technical matters.164

In his detailed, six-page response, Hamilton concluded that, in his experience,
following trials on Salisbury Plain, ‘captive balloons provided an unstable
platform for observation; could only be useful for direction of fire rather than
range; had difficulties with communication with the battery and this would
result in the ‘extreme probability that the observations will be wrong’165 On
dirigibles, Hamilton stated they had yet to make their debut in warfare, and
reasoned that they might have a purpose in observation, but only from a great
height; might have some value as an offensive weapon, to drop explosives, but
would have difficulty in carrying sufficient explosives and a making a ‘good
shot, and they must be able to defend themselves against hostile balloons. On
aeroplanes, Hamilton commented,

if this is ever perfected, it comes under the same category as

the dirigible balloon as regards utility in warfare. It is merely

a simpler and handier machine, though it is doubtful if it will

ever carry as much weight as the gas filled article.16¢
Hamilton concluded his letter by stating,

[ don't, to tell you the truth, believe in much useful information

being obtained from the clouds. Eventually, a class of man may

be bred who is a regular expert at observation under such

abnormal conditions, and of course dirigible balloons and
aeroplanes may attain a perfection at present undreamt of.167

164 Jbid.
165 Jbid.
166 Jbid.
167 |bid.
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The Committee’s seven-page report was published on 28 January 1909 and
began by summarising the evidence upon which it was based.168 Its details owed a
great deal to the probing questioning of Nicholson. The sub-committee studied four
types of aircraft - captive balloons, kites, dirigibles and aeroplanes. Of the first two,
the report stated that their value was ‘limited’. With regard to captive balloons, it
concluded that with respect to land warfare,
their value for reconnaissance is limited by the fact that troops
on the reverse slopes of hills of moderate elevation and
steepness are entirely concealed from the view of observers in
captive balloons unless they rise to a great height; and in the
latter case their view will frequently be obstructed by cloud.16?
[t also stated that ‘the advantages claimed for balloons in the observation of artillery
fire are somewhat uncertain’l’® The report had concluded that rigid dirigibles
would be best suited to naval warfare, while non-rigid dirigibles might well serve
best for land warfare. In this case they ‘might be employed for the demolition of
important bridges and accumulations of stores by dropping explosives or incendiary
bombs, or; if this method is not sufficiently reliable, by conveying and landing parties
equipped for this purpose/171 With respect to aeroplanes the report asserted that
they had not yet emerged from the experimental stage: ‘It has yet to be shown,
however, whether aeroplanes are sufficiently reliable to be used under unfavourable
weather conditions, and it is not quite certain whether they can be employed for

flights at high elevations.172 It would appear that Nicholson had influenced the

outcomes of the sub-committee, because the conclusion arrived at in the report,

168 TNA, CAB 38/15/3 Report of a Sub-Committee of the Committee of Imperial Defence, 28 January
1909.
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coinciding with Nicholson’s earlier viewpoint, was that: “There appears to be no
necessity for the Government to continue experiments in aeroplanes, provided that
advantage is taken of private enterprise in this form of aviation.'”3 Maurice Hankey
claimed, though, that Nicholson was not the only one to express initial caution about
the use of aeroplanes, stating that the professional heads of both services claimed
that their use was ‘not being realised’.1”* Hamilton and Haig had both expressed
similar reservations.
According to aviation enthusiasts and aviation historians, Nicholson and his
supporting generals were wholly hostile to the whole subject throughout the course
of the meetings. This is despite the fact that none of the enthusiasts, only expert
witnesses, attended the meetings of the sub-committee.l’> Percy Walker in his
authorised history of early aviation was to write of Nicholson:
On the face of things, here was a man who, having reached the normal
retiring age, was in deadly earnest in opposing any innovation that
might render him personally obsolete. Such an attitude especially in
the somewhat decadent Edwardian age, is perhaps understandable,
but it takes more than elderly prejudice to explain many of the things
he has to say.176

In fact, in 1908 Nicholson was only 63 years old and had that year been

appointed Chief of the General Staff.

Gollin suggests that Nicholson knew what he wanted from the sub-committee,

and got it. The same, however, could be said of other members of the committee.

Bacon, for example secured £35,000 for the purpose of building a rigid dirigible for

173 [bid, p. 6.

174 M. Hankey, The Supreme Command, vol. 1 (George Allen and Unwin, 1961), p. 75. Maurice
Hankey (1st Baron Hankey) was the Naval Assistant Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence
from 1908, becoming Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence in 1912, a position he was to
hold for the next 26 years.

175 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 410.

176 Walker, Early Aviation at Farnborough, vol. 11, p. 292.
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the navy,1”7 while Haldane secured the agreement that experiments with aeroplanes
carried out at the military ballooning establishment would be discontinued, and also
in May 1909 he established the Advisory Committee for Aeronautics. This indicates
that the committee, rather than pronouncing against aviation, merely decided
against continuing with some experiments while allowing others.

When summarising Nicholson’s attitude with regard to aviation, it would be
prudent to consider his own written opinions and actions rather than dismiss him
as a technophobe based upon the opinions, usually second or third hand of aviation
enthusiasts and historians.1’”® Lord Roberts, having read R. P. Hearne's Aerial
Warfare,7? realised that he knew little about aerial navigation and therefore wrote
to Nicholson asking for his views. Nicholson was clear in expressing his view that at
present he did not know enough and was not yet clear of its value: ‘As regards
aeroplanes we maintain an open mind and hope not to be behind, but so far [ am not
quite convinced about their military value/180 He continues by saying that he has
questions about whether it is possible to conduct reconnaissance at speed and
whether it is possible to drop explosives accurately. Nicholson concludes: ‘“There is
nothing to guide us in forming an opinion. Dirigible airships are of course in a
different category and may perhaps be more formidable than aeroplanes.181 This
displays a very different perspective to that put forward by Gollin, Walker, Driver et

al and indicates that Nicholson, rather than being a technophobe and dismissive of

177 The army received £10,000 for continuing experiments with non-rigid balloons. TNA, CAB
38/15/3, report of a Sub-Committee on Aerial Navigation, pp. 6-7.

178 Much of the criticism of Nicholson’s views appear to have stemmed from Sykes’ autobiography
and yet Sykes was not present at any of the meetings of the sub-committee.

179 R. P. Hearne, Aerial Warfare (Bodley Head, 1909).

180 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/132, Nicholson to Roberts, 13 April 1909. Gollin gives an entirely
different and negative opinion of this exchange - see Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 329.
Nicholson’s comments would suggest, however, that he was maintaining an open mind.

181 [bid.
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aircraft, was considering the matter seriously, claiming to keep his mind open to
trying to understand the details, rather than rushing into an opinion. Having given
the question serious consideration, and possibly to make up for time lost, Nicholson
was to write in February 1911: ‘It is of importance that we should push on with the
practical study of the military use of aircraft in the field...[[]n view of the fact that
aircraft will undoubtedly be used in the next war ... we cannot afford to delay in the
matter’182 These are hardly the words of someone who was vehemently opposed to
aviation in all its forms and yet Nicholson continues to be vilified by aviation
historians. Indeed, following Nicholson’s later statement a further sub-committee,
established as part of Haldane’s reforms, allowed for the establishment of a single
Flying Corps with two wings - one naval, one military, together with a reserve.183
Andrew Whitmarsh18* makes the point that it has been generally, and
incorrectly, accepted that prior to the First World War aircraft were ignored by the
British army, and by senior generals in particular. Much of this is due to the fact that
historians have taken their lead from the personal recollections and memoirs of Sir
Frederick Sykes, even though his autobiography was not written until 1942, some
32 years after the comments he attributes to Nicholson, and after others that he
credited to Haig.!®> In fact, as Whitmarsh attests, senior officers incorporated
aircraft into manoeuvres and other training exercises; an indication that they

recognised their potential.18¢ While Nicholson’s approach at the sub-committee

182 TNA, AIR 1/119/15/40/71, Memorandum, 17 February 1911.

183 Hankey, The Supreme Command, p. 106.

184 A, Whitmarsh, ‘British Military Manoeuvres and the Development of Military Aviation, 1910-
1913’, War in History, vol. 14, no. 3 (July 2007), pp. 325-346., p. 325.

185 See Sykes, Many Angles, p. 105. In fact, Haig suffered from an over-reliance on aerial
reconnaissance, as shown in the 1912 Army Manoeuvres where his plan of attack on the final day
was based on reports from his aircraft.

186 See S. Batten, Futile Exercise? The British Army’s Preparations for War 1902-1914 (Helion, 2018),
pp. 99-131, for a discussion of the 1912 army manoeuvres.
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meetings upset aviation experts, it must be questioned as to whether he deserves
the reputation he acquired of being ‘bitterly opposed to military aviation in any
form’.187 As CIGS he urged the hastening of the development of military aviation and
although its development was slow and somewhat erratic, aircraft came to be taken
seriously by the British army. It could even be argued that at the start of the war the

British army had the ascendancy, especially in numbers of aircraft.188

Conclusion

There are contrasting opinions as to Nicholson’s effectiveness as CIGS.
Wilson had originally stated that without Nicholson he believed that there would not
have been an effective General Staff. Indeed, Wilson’s advice was regularly sought
and valued by Nicholson although ‘inevitably, Wilson came to grumble in his diary
about Nick’s shortcomings and feet-dragging.18® When Nicholson retired, Wilson
made a typically sweeping comment: ‘I doubt if, in the whole time he has been CIGS,
he has done a single thing to prepare the Army for war’1°? This view probably stems
from Nicholson’s, and Haldane’s, lukewarm response to Wilson’s desire for an
alliance with Belgium.!°! Haldane claimed that Wilson was somewhat impulsive,
while Nicholson believed that it would ‘involve a radical change in our scheme for
supporting France’192 A contrasting view was presented by Spenser Wilkinson, who
wrote of Nicholson that ‘He gave the General Staff its organisation and prepared the

mobilisation arrangements of the Expeditionary Force which in 1914 were to prove

187 Gollin, No Longer an Island, p. 300.

188 Whitmarsh, ‘Development of Military Aviation’, p. 346.

189 Jeffery, Wilson, p. 87.

190 [WM, Wilson diary, 14 March 1912.

191 Jeffery, Wilson, p. 98.

192 TNA, ADM 116/3474, Nicholson to Churchill, 2 September 1911.
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of such value. He also worked out for the use of a future administration a scheme
for the reorganisation of the Army on a national basis.193 Nicholson had successfully
established and stabilised the General Staff following the ineffectiveness of
Lyttelton’s tenure. Working alongside Haig, Nicholson had established an Imperial
General Staff and had encouraged the dominions to consider their obligations
toward military preparation. Nicholson’s memorandum of December 1908,
although probably drafted by Haig, was to prove to be an outstanding document and
rightly regarded as a masterpiece of writing.1°# This was due to the power of
Nicholson’s writing and it was his ability to produce documents like this and to
present the case for their argument which was one of Nicholson’s greatest attributes.
Within the imperial dimension, Nicholson had somewhat less success, largely due to
the more limited and self-interested approach of the dominions. At times he was
rather too cautious in his approach, wanting to analyse material before reaching a
conclusion. This led to Wilson’s frustration with his support for the W.F. scheme and
the accusations of his lack of support for technical innovations, and indeed more
remained to be done in both areas following Nicholson’s retirement.

There were concerns that, in his final year in post, Nicholson proved
somewhat less effective.1?> Wilson, for example, complained about Nicholson’s lack
of interest in preparing the expeditionary force. Nicholson only attended the
January 1912 Staff Conference on the last day, leaving its running to Murray (DMT)
and Kiggell (DSD). He did, though, have a late achievement with the establishment
of the Army Review, which was the first time that there had been a professional

journal to discuss the latest information on military matters. According to

193 Bod. Lib., Wilkinson cuttings, ‘Lord Nicholson’.
194 Teagarden, Haldane at the War Office, p. 77.
195 Gooch, Plans for War, p. 122.
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Repington, the Army Review showed that the ‘General Staff is now capable of
teaching and that the time has come when we should endeavour to establish
principles and doctrines so that we may have continuity in policy, tactics and
administration while keeping clearly before us all reforms which new
developments.1°¢ Nicholson had always been thorough and rigorous, if not always
constructive, in his questioning, as was shown during the sub-committee on
aviation, and had on occasion, such as over conscription, subordinated his own
views in favour of a pragmatic approach to what was practical in peacetime. He had
defended the army from the pressure of the navy and had assisted Haldane in the
preserving the Army Estimates from Radical cuts. There were limitations to the
success of the Imperial General Staff but he had established a General Staff with an
Imperial dimension. Esher, once one of Nicholson’s greatest critics, came to regard
him as much underrated: ‘no-one, I fear will ever know what a large debt of gratitude
is due to him for his hard work, patience and good sense in establishing the General
Staff’1%7 Following Nicholson’s retirement, Repington felt that the efficiency of the
War Office was much reduced with the departure of both Nicholson and Haldane.18
Nicholson was rewarded by promotion to the rank of field marshal, together with a
peerage. From the evidence, it would be appropriate to conclude with Beckett, that
Nicholson’s time as CGS/CIGS had ‘proved a great success in establishing the General

Staff’.199

196 BL,, Northcliffe Papers, ADD MSS 62253 ff 7-8, Repington to Northcliffe, 29 June 1911.
197 Brett, Journal, vol.2, p. 431, Esher to M.V. Brett, 30 December 1909.

198 NLS, Haldane MSS 5909 ff272-3, Repington to Haldane, 27 November 1912.

199 Beckett, ‘Selection by Disparagement, p. 47.
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Chapter Eight Retirement Controversies

The controversies that had surrounded Nicholson throughout his career did
not dissipate with his retirement. When Nicholson retired from his post as CIGS he
remained an active member of the CID and was also appointed to chair a committee
investigating expenditure in the Indian army. As a member of the CID, he was
involved in debates over the possible construction of a channel tunnel (see Chapter
Four, pages 121-127). He was subsequently appointed to be a member of the Royal
Commission set up to enquire into the debacle of the Gallipoli campaign. In some
ways, this appointment was controversial as it resurrected likely differences with
two adversaries, Hamilton and Kitchener, although the latter had died before the
Commission met. As discussed in Chapter Six, Nicholson was also asked by Haldane
to comment on the draft of the latter's memoirs, which Nicholson did, as would be
expected, in detail.! In his later years Nicholson had also held the positions of
Chairman of the London Territorial Association and Colonel Commandant of the
Royal Engineers, in addition to being President of the United Services Club.? He died,
quite suddenly on 13 September 1918, just before the armistice which ended the
Great War, and before the publication of the final report of the Dardanelles
Commission.3 In reviewing the major controversies of Nicholson’s retirement, this
chapter will examine why he was appointed to the enquiries (and the military
concerns aroused by his appointments); his mode of conducting himself, and of

interrogating witnesses during the enquiries; and his influence upon their outcomes.

1 NLS, Haldane MSS 5913, Nicholson to Haldane, 3 July 1916; Spiers, Haldane, pp. 24-28.

2 Nicholson had also been elected a member of the Athenaeum club on 3 April 1906 under ‘Rule II
as a fast track entry for persons of particular standing, having been proposed by Lord Roberts and
sponsored by Viscount Haldane’. (Archive of the Athenaeum Club entry no. 9859).

3 Nicholson had developed cancer and died on 13 September 1918, soon after the diagnosis.
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It will reflect upon how his role in these activities affected his reputation and the
controversies that surrounded it.
The Committee on Indian Army Expenditure (The Nicholson Committee) 1912
-13

The Nicholson Committee, which was set up following a request by the
government in India, has attracted little attention from historians, largely because
its reports were never published. When he reached the end of his term of office as
CIGS, in March 1912, Nicholson officially retired from the army and was raised to the
peerage as Baron Nicholson of Roundhay, but he was unemployed for a matter of 27
days.* On 11 April he was appointed for special duties to head up a committee to
investigate expenditure of the Indian army and returned to India where he had
spent the majority of his early career.®

The condition and finances of the Indian Army were of particular sensitivity
for several reasons. Firstly, following the defeat of Russia by the Japanese in 1904
the threat to India had diminished. Secondly, the threat from Russia to India had
also reduced due to the agreement reached with the signing of the Anglo-Russian
Entente in 1907. Furthermore, it was felt by some that the reforms that had been
introduced into the Indian army by Kitchener while Commander-in-Chief, India
(1903-09), had not had sufficient time to prove whether they could be successful or

not.® Additionally, as Haig was to discover during his time as CGS in India (1909-12),

4 Statement of the Services of William Gustavus Nicholson of the Royal Engineers.

5 CAC, CHAR 2/57/1, Nicholson to Churchill, 2 July 1912. Nicholson was replying to Churchill’s

telegram of 14 June congratulating him on his elevation to a peerage.

6 See T. Moreman, ‘Lord Kitchener, the General Staff and the Army in India, 1902-14’, in The British
General Staff. Reform and Innovation 1890-1914, in D. French, and B.H. Reid, (eds), (Frank Cass,
2002), pp. 48-62.
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the Indian army regarded anyone from Whitehall with suspicion, which meant that
transforming the army was difficult.”

In late 1911 the government of India had begun to look at the question of the
army, essentially with regard to expenditure, particularly because of the loss of three
million due to the loss of opium exports to China.?2 Additionally, the government
wanted to explore whether the situation had changed sufficiently due to altered
circumstances since 1903, when Kitchener’s system was implemented.” The
government of India asked for a specially constituted committee to be formed to look
into these matters and for Nicholson in particular to be appointed to preside over
it.10 The government described Nicholson as someone who ‘knows the Indian Army
like a book [and] is agreeable, though he realises the delicacy of the task’11 Crewe,
as secretary of state for India, continued that, ‘Sir O'M Creagh is keen for the
Committee and for Nicholson’s chairmanship which naturally will facilitate
matters’1? Additionally, Nicholson had already, in 1902, chaired a committee
considering the military defence of India and this further added to his credentials
for chairing this later committee.!3 Although Nicholson was regarded as a difficult
person, his experience and expertise were widely valued. It would also appear that

he realised the difficulties that his committee would face. In particular as someone

7 D.E. Delaney, The Imperial Army Project: Britain and the Land Forces of the Dominions and India
1902-1945 (Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 67; G. ]. de Groot, Douglas Haig 1861-1928, (Unwin
Hyman, 1988), pp. 135-9.

8 RA, GEO V N 244/3 Crewe to Stamfordham, 30 October 1911. Lord Crewe was the Secretary of
State for India while Lord Stamfordham was the private secretary to King George V. The letter does
not state whether this was pounds or rupees.

9 Ibid.

10 Thid.

11 Tbid.

12 [bid. Sir O'Moore Creagh had succeeded Kitchener as Commander-in-Chief in India in 1909. See
Sir O’Moore Creagh, The Autobiography of General Sir O’Moore Creagh, VC (Hutchinson, 1925).

13 TNA, CAB 38/1/14, ‘Second Report of a Committee appointed to consider the Military Defence of
India, 30 December 1903.” The Committee consisted of Lieutenant-General Sir William Nicholson
(chair), Major-General Sir E. Stedman and Sir W. Lee-Warner.
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with considerable experience, both in India and the War Office, it was hoped that he
might be acceptable to those on both sides of the debate.

While they expressed a certain degree of optimism about the situation,
Stamfordham commented that he felt that it was a pity that the Indian army could
not be left alone, and that there had not been sufficient time for Kitchener’s reforms
to be tested.l* He also stated that ‘Sir William Nicholson (the note predates
Nicholson’s elevation to the peerage) is a very able man but I have always been told
he is a prejudiced one. He has never quite seen eye to eye with Kitchener.!> The King
expressed similar views about referring the question to an outside committee,
although he appeared to have more confidence in Nicholson:

[ imagine the Committee will only express an opinion on the

Duties, responsibilities and requirements of the Army in India

at the present time - the strength of the fighting force, and the

time required for internal defence. I think the result will be

satisfactory from the Army point of view with Nicholson as

president - and should make any question of reduction in the

future difficult.1®
This is, perhaps, an indication of a continuing improved relationship between Nicholson
and the monarchy. Nicholson had, in the past, felt frustrated about the interference of
the monarchy in the army during the days of Queen Victoria and the Dukes of Cambridge
and Connaught. Edward VII had changed his views on Nicholson (possibly due to the

influence of Esher), to the extent of accepting him as CGS. His relationship with George

V seemed more cordial,!” and the King made him an aide de camp in July 1910.

14 RA, GEO VN 244/4 Note by Stamfordham, 30/10/1911.

15 Tbid.

16 RA, GEO V N244/5 Note by King George V,31/10/1911.

17 Nicholson was received, on a number of occasions, by the King at Buckingham Palace - see for
example RA, GV/PRIV/GVD 1905 23/24 March 1905; GV/PRIV/GVD 1907, 26 March;
GV/PRIV/GVD/1910, 12 April; GV/PRIV/GVD/1912, 5 March; GV/PRIV/GVD/1913, 5 May.
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There was considerable doubt, from some quarters in England, as to the
efficacy of establishing a committee at this time. The government in India, on the
other hand, felt that the timing was correct. Even given this sensitivity, as has been
seen, many people felt that Nicholson, despite his reputation, was, because of his
knowledge of India, the right person for the task. When Nicholson returned to India
it was the first time since 1899 that he had been there, apart from a few weeks when
he left South Africa.

The Committee was constituted under Resolution in the Army Department
no. 2276-A.D. at Simla on 9 April 1912. There were four members of the Committee:
Field Marshal Lord Nicholson, who as president of the committee was granted the
casting vote over any decisions; Lieutenant-General Sir Percy Lake, Chief of the
General Staff in India; Lieutenant-General Sir Robert Scallon, commanding the
Burma Division and formerly Adjutant General in India; Sir William Meyer, Chief
Secretary to the Government of Madras and formerly Secretary to the Government
of India in the finance department and the military finance branch. The secretary of
the committee was Lieutenant-Colonel C.W.G. Richardson.!8
The terms of reference of the Committee were as follows:

. To carry out a comprehensive survey of various circumstances
requiring the use of military force which might arise out of the
external and internal situation in India under the conditions
which now exist or may possibly arise during the next few years.

ii. To consider and report on the numbers and constitution of the
armed force which should now be maintained in India to meet
these obligations.

iii. To consider and report whether any, and if so what, measures for

the reduction of military expenditure are compatible with the
efficient maintenance of that force.1?

18 BL, APAC, V/26/280/2, Proceedings of the Army in India Committee 1912 (Simla: 1913), vol. 1 (of
8).
19 Tbid; RA, PS/PSO/GV/C/N/244/9, The Times, 2 June 1913, p. 9.
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As afirst principle, the Committee determined that India would not be called
upon to maintain a force of troops that would be placed at the disposal of the home
forces for wars outside of the Indian sphere.?? It allowed that India might, in
extremis, lend troops if they were available but that Indian forces should be limited
to ‘small proportions’?! Given that Nicholson, during his time as CIGS, had tried to
increase both the reach of the Imperial General Staff and also standardise the
imperial armies, this might appear a little strange.?? However, the Indian
government was looking to reduce its costs and Nicholson’s committee was to
accede to this and recommend the limitation of the scope of the Indian army to local
wars. The Committee met at Simla at the end of April and held 63 meetings prior to
the submission of the report. They questioned 41 witnesses, who came from all
aspects of the government of India.?3

A large part of the detail that the Committee considered was based around
the Kitchener reforms of 1903-4. These were known as the Redistribution and
Reorganisation Scheme, which materially governed the military situation in India as
the Committee discovered when it convened in 1912. The Committee found that the
years prior to Kitchener’s arrival had been ones of ‘great activity and
improvement’24 About 450 British officers had been added to the Indian army, the
transport system had been thoroughly reorganised, and the army had received
360,000 long Lee-Enfield rifles between 1899-1903, in addition to new mountain

guns and a reorganisation of the artillery.

20 D.E. Delaney, The Imperial Army Project, p. 68.

21 Ibid.

22 Ibid, pp. 47-61.

23 These are outlined by Nicholson in the details of the Majority Report. See BL, APAC, V 26/280/2.
24 BL, APAC, V 26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, The Majority Report, p. 26.
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Nicholson’s Committee was to consider the expenditure of the Indian army,
which had been increased considerably by Kitchener’s reforms. Kitchener, when he
had arrived in India, found himself in disagreement with the system of Dual Control
which was established there. This brought him into conflict with the Viceroy, Lord
Curzon. Dual Control meant that while the commander-in-chief’s responsibility was
to train the army, all other military matters were the responsibility of the viceroy,
exercised through the Military Member of the Viceregal Council. This meant that the
Military Member (usually a major-general) was able to make policy suggestions to
the Viceroy, which could then be presented to the commander-in-chief as virtual
directives. Kitchener believed that the field army in India was insufficient because
itneeded to be able to cope with Russia in the defence of the integrity of Afghanistan.
India must, therefore, ‘provide for eventualities without any guarantee as to the date
of arrival of troops from England and overseas’.?> Consequently Kitchener proposed
to increase the field army to nine divisions and eight cavalry brigades. The problem
was that the reforms instigated by Kitchener, including a significant increase in the
number of British army officers, involved a considerable increase in the expenditure
on the army. This was one of the major issues that Nicholson’s committee was
charged with reviewing.

The problem for Nicholson was that the views expressed by the home army
differed from those of the Indian government. The latter argued that the external
situation had improved while the internal situation had deteriorated since 1903-4,
and that there was now a need for retrenchment. The government in India declared

that while war with Afghanistan was a possible contingency that had to be faced,

25 Ibid, p. 27.
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previous wars had proved to be fruitless. Afghanistan’s military strength had
increased due to modern arms, so that to reach and hold Kabul would be more
difficult than before.26

It might have been anticipated, given the antipathy between Nicholson and
Kitchener, that the former might have relished undermining the latter’s position by
reaching a critical verdict on Kitchener’s measures. That, however, was not to be the
case. Nicholson wrote to Stamfordham:

[ hope that the work of our committee may be productive of good
results. We have lately been examining Lord Kitchener’s scheme for
internal and external defence, which in its main features seems as
good a scheme as could have been devised. Owing to somewhat
changed conditions, it may need certain modification, but so far as
we have gone I see no likelihood of our recommending any great
changes in military organisation or any material reduction of the
Army in India.?”

Yet the Committee, stymied by differences over proposed cuts in divisional
numbers and expenditure could not agree a way forward. Eventually it produced a
Majority Report, written by Nicholson and Meyer, and a Minority Report, written by
Lake and Scallon; Nicholson as President had the casting vote. The differences
included a recognition, contained in the Majority Report, that the situation in India
had changed, with reductions in expenditure being necessary.?® The Minority
Report proffered an allegiance to Kitchener’s views, together with a feeling that his

reforms needed longer to prove whether they worked.? This outcome satisfied no-

one.

26 Ibid, p. 30.

27 RA, GEO V 244/7, Nicholson to Stamfordham, 19/6/1912.

28 BL, APAC, V/26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, Majority Report, vol. 1 (of 8).
29 BL, APAC, V/26280/3, Proceedings 1912, the Minority Report.
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Nicholson wrote to both Lake and Scallon as soon as the Majority Report
had been drafted, which he said was in accordance with the conclusions arrived at
by the committee: ‘From the discussions which have already taken place I am aware
that, in a few cases you may wish to record minutes of dissent.30 He requested that
those minutes be sent to him as soon as they were ready. He also offered to meet
again with them if they so wished. The drafting of the minutes took longer than had
been anticipated and therefore Nicholson wrote again stating that he intended to
call a further meeting of the committee.3! Nicholson’s tone was conciliatory, and he
clearly hoped that it might be possible to present a single report, with a few
sentences of dissent. As ever, being one to pay close attention to detail, he also took
the opportunity to ‘remind’ them of the rules of procedure with regard to writing
such minutes. This reminder included a comment that the report had been written
based upon the

evidence, documentary and oral, which we had collected when
we closed our enquiry for the purpose of drafting the Report;
and on our prolonged discussion of the same, of the papers
and notes which from time to time were written and laid
before the committee by you, Sir William Meyer and myself
and the various points at issue under the terms of reference.3?

He reminded them that they must not raise fresh issues or bring forward
fresh evidence to support their dissent. Lake and Scallon, on the other hand, in a
letter at the end of the Minority Report, expressed some concern about the drafting
of the report.

We desire to emphasise the fact that the draft of the report has been
prepared by our colleagues alone, without discussion in committee

or references to us as to its general form or the terms in which its
conclusions were to be expressed; and then when it was drawn up

30 BL, APAC, V/26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, Majority Report, Enclosure A, p. 229.
31BL, APAC, V26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, Majority Report, Enclosure B, p. 229. 16 February 1913.
32 |bid.
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we were invited not to discuss it but merely to point out ‘press
errors or other patent mistakes’33
It was at this point that controversy entered the proceedings. Nicholson

wrote separately to both Scallon and Lake, expressing surprise that their minutes
were taking so long as he had anticipated that they would only be brief minutes of
dissension on a few points following the prolonged discussions that had taken place.
‘Your letter of 8th February last to Colonel Richardson after your receipt of the draft
of the first instalment of the Report confirmed me in this anticipation.34 It became
clear to Nicholson that their dissent was greater than he anticipated.

on receipt of the draft of some of these [joint minutes] I

observed that they were lengthy documents of a contentious

nature in which you had not merely set forth your views on the

points upon which we agreed to differ;, but intended, so far as

[ could judge from the drafts you had already sent me, to

assume towards almost the whole of the draft Report an

attitude of detached criticism which would not only dissociate

you or Sir Robert Scallon from your colleagues but would

imply that the points at issue had not been fully discussed

before the Report was drafted.3>
Again, Nicholson’s tone was moderate but it was clear that something of an impasse
had been reached. There was also a note of irritation, perhaps exacerbated by the

fact that he also wanted to return home.3¢ As a consequence Nicholson consulted

the Viceroy, who decided that Lake and Scallon would not be required to sign the

33 BL, APAC, V26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, Minority Report, letter of explanation, p. 227.

34 BL, APAC, V26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, Majority Report, Enclosure C, p. 230, 10 March 1913.

35 |bid.

36 BL, APAC, v26/280/2, Proceedings 1912, Majority Report, Enclosure B, p. 22916 February 1913,
p. 229. Nicholson wrote to both Lake and Scallon ‘I may mention that I have hitherto hoped to leave
Bombay for England on March 8, and if the business of the Committee precludes my doing so I
must have time to change my plans.’
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Report but to submit a separate report (the Minority Report), to be prepared in
accordance with the conditions prescribed by the Viceroy.3”

The Commander-in-Chief in India, Sir O’Moore Creagh, perhaps
understandably tended to agree with the Minority Report, even though it went
against the feelings of the government of India, largely because one of the signatories
was his chief of staff, Sir Percy Lake. He wrote to Stamfordham: ‘Lord Nicholson’s,
in my opinion, unfortunate proposal was on the outbreak of war to upset the present
divisional organisation - reducing it from 9 to 7 divisions.3® Creagh wrote a report
for the government of India in which he stated that he derived

the impression that no great differences in point of principle

separated any of us. We are all ready to attach a higher degree of

importance than heretofore to the necessity of ample provision for

the maintainance [sic] of internal security, and we appear to agree

that, after this has been fully provided for, the largest organised

field army which our present number of fighting units permits us

to place in the field, should be fully equipped for active service and

kept in a condition to take the field without delay.3?
Creagh then wrote a ‘secret’ report in which he outlined the major differences
between the Majority and Minority reports.*? He identified the essential differences
as being that Nicholson and Meyer recommended a reduction of the field army to
seven divisions and five cavalry brigades, while Lake and Scallon wanted to preserve
the basis of Kitchener’s scheme, retaining nine divisions. In Creagh’s opinion the

main point was that Nicholson and Meyer thought that the internal security

arrangements should be the primary consideration irrespective of whether the Field

37 BL, APAC, V/26/280/2, Enclosure C, Nicholson to Lake, 10 March 1913.

38 RA, GEO V 244 /10 Creagh to Stamfordham, 11 October 1913.

39RA, GEO VN244/ 12 and 13, Report of Sir O’'Moore Creagh.

40 RA, GEO V N 244/17, Secret. ‘The principal points of difference between the Reports of Lord
Nicholson and Sir W. Meyer on the one hand and Sir P. Lake and Sir R. Scallon on the other - as
viewed by Sir O’'Moore Creagh.’
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Army was sufficient for war4! He believed that Nicholson’s proposals would be
seized on by politicians who wanted to reduce the number of officers in peacetime.

By way of contrast, the Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, and the government of India
were largely in agreement with the recommendations of the majority report.
Hardinge wrote to the King,

Lord Nicholson is returning to England at the end of this week. His

report has taken much longer than he anticipated. I have seen it and

I do not think it contains anything very startling. It places the Field

Army on a more efficient footing and effects a redistribution of troops

to meet requirements of internal defence which under present

conditions is extremely weak. No economies are effected, the present

standard of 19% millions on army expenditure being maintained, but

the money being better spent.#?
He continued that more ‘useless’ regiments were to be raised to their full
complement and need to be reorganised from top to bottom.*3

The Committee proved to be controversial, not because of Nicholson, his
attitude or his recommendations, but because of the differing expectations in India
and in Britain. It was the case that its proposed recommendations were better
received by the government of India than at home. It could be speculated that
Kitchener, whose scheme was under review, was afforded more universal respect in
England than in India,** and the views of Lady Curzon suggested that Kitchener had
lost respect in India. Charles A'Court Repington, the military correspondent of The

Times, wrote, ‘The failure to complete the Kitchener scheme is a dereliction of

Imperial duty, for the despatch of troops from India has taken place on many

41 [bid.

42RA, GEO V P522/35, Hardinge to HM the King, 10 April 1913.

43 [bid.

44 In her diary of 25 October 1905, Lady Curzon intimated that Kitchener had lost the respect of the
whole of India and that there would be rejoicing if he was forced to resign. J. Bradley (ed), Lady
Curzon’s India: Letters of a Vicereine, (New York: Beaufort books, 1985), pp. 165-166.
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occasions, and the less that India can do in this means in future the greater the
potential strain upon our forces at home and upon those of the Dominions.*> He
then went on to state that the Nicholson Report and the actions of the government
of India and the cabinet at home would be judged by the completion of the scheme.
With hindsight, Nicholson’s judgement proved to be sound in that Kitchener’s
reforms of the Indian military ‘led to logistical failures in the First World War’.4¢ [t
was always potentially going to be problematic, and limit the usefulness of the
committee, when it consisted of four members, with the casting vote relying on the
chairman. In the event the report of the Nicholson Committee went no further, partly

because of the disagreement but mainly because it was overtaken by events.

Haldane’s Memorandum

Nicholson also became involved in a disagreement with his friend Haldane,
over the latter’s ‘Memorandum of events between 1906-1915’, drafted originally in
April 1916. This was intended as a defence of his record as Secretary of State for War
and ‘to assist anyone to whom it may fall to sort out my papers hereafter’.#” Haldane’s
intention was to use the memorandum as a basis for his memoirs which were
published in 1920.48 Haldane’s objective was to restore his reputation, which had
been ruined during wartime, when he was accused of being pro-German. The
motives for his pre-war visits to Germany were misrepresented and this was

exacerbated by the refusal of the Foreign Office to publish an account of his mission

45 RA, PS/PSO/GV/C/N/244/9, The Times, 2 June 1913, p. 10.

46 T.A. Heathcote, The Military in British India: The Development of British Land Forces in South Asia
1600-1947 (Praetorian Press, 2013), p. 159.

47 NLS, Haldane MSS 5919, ‘Memorandum of events between 1906-1915’, p. 1. The Memorandum
was circulated to Haldane’s colleagues and friends.

8 R.B. Haldane, Before the War, (Cassell, 1920).
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to Berlinin 1912. The Memorandum was written in four sections and various friends
and former colleagues were invited to read and comment.#? In a letter of 2 July 1916
Nicholson replied that he found the memorandum both interesting and enlightening
but that his recollection of what Haldane had to say on pages 134-138, regarding a
scheme for compulsory service was somewhat different. In typically detailed
manner Nicholson responded to Haldane’s account of a hypothetical scheme drawn
up by the General Staff under Nicholson, ‘the utility of which Haldane derided’>?
Nicholson laid out in detail the special requirements of the Empire, the cost of the
scheme, and that it would involve ‘the breaking up of the Territorial Force which had
only lately been organized, and which was developing in a fashion which surprised
most professional soldiers and was destined still further to surprise them in the
course of the present war’>! Nicholson also stated that there was not ‘the faintest
probability of a new army system involving compulsory service being supported by
either the Liberal or Unionist party or being acceptable to the nation.>2 Nicholson
finished his letter by disagreeing further with a statement Haldane had made:

While I do not question the accuracy of your statement that on

submitting the scheme to you I said that so far as military

utility was concerned it might go into the fire, my impression

is that I qualified that remark by some such expression as ‘for

the time being’ or ‘under existing conditions’. If I did not do

so, [ think I ought to have done so0.53
Nicholson had wanted to remain on good terms with Haldane but was not prepared

to be misrepresented, in his eyes, as making such a glib remark. Interestingly,

Haldane did not record Nicholson’s objection nor his comments that ‘a compulsory

49 Speirs, Haldane, pp. 10-28.

50 [bid, p. 17

51 NLS, Haldane MSS 5913,27-28, Nicholson to Haldane, 2 July 1916.
52 Tbid.

53 Ibid.
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system coupled with a short Colours service would have been cheaper to operate

than the pre-war voluntary system’.5#

The Dardanelles Commission

While Nicholson had seemed to be the obvious choice to head up the
Committee in India, his choice as the military member on the Dardanelles
Commission was to be more controversial. The majority of senior officers were
serving in the war and therefore Nicholson, as a retired field marshal, and a member
of the CID, was appointed to serve as the military member of the Commission,
although his appointment was to cause consternation among some of the witnesses
who were to be called. The Dardanelles Commission was formally constituted by
Parliament through the Special Commissions (Dardanelles and Mesopotamia) Act of
1916 to investigate both the naval campaign and the conduct of the military
offensive on the Gallipoli Peninsula. As a senior military figure, Nicholson’s
appointment was to ensure a fair hearing for the military figures who came before
the commission, just as Sir William May’s was to serve the same purpose for the
naval witnesses.>> His appointment was also somewhat controversial because he
was known to be an ‘adversary’ of both Lord Kitchener and Sir Ian Hamilton.>¢
Kitchener was, however, killed when H.M.S. Hampshire sank on 5 June 1916, before

the Commission convened. Hamilton therefore believed that the blame for the failure

54 NLS, Haldane MSS 5913 ff.27-8, Nicholson to Haldane, 3 July 1916.

55 House of Commons Parliamentary Debates, vol.84 (27 July 1916), col. 1911. It had been agreed in
Parliament that the admirals and generals should ‘be tried by men who understand something
about modern military matters’. Admiral Sir William May, who had been at one time the Second Sea
Lord, was appointed to serve the same purpose for the naval witnesses.

56 After the war Hamilton described Nicholson as the ‘bitterest enemy’ of Kitchener. Hamilton’s own
relationship with Nicholson fluctuated between friendship and rivalry.
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of the campaign would shift from Kitchener to himself. Lord Cromer was appointed
to chair the Commission but, unfortunately, he died four months into the
Commission and was replaced by William Pickford. Other commissioners were
Thomas Mackenzie (New Zealand High Commissioner in London), Andrew Fisher
(Australian High Commissioner), MPs Frederick Cawley, James Clyde, Stephen
Gwynn and Walter Roch, and Admiral Sir William May. The Commission met over
89 days between late August 1916 and early September 1917, with its reports being
completed in March 1917 and November 1919. While it is beyond the scope of this
thesis to add comprehensively to an understanding of the Commission as a whole,
this section aims to throw light on Nicholson’s involvement in it and how it
contributes to an analysis of his career. 57

It is important to spend a little time considering the attitude of [an Hamilton
to both the Commission, and Nicholson’s membership of it. Hamilton, having been
Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF) was going to
be the most prominent witness.>8 His reputation, and the vindication of his actions,

depended upon the outcome of the report produced by the Commission. As soon as

57 Comprehensive considerations of the Commission can be found in one chapter in Sir M. Hankey,
The Supreme Command (London: 1961); a chapter in T. Travers, Gallipoli 1915 (Tempus, 2004), pp.
281-298; one chapter in ]. MacLeod, Reconsidering Gallipoli (Manchester University Press, 2004), pp.
25-56, and three chapters in C.M. Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles (Oxford University Press, 2017),
pp. 225-288. R. Prior, Gallipoli: The End of a Myth (Yale University Press, 2009); L. A. Carlyon, Gallipoli
(Doubleday, 2001); E.M. Spiers, ‘Gallipoli’ in The First World War and British Military History, B. Bond
(ed) (Clarendon Press, 1991), pp. 165-88. See also ]. MacLeod, ‘General Sir lan Hamilton and the
Dardanelles Commission’, War in History, 8. 4 (November 2001) pp. 418-441. There is also a recent
article about the Commission from the Australian perspective: ]. Mann and C. Bridge, ‘Australia and
the Dardanelles Commission 1916-1917: a re-assessment’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical
Society, 106, part 2 (December 2020), pp. 146-165. The reports of the Commission have been
published in two volumes; T. Coates (ed), The Dardanelles Commission Part 1: Lord Kitchener and
Winston Churchill, 1914-15 (HMSO, 2000) and T. Coates (ed), Defeat at Gallipoli - The Dardanelles
Commission Part 2 1915-16 (HMSO 2000).

58 There are two modern biographies of lan Hamilton. One of them, John Lee, General Sir Ian
Hamilton 1853-1947 (Macmillan, 2000) is uncritically sympathetic of Hamilton, while the other,
John Philip Jones, Johnny: The Legend and Tragedy of General Sir lan Hamilton (Pen and Sword,
2012) is more balanced but does not refer to the Dardanelles Commission and contains no
reference to Nicholson.
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the Commission was declared, Hamilton went to work, initially to influence its
membership and then its outcomes. Peter Hart in his book, Gallipoli, declared his
performance at the Commission, in particular his actions in trying to create a
‘smokescreen’ behind which to hide the lack of success of the operations under his
command, to be ‘of dubious morality’>® Hamilton wanted to object to the
appointment of Nicholson as a member of the Commission,®® but when that proved
to be impossible, as he had already objected to the appointment of Andrew Fisher
as one of the Commissioners,®! he wrote to Walter Braithwaite, the former Chief of
Staff of the MEF:62

Nick’s appointment caused me to shiver. On the surface he has

always been a friend; under the surface he has been, I know, a

persistent crabber of your humble servant. In any case his

delight in mischief-making will certainly find scope in the

Commission. But there is one side to his mind which may save us.

He hates K. a great deal more than he hates me. Not that I think

he hates me at all, but he has been jealous of me and has always

had a mischievous delight in trying to put a spoke in my wheel.®3
The letter might indicate a certain degree of paranoia on the part of Hamilton. There
is nothing in any written source to suggest that Nicholson ‘hated’, in a personal sense,
either Hamilton or Kitchener. Any comments that he made were concerning their
abilities, particularly with regard to the writing of despatches and other similar

documents. In other words, their administrative abilities. This view, as has been

shown, is vindicated by the opinions of others. There is nothing to suggest that

59 P. Hart, Gallipoli (Profile Books, 2013), p. 396.

60 Travers, Gallipoli, p. 282; Lee, A Soldier’s Life, p. 232.

61 C. Lee, Jean, Lady Hamilton 1861-1941: A Soldier’s Wife (privately published, 2001), p. 162.

62 Braithwaite, who was Hamilton’s CGS and principal advisor, was the conduit between Hamilton
and the other GHQ staff. Braithwaite’s ambivalence to the ANZAC (Suvla) scheme and his
preference for operations at Cape Helles suggests that he may not have performed his role as
effectively as he might. See J. Cleverly, ‘More than a Sideshow? An Analysis of GHQ Decision Making
during the Planning of the Landings at Suvla Bay, Gallipoli, August 1914, War in History, 24. 1
(January 2017) p. 50.

63 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/1/13, Hamilton to Braithwaite, 17 August 1916.
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Nicholson was in any way jealous of Hamilton, and it is difficult to comprehend any
circumstance in which that might have applied. Nicholson had a very successful
career, had risen to the peak of his profession, and had a happy marriage, and
although Hamilton had more success and recognition in the field, both of these
Nicholson would eschew. He neither demanded nor sought the approval of others
and he had almost certainly recognised his limitations as a field officer.®* If anything
Hamilton had cause to be jealous of Nicholson who, by 1890, had secured his
seniority, had been selected as Lockhart’s Chief of Staff and had been appointed over
Hamilton as adjutant-general in India.®> The significant issue is that Nicholson wrote
little about his relationship with Hamilton and certainly nothing about his time on
the Dardanelles Commission. Hamilton, on the other hand, committed himself to
print in a number of books from the time of the Russo-Japanese War and it is his
views which are more widely known.

Not only was Hamilton’s approach to the Commission of dubious morality, it
was also of dubious legality, due to his machinations in ‘preparing’ witnesses.
Travers cites Hamilton as telling Birdwood to ‘lose not a moment coming to my house
and ask to see the papers [his Commission Papers] left for you to look over. It is vital
and will help you enormously’.%® Travers concludes, ‘Of course all of this was strictly
illegal: the fact of such papers being in existence is, of course, deadly secret.®”
Hamilton tried to suggest to the secretary of the Commission, Grimwood Mears, the
names of those he should call as witnesses. He also had a secret source in the

Commission, who told him what line of questioning to expect. Based upon this

64 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, pp. 248-249.

65 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 235.

66 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 17/4/2 /16 Hamilton to Birdwood, 19 January 1917.
67 Travers, Gallipoli, p. 289.
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information, he tried to anticipate the key areas of investigation.®® He told
Braithwaite, who had been his chief of staff at Gallipoli, that this could put them in
prison ‘if it is known that we know’.? According to Travers, Hamilton obtained, from
this secret source, the evidence of Hankey’? and also Churchill’s paper regarding the
naval part of the Dardanelles operation.”! In fact, according to Jenny MacLeod,
Hamilton was able to view the evidence of at least 31 of the 43 witnesses.”? Using
this evidence Hamilton began to prepare, alongside Braithwaite, replies to the most
important issues.

Before the Commission had met, Hamilton had collaborated with Churchill
when it appeared that papers might be laid before Parliament. Their plan was to
place the responsibility for the failures on Kitchener, but this changed with the
latter’s death and they co-operated less frequently.”? Churchill was the other person
who had a lot to lose from any criticism by the Commission and therefore he was also
concerned to influence the proceedings. Like Hamilton, Churchill was an old friend
of Nicholson, dating back to the time of the Tirah campaign. Churchill had been
responsible for proposing an attack on the Dardanelles at the War Council meeting

of 25 November 191474 and while both Carden’> and Lord Fisher concurred with

68 Ibid, p. 283.

69 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 17/4/1/16 Hamilton to Braithwaite 21 September 1916.

70 PP, Cmd. See Cd 8490, First Report of the Dardanelles Commission, vol. 10, p. 2. Hankey was
Secretary to the War Council.

71 Travers, Gallipoli, p. 283.

72 ]. MacLeod, ‘General Sir [an Hamilton and the Dardanelles Commission’, War in History, 8. 4, pp.
418-441, (November 2001), p. 429.

73 . Hamilton, Listening for the Drums (Faber and Faber, 1944) p. 254. Hamilton describes a
meeting with Churchill where they heard a newspaper seller shouting the news of Kitchener’s
death while they were putting the finishing touches to their evidence.

74 TNA, CAB 63/17, Memorandum by the Secretary. Based on the Proceedings of the War Council,
Dardanelles Committee and War Committee in connection with the Dardanelles Operations, p.4.
75 TNA, CAB 19/28, Dardanelles Commission: Evidence, qns 1264; 2232-3. On 3 January Churchill
asked Carden, who was to be appointed as commander of the navy’s Eastern Mediterranean
Squadron, for his views on the possibility of forcing the Dardanelles by warships alone, to which he
received the reply that they might be forced by extended operations with a large number of ships.
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Churchill’s stance, the evidence suggests that it was Churchill who initiated the
project and pushed it forward with vigour.”¢ As a result of the campaign Churchill
had lost his position as the First Lord of the Admiralty and therefore had a reputation
to defend, especially if he was to regain his position in politics. Interestingly, although
he had, potentially, as much to lose as Hamilton, Churchill did not express the same
despair at Nicholson’s presence and in fact they remained on friendly terms both
during and after the proceedings. Churchill was allowed, in addition to presenting
his own evidence, to question witnesses.”” At one point, while Churchill was
demonstrating the unreliability of Sir George Arthur, who had been Kitchener’s
private secretary, as a witness, Nicholson interjected that if Kitchener had really been
eager for a joint operation, as Arthur was stating, he had clearly gone to some way to
conceal it.”® Nicholson continued to press Arthur and asked him whether Kitchener
had not ‘repeated ad nauseum to Hamilton and others’’® that he ‘had no intention
whatever of using the army on any large scale on the Dardanelles?][...] Yet we are told
here [by Arthur] that he made this protest. The things are perfectly incompatible are
they not?’80 Arthur’s credibility came under further scrutiny from Churchill when he
admitted that he and Kitchener rarely discussed war-related matters. The main
difference between Churchill’s and Hamilton’s actions was that the latter was more
covert.8l As James notes ‘Churchill’s evidence and its presentation was a tour de
force, and contributed substantially to the relative mildness with which the

Commission treated his part.'8?

76 R.R. James, Churchill: A Study in Failure 1900-1939. (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1970), p. 67.
77TNA, CAB 19/28. Dardanelles Commission papers.

78 Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles, p. 273.

79 Ibid.

80 TNA, CAB 19/28, Dardanelles Commission, Churchill testimony, 1 December 1916, Q. 6205.
81 MacLeod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 31.

82 James, Churchill: A Study in Failure, p. 89.
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It is important to understand why there was animosity between Nicholson
and Hamilton as this was to affect much of the background to the Commission. A
number of writers have tried to understand when this began, and the reasons behind
it. Hamilton suggested that it went back as far as the South African War when he
became Kitchener’s Chief of Staff.83 By that time, Nicholson had left South Africa, but
Hamilton suggests that it stems from his own friendship with Kitchener with whom
it was known that Nicholson had issues.8* Hamilton had suggested that Nicholson’s
target was not himself but Kitchener via Hamilton.8> The mutual ill-feeling between
Nicholson and Kitchener is well recorded, but Beckett suggests that this originated
from Kitchener. He wrote that ‘Kitchener disliked Nicholson intensely, with Hamilton
suggesting that Kitchener could not bear Nicholson’s “envious quality or his habit of
detraction however amusingly he expressed himself”’8¢ Hamilton told Birdwood
that, ‘his [Nicholson’s] clear, unmistakable animus against me dates from the time
when [ said absolutely and clearly I retained my admiration and gratitude for that
great soldier, Lord Kitchener. From that very moment he has done everything he
possibly could to do me in.’87 As discussed in Chapter Three, however, it seems more
likely that the ill feeling with Hamilton arose following Nicholson’s selection as the
British army’s observer to the Japanese army during the Russo-Japanese War, while

Hamilton, who had coveted the role, had to settle for that of observer for the Indian

83 Travers suggests that it dated from this time, and that the reason was because Hamilton had
himself made senior to Nicholson by having his promotion to major-general antedated. Travers,
Gallipoli, p. 282. Macleod is undecided as to whether the antagonism dated from 1901 or 1905.
Macleod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 38.

84 See Chapter Three.

85 Macleod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 38.

86 Beckett, A British Profession of Arms, p. 236

87 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS, 8/1/11, Hamilton to Birdwood, 8 July 1917. Major-General William
Birdwood was the commander of the ANZAC corps. In the same letter Hamilton said that Nicholson
‘is in the truest sense of the term a wicked man and a great danger to our Empire.’ It is interesting
to speculate exactly what Hamilton meant by that latter statement.
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army.88 Hamilton’s wife, Lady Jean Hamilton, also commented about the animosity
of his relationships, both with Kitchener and her husband. In her diary she refers to
an encounter with Nicholson following the memorial service for Kitchener at St
Paul’s cathedral.
As I was going out | saw Lord Nicholson, standing off cynically
watching the crowd leaving the cathedral. I said: How do you do?’
to him. He seemed delighted to see me, as if he had been
watching for us, and said at once: ‘Do you find this a very pleasant
service?’ I looked at him in surprise, and he went on mockingly:
‘Does it move you to tears and all that sort of thing?’ ‘It does’, [
replied shortly and turned my back on him... What a mocking old
wretch he is-he hated Lord K. and was there rejoicing at the death
of his life-long enemy.8°
Her feelings about Nicholson’s inclusion as a member of the Commission were also
expressed in her diary.
[t is a shame he is on the Commission at all as he is an enemy of
lan, but lan feels that he cannot object as he has already
objected to Fisher, the Australian Minister, being there as he
supports the snake Murdoch.??

Nicholson seemed unaware of the strength of feeling from Hamilton.
Admittedly only a limited number of personal letters of Nicholson remain, but in
none of the letters between Nicholson and Roberts, or those with Spenser Wilkinson,
does Nicholson write disparagingly about Hamilton and always refers to him

congenially as ‘Johnny’. He even stated that they ‘get on well’?1 It is certainly the case

that, as has been indicated elsewhere, Nicholson and Hamilton were

88 Hamilton himself wrote, ‘senior officers of the Army will know the malignancy of Lord N. towards
myself. They have known since the days of his comments on my M. reports in 1904-5." LHCMA,
Hamilton MSS 8/2/30. In saying this he was contradicting his earlier statement when he claimed
the problems started when he was appointed Chief of Staff to Kitchener during the South African
War. Nicholson’s selection as the chief British observer, as has been shown, particularly irked
Hamilton's wife.

89 Jean Hamilton's diary 13 June 1916 in Lee, A Soldier’s Wife, pp. 159-160.

90 Ibid, p.162. Diary entry for 2 August 1916. Andrew Fisher was the representative of the
Australian government and had been the Australian Prime Minister on 3 occasions. He was the
person who had committed Australian troops to the Gallipoli campaign.

91 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-60, Nicholson to Wilkinson, 22 September 1904.
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temperamentally very different, as was their military thinking. Esher had noted this
in 1904 when he wrote that Hamilton’s despatches were full of ‘impassions’, while
Nicholson based his criticisms on facts.?? It was also the case that Nicholson was a
strategic thinker?3 but a poor tactician, as evidenced by his performance during the
Tirah expedition (1897). Hamilton on the other hand was ‘a skilled tactician’, but
‘his strategic understanding was much more limited than his “feel” for tactics’?*]. P.
Jones wrote that

At the time of his appointment to command the Gallipoli

expedition, Hamilton was far more a tactician than a strategist

(italics added) ...I believe that within this complex mixture of

factors that eventually led to the British failure, Hamilton’s own

bias towards tactics rather than strategy was an important part

of the mix, and it therefore made an unfortunate contribution to

the British defeat.?>
The clash of these two different approaches to military planning, as considered in
Chapter Three, was now to be played out in the questioning during the sessions of
the Commission.®

One of the significant reasons why Hamilton regarded Nicholson's

contribution to the Commission as controversial was the nature of his questioning

of the witnesses, and himself in particular. Nicholson’s style of questioning was in

the same vein as we have seen earlier; his questions were detailed, probing and

92 RA, VIC/ADD E/25, Esher to Knollys, 30 December 1904.

93 Morgan-Owen, The Fear of Invasion, p. 78. Morgan-Owen wrote that Nicholson’s authority (in
1901) was expanded to allow him to attend meetings of the Defence Committee of the Cabinet, and
the War Office Council, placing him at the very heart of military strategic planning. See also W.
Robertson, From Private to Field Marshal, p. 128. Also Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal
Commission on the Militia and Volunteers (Parliamentary Papers 1904, vol. 1, Cd 2062), Q. 2.

9 Jones, Johnny, p. 171.

95 [bid, p. 173.

96 See Chapter Three. Definitions of the difference between strategy and tactics were analysed and
defined by Basil Liddell Hart in the 1930s. B. Liddell Hart, The British Way In Warfare, (Faber and
Faber, 1932), pp- 98-100.
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searching.?” It may well be construed, as a consequence, that he was aggressive in
his interrogation of witnesses, but he was certainly looking for every detail before
being prepared to commit himself.

This can be seen in his questioning of Sir Arthur Wilson.?® The Commission
investigated whether Carden’s plan®’ to force a passage through the Straits was a
feasible one. James implies surprise that Carden, who had been in charge of the
naval dockyard at Malta before his promotion to command of the navy’s Eastern
Mediterranean Squadron, was not replaced when the importance of the naval
attack was recognised.1%0 The naval attack failed because of the inability of the
navy’s guns to knock out the Turkish fortresses and also because the minesweepers
were unable to clear a path through the minefields. Nicholson believed that the
question of gunnery was significant, and that the naval campaign could have been
avoided if the navy had consulted gunnery experts at the War Office.l%1 He rejected
the idea that the destruction of the Belgian forts in 1914 was a reason to believe
that the Turkish forts could be destroyed by naval gunfire. He stated that high-
velocity naval guns, with a low trajectory would not be able to destroy the Turkish
defensive fortifications.102

Naval officials reassured the Commission that this had been thoroughly
examined by qualified personnel, but Nicholson was not satisfied. He painstakingly

questioned them about whom had been consulted and how they reached their

97 See Nicholson’s style of questioning regarding Aerial Navigation in Chapter Seven.

98 Sir Arthur Wilson was Admiral of the Fleet and was a member of the War Staff Group at the
Admiralty. He had never commanded a force of this size and had an undistinguished career.
99 Vice-Admiral Sir Sackville Carden was the commander of the navy’s Eastern Mediterranean
Squadron.

100 James, Churchill: A Study in Failure, p. 65.

101 Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles, p. 249.

102 [bid.
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conclusions. It did not take him long to establish that army experts had not been
asked for their opinion. Nicholson was not alone in his opinion that the Admiralty
had failed by not seeking proper consultation from military experts regarding the
attacks on the forts. Both Major-General T. E. Hickman%3 and Brigadier-General Sir
George Aston!%4 agreed with his assessment when they were called as witnesses on
12 October 1916.195 Churchill later called Sir Arthur Wilson as a witness on 24
October. Wilson had written a paper to the Commission the previous day, following
Hickman’'s evidence, in which he stated that:

General Hickman’s paper and his examination on it, if allowed

to pass without further criticism than that of witnesses who can

only reply to the questions put to them, and have no

opportunity of fully considering the points involved, would lead

to entirely erroneous conclusions as to the conditions under

which ships can attack forts with success.106

When Churchill had finished leading Wilson through his evidence he was
then questioned by members of the Commission. Nicholson did not accept that naval
guns were as accurate as land guns and he challenged Wilson’s credibility as a
gunnery expert.197 He began by questioning Wilson about his lack of familiarity with
the use of gunnery during the siege operations in the Russo-Japanese War (1904)
and was determined to show that he was not, therefore, qualified to judge the effects
of naval gunfire on land fortifications:
Nicholson: ‘if a landsman is going to attack ships, he obviously

would consult a naval officer. Similarly when a naval officer or
the naval authorities are going to attack forts, would it not be

103 Hickman was the commander of the army’s Plymouth Garrison.

104 Aston was a Royal Marine Artillery officer.

105 TNA, CAB 19/29, Dardanelles Commission, 12 October 1916. Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles,
pp. 252-253.

106 CAC, CHAR 2/74/113, Notes by Sir Arthur Wilson on Evidence of Major-General Hickman, 23
October 1916.

107 Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles, pp. 249, 256.
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advisable for them to consult experts as regards the construction
of forts?

Wilson: ‘I do not see why you should when you have seen the forts
yourself!

Nicholson: ‘You think a naval officer knows all about a fort?’
Wilson: ‘He does not know all about it, but he knows enough’

Nicholson: ‘Would you say that a military officer who casually visits
a ship knows all about it?’

Wilson: ‘But a ship is very much more complicated than a fort.

Nicholson: ‘Is it?’

Wilson: ‘Yes!

Nicholson: ‘It is possible. Itis a mere matter of opinion perhaps and

not a matter of fact, is it? You are not an expert on fortification, are

you?’

Wilson: ‘I went through a course of fortification in my youth.'108
This final comment really destroyed Wilson’s own argument since at the time he was
then seventy-four years old. On being questioned further by Nicholson he stated that
he ‘knew a little’ about fortifications as he had visited many of them and had read
about them. This had been the point that Nicholson was trying to prove, that the
naval argument had a number of significant flaws.

Nicholson’s questioning of Hamilton revealed the latter’s lack of strategical

acumenl® and indicates why Hamilton was resentful of his questioning. Indeed,
much of Hamilton’s correspondence during this period centres upon Nicholson’s

‘malign’ influence and the nature of his questions. The questions to Hamilton

centred on a number of key events: the water supply at Suvla; the staff work for the

108 TNA, CAB 19/29, Dardanelles Commission, Wilson testimony, 24 October 1916, qq. 4792-9.
109 Jones, Johnny, pp. 171-3, 216.
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Suvla landing, in particular the remoteness of GHQ from the front line, and the
suffering of the wounded in April 1915. Hamilton was so concerned about the
influence of Nicholson that he drew up a twelve-page document, charting what he
believed were ‘leading’ questions asked by Nicholson.19 These included such
questioning as:

Q 13135, Lord Nicholson: Now gun ammunition and trench

mortars and bombs and all that were very deficient? - General

Sir Herbert Cox: Very

Q 13136, It was well known to the Commander-in-Chief

[Hamilton] and the authorities at the War Office that they

necessarily would be deficient because they were very hard up

at home? - Yes

Q 13137, That was one of the specific conditions of the
operation which were known when the operations were
decided on? - Possibly.

Q. 13161, The Commander-in-Chief issued orders to the Army
inciting them to brave deeds? - Yes

Q 13162 Saying the whole civilised world was looking at them
and so on, which it no doubt was? - Yes.

Note by Sir Ian Hamilton: My addresses to the troops were
meant for enthusiastic young French and British, Australian and
New Zealand soldiers; not so much for disillusioned veterans
like my friend Sir Herbert Cox. If the matter is thought to
possess importance I can show another side of the question.111
Hamilton continued to reference other questions by Nicholson in his quest to prove

his point about the field marshal’s leading questions:

A typical question:-

110 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/2/25. ‘Leading Questions by FM Lord Nicholson, Dardanelles
Commission.” These often referred to Hamilton’s leadership. The document is undated but see also
LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/1/13, Hamilton to Braithwaite, 8 February 1917, which gives us a rough
estimate of the date of Hamilton’s memorandum. There is no indication given in either document
of any intended audience or if the note was simply a means by which Hamilton expressed his
feelings.

111 [bid, p. 4.
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9976 Lord Nicholson: If the local military authority is
extraordinarily impressed with the importance of artillery fire
and ammunition and the necessity of having an adequate
proportion of artillery, I suggest to you [General Sir Frederick
Stopford] that it was somewhat anomalous to land the 9t Corps,
or whatever part of the 9% Corps you had with you, with hardly
any artillery at all?112

Nicholson moved on to further questions to Stopford about the water supplies at
Suvla:

Q 10196, Lord Nicholson: Now this is an important paragraph,
[in Appendix to the Force Order, No. 25] ‘under arrangements
already made by General Headquarters receptacles filled with
water will be landed as early as possible from the ships carrying
the Mule Corps and will be conveyed to the troops as transport
becomes available. Waterproof tanks and lift and force pumps
will be available on the ‘Prah’ in Euphales Harbour and will be
forwarded by the Deputy Quartermaster-General, General
Headquarters, on the request of General Officer Commanding
the Corps “Now having regard to this Embarkation Order I
would ask you whether General Headquarters does not take the
whole responsibility for water supply’? - General Stopford: I
imagine so.

Q 10197, There it is in so many words? - I thought so.

Q 10198, No reference is made to the navy in which Service [sic]

Sir [an Hamilton afterwards placed the entire responsibility of

the water supply which was to be landed. Here it states that

arrangements would be made by General Headquarters? - Yes,

[ understood so.113
[t was this questioning, in minute detail, to which Hamilton so clearly objected, since
the implication was that Hamilton had not prepared sufficiently ahead of the
campaign, and which he said was leading the witnesses. There can be little doubt
that Hamilton was concerned that the nature of Nicholson’s questions was damaging

to his own careful preparation of witnesses prior to their appearing. It was, perhaps,

somewhat disingenuous of Hamilton to complain about Nicholson leading witnesses

112 Tbid, p. 5. Stopford was the commander of 9t Corps at Suvla.
113 [bid, pp. 5-6.
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by his questioning when he had spent so much time preparing witnesses and even
suggesting to them how they should respond. For example, Hamilton wrote on a
number of occasions ‘reminding’ Churchill of various facts which might be useful for
him to remember: ‘I am going to look at my cables about dates of application and
reception of reinforcements. If they do coincide with yours well and good; if not I
will send you a further line./114 In his next letter he wrote to Churchill, ‘Just on the off
chance of the point being useful to you I write to remind you that shortage of
munitions was just as much responsible for our stickyness [sic] as delays in deciding
to send reinforcements.’11> He then went on to write several more pages detailing the
numbers and timings of reinforcements and the details regarding levels of munitions.

Hamilton’s concerns over Nicholson were further heightened when Birdwood
recounted a discussion he had with Mackenzie, who intimated that he believed that
Nicholson was trying to ‘whitewash’ Stopford.11¢ He reported to Hamilton: ‘What he
very guardedly mentioned was that Nick was apparently out to do all he could to
whitewash Stopford, and for adopting a different attitude towards you.11” The fact
that Stopford was one of the few soldiers about whom criticism was levelled by the
Commission would indicate that this was not the case.l1® Having said that though,
there can be no doubt from looking at the evidence, that while Nicholson’s questions

to Stopford required detail in their answers, they were less searching than those he

114 CAC, CHAR 2/74/26-27, Hamilton to Churchill, undated.

115 CAC, CHAR 2/74/28, Hamilton to Churchill, undated.

116 Mackenzie was the New Zealand High Commissioner in London.

117 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/1/11, Birdwood to Hamilton, 21 June 1917.

118 CAC, CHAR 2/100/9 and 2/100/10 Evidence of General Sir Frederick Stopford to the
Dardanelles Commission, 13 January 1917. The questions, including those by Nicholson, focussed
on Stopford’s conduct at Suvla, and in particular the shortcomings of his staff work. In the final
report only Generals Stopford, Sitwell and Hammersley were criticised on their fighting abilities.
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asked of Hamilton.!?® Included in the papers of Sir lan Hamilton is another
astonishing piece of evidence.

XXX repeated that there is not a shadow of doubt that if Lord

Nicholson had not been on the Commission Sir Ian would have

been completely exonerated. As itis, he casts imputations and

makes suggestions till they are not sure whether they are right

after all. The first Report which was on the point of coming

out a month ago was a complete vindication of Sir lan.120
This unknown source also claimed that ‘Nicholson is very clever and still more
artful and has written several pages of conclusions which he wishes to insert.121 [t
should be carefully considered how much credence should be given to this
unattributed source and it certainly ought not be relied on in isolation. What it
does, perhaps, indicate, if accurate, is the influence that Nicholson wielded over the
Commission.

There are two factors that might indicate that ‘nasty old Nick’!?2 may not
have been as ‘malign’ as Hamilton had intimated. The first was the attitude that
Nicholson adopted to the Australian journalist, Keith Murdoch. The fact that
Nicholson was thorough and even aggressive in his questioning of Murdoch would
suggest that he was much more fair-minded, even-handed and professional in his
approach than Hamilton was prepared to concede.'?3 Murdoch was the other
person of whom Hamilton expressed some fear, and who was to appear, on 5

February 1917, as one of the witnesses. In September 1915 Murdoch had, at

[Andrew] Fisher’s request spent four days with the Australian troops at Anzac Cove

119 [bid.

120 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/2/29, ‘Summary of Conversation Between XXX and XXX’, 12 July 1917.
121 [bid.

122 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/1/57, Hamilton to Shaw, 14 February 1917.

123 MacLeod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 55.
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and at Suvla, speaking to all seven Australian generals and many others.124
Following his visit Murdoch wrote an 8,000 word letter to Fisher, which
patriotically set out the virtues of the Australian troops, comparing them to what
he described as the pitiful nature of the British.125 He also commented on the slow
progress of the campaign, poor morale, and the deficiency of the water supplies. He
deplored the paucity of leadership by the general staff, reserving special criticism
for Hamilton, Braithwaite and Birdwood. Murdoch forwarded his letter to Asquith,
via Lloyd George, on 25 September, but Hamilton only received a copy on 13
October. By then it was too late as Hamilton was relieved of his command two days
later. He always believed that Murdoch’s letter played a significant role in his
dismissal.

Murdoch’s letter, although never presented to the Commission, was the
subject of much sensitivity when he was questioned, particularly so as Fisher, to
whom it was addressed, was one of the Commissioners. It was also sensitive given
the sacrifices made by Australian soldiers and the potential difficulties to imperial
relations. Fisher, who in total attended only 37 of the commission’s 89 sittings,26
gave Murdoch a comfortable time in his questioning, displaying patriotic co-
operation.!?” Hamilton had little need to worry as Nicholson, to some extent, came
to his rescue by his aggressive and detailed questioning of Murdoch. Indeed, his
questioning of Murdoch would imply that he was being far more objective in his

approach than Hamilton gave him credit for.128 No reasons are given for Nicholson’s

124 ] Mann and C. Bridge, ‘Australia and the Dardanelles Commission’, p. 147.

125 TNA, CAB 42/3/33, Copy of a letter from Mr K. A. Murdoch to the Prime Minister of the
Australian Commonwealth, 28 September 1915.

126 Mann and Bridge, ‘Australia and the Dardanelles Commission’, p. 153.

127 Tbid, pp. 156-157.

128 See Macleod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 55, n. 108.
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approach towards Murdoch, but it does seem likely that it was another example of
his irritation about the meddling of an ‘amateur’ in the affairs of the military. There
can be little doubt that in addition to his irritation, Nicholson was being thorough in
his questioning and was being objective in his approach. Nicholson did his best to
demolish Murdoch’s views on the role of patronage in appointments to the General
Staff, to which Murdoch’s reply was that they were his own opinions and he stood by
them.12° Nicholson questioned Murdoch in detail about the technicalities and
distinctions of the staff, to which Murdoch could only reply weakly: ‘Well they wear
red.130

The second factor which indicates that Nicholson, given his influence over the
Commission, was more objective, is that the first report itself, when published, was
deliberately bland and treated Hamilton kindly.131 The general conclusion of the
Commission placed the blame on Asquith’s government. Its major concern was that
the campaign had not been planned from the outset as a joint operation: a failure
mainly attributed to Kitchener. Churchill’s reputation was not damaged by the
report, and it contained nothing to suggest that he had overruled his advisors and
concealed their concerns from the War Council.132 The worst thing that it suggested
about him was that he had been over-optimistic about the prospects of the naval
attack.133 In fact by shifting much of the blame on to Kitchener, it allowed Churchill

to be rehabilitated into government. With regard to Hamilton, the report found that

129 [bid, p. 155.

130 Dardanelles Commission, Evidence of Keith Murdoch, qq. 16521-2.

131 PP, Cmd. 8490, The First Report of the Dardanelles Commission, 1917. See Lord Kitchener and
Winston Churchill: The Dardanelles Part 1, 1914-15, (HMSO, 2000). According to Sir Mark Sykes
during the parliamentary debate on the first report, ‘It [the Report] does not give one a fair picture
of the whole thing. It seems to damn with faint blame all along, with a little faint praise here and
there.” House of Commons Parliamentary Debates XC, (20 March 1917), col. 1772.

132 Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles, pp. 274-76; James, Churchill, p. 89; MacLeod, Reconsidering
Gallipoli, p. 31.

133 Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles, pp. 174-288.
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while the government failed to provide him with the drafts, reinforcements, guns and
munitions, he

was nevertheless always ready to renew the struggle with the

resources at his disposal, and to the last was confident of success.

For this it would be hard to blame him; but viewing the Expedition

in the light of events it would, in our opinion, have been well if he

examined the situation as disclosed by the first landings in a more

critical spirit.134
Despite his fears, Hamilton was not treated harshly, and the same applies to most of
the soldiers involved in the campaign. The first report blamed politicians and
officials, along with the bureaucracy at the War Office with its ‘moribund’ general
staff.135 [t commented upon the failure, as a bureaucrat and politician of the then First
Sea Lord, Fisher, in his attempts to oppose the initiation of the campaign.13¢
Kitchener was criticised, in the report’s conclusion, for his failure, initially, to send
the 29t Division, and for the fact that he, ‘did not sufficiently avail himself of the
services of his General Staff, with the result that more work was undertaken by him
than was possible for one man to do, and confusion and want of efficiency
resulted’.t3”

The first report of the Commission was published on 8 March 1917, its

publication having been delayed by the fall of Asquith’s government. According to
John Lee, ‘Nicholson made one last, and rather shameful, effort to make the report

more critical of Hamilton. Having volunteered to give it a final polish before it went

to the printers, he inserted a damning censure of Hamilton for not having gone

134 Dardanelles Commission, Final Report, General Conclusions, paragraph 9; CAC, CHAR 2/101/1
Final Report of the Dardanelles Commission.

135 Dardanelles Commission, First Report, paragraph 40.

136 [bid, paragraph 91. Also MacLeod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 31; Lord Kitchener and Winston
Churchill: The Dardanelles Part 1, pp. 185-196.

137 Lord Kitchener and Winston Churchill: The Dardanelles Part 1, p. 160.
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ashore immediately at Suvla to get things moving there.138 Unfortunately Lee does
not reference the source and therefore it is difficult to give it credence. According to
the anonymous source quoted earlier by Hamilton, there is a suggestion that
Nicholson wanted to insert a clause saying that Hamilton disobeyed King's
Regulations when he interfered with Stopford at Suvla, which is rather different from
Lee’s claim.13% Lee goes on to say that Grimwood Mears redacted Nicholson’s
comment, however it was not the only comment that was given that treatment.140
Churchill had been sent a copy of the report by Lloyd George on 12 February 1917.
The majority report was signed by 9 of the 10 members, together with minutes by
(Andrew) Fisher and Mackenzie, outlining dissent on certain points and a minority
report, by the tenth member, Roch. The report, somewhat unsatisfactorily, did not
include the evidence on which the Commission’s conclusions were based. It was a
narrative of the main events, including short excerpts, together with a conclusion.
There was a considerable delay between the publication of the first (interim)
report and that of the final report. There were a number of reasons for the delay.
The findings of the report had to be debated in Parliament, which happened on 20
March. 141 The debate was dominated by discussion, not of the findings of the report
but on the correctness of debating and publishing the report during wartime.142
Colonel Sir Mark Sykes said in the debate that ‘the Report as it stands is
unsatisfactory...If people are supposed to have done wrong, I suppose you accuse
them and take evidence against them, and some day you say they have done it or

not...It seems to damn with faint blame all along, with a little faint praise here and

138 [ ee, A Soldier’s Life, p. 243.

139 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/2/29, 12 July 1917, ‘Summary of Conversation between XXX and XXX'.
140 Bell, Churchill and the Dardanelles, p. 281.

141 House of Commons Parliamentary Debates, vol. 90, (20 March 1917). Cols 1753-1827.

142 MacLeod, Reconsidering Gallipoli, p. 46.
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there/143 The final report was completed in December 1917 but its publication was
delayed until November 1919, due to the fact that it was felt to be inappropriate to
publish it while the conflict was still happening. By the time of publication, the war
had been won and interest in the campaign had dwindled. The final report
commented upon Hamilton’s failure to communicate effectively with his superiors or
to work his general staff efficiently.144 Ironically, Nicholson, whose influence on the
Commission Hamilton had dreaded, had died before this final report was published.
Hamilton had written to Commodore Roger Keys, ‘Had it not been for Lord
Nicholson’s presence on this Commission [ would have been absolutely
vindicated. 14> It is perhaps a measure of Nicholson’s even handedness that, given the
influence he apparently had upon the Commission, Hamilton emerged facing so little
criticism.146 Even following Nicholson’s death however, Jean Hamilton could not find
it in herself to restrain from vitriolic comments about him:

Lord Nic [sic] died last week-I wonder to what limbo he has gone-

if he had to go, why did he not die a year ago? It would have saved

a lot of worry and injustice, but perhaps he’s a blessing in

disguise, he fought tooth and nail to keep lan out of the war and

he has succeeded...His country does not know about it yet, but

some day they will and meantime [ am satisfied with the heroic

part he [Ian] has played...he managed very nearly to do for Ian’s

reputation on the Commission sitting on the Dardanelles, being
as he was, the only member with military knowledge.14”

143 Colonel Sir Mark Sykes, House of Commons Parliamentary Debates, vol. 90, (20 March 1917), col.
1772.

144 Final Report, paragraph 33; CAC, CHAR 2/101/1, Final Report of the Dardanelles Commission.

145 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/1/38, Hamilton to Keys, 5 May 1917.

146 ] P. Jones in his analysis of Hamilton’s performance at Gallipoli comments that: ‘With many more
men (the War Office’s responsibility) and a better and more imaginative strategy from Hamilton the
operation might have been viable.” He continued, ‘His [Hamilton’s] weakness was that his
magnetism and tactical skill did not compensate for his lack of a strategic ‘feel’.’ Jones, Johnny, pp.
215-216.

147 Jean Hamilton diary, 27 September 1918, in Lee, A Soldier’s Wife, p. 175.
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Nicholson certainly played a significant role on the Dardanelles Commission,
and he held greater sway being the only member with military experience. There
were some, especially Hamilton, who viewed his membership of the Commission
with apprehension, but others like Churchill did not necessarily feel the same.
Churchill said that he liked all the commissioners and he used to walk home from the
meetings with Nicholson.18 There can be no doubt that the nature of Nicholson’s
questioning concerned and irritated some of the witnesses, and even some of the
Commissioners.#° However, his judgements proved to be more temperate, and given
his undoubted influence over the Commission, he was more even-handed in his
judgements than many were prepared to acknowledge. Hamilton’s fears regarding

Nicholson’s intentions were proven to be unfounded.

Conclusion

Nicholson’s retirement had shown similar patterns to his time as a serving
officer. His views were respected by those who valued his opinion and administrative
abilities, and this period is marked by his continuing professionalism and attention
to detail. It remained the case, however that controversy was never far away. In the
two major episodes of the Nicholson Committee and the Dardanelles Commission,
the controversy was not of his own making. He was, in both cases, regarded as being
the correct man to be appointed but he came up against the difficulties of the
relationships he had with two other powerful figures, namely Kitchener and

Hamilton. In both instances it would appear that Nicholson wanted to be objective

148 [bid, p. 163.

149 LHCMA, Hamilton MSS 8/2/89, Summary conversation held between XXX and XXX, 12 July 1917.
The unattributed author of this document says that ‘Mears, the Secretary, was very upset about it
[Nicholson’s attempt to include a clause saying that Hamilton disobeyed Kings’ Regulations] and is
going to see Sir Ian on the subject.
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in his approach, but the difficulties remained. Itis the case though that the outcomes
of both the Nicholson Committee and the Dardanelles Commission were, in different
ways, unsatisfactory. The reports (majority and minority) of the Nicholson
Committee were never published. The report of the Dardanelles Commission had to
be delayed in its publication due to the war itself, and by the time of its publication
Nicholson had died.

Nicholson’s work in retirement served to reinforce the conviction that he was
a highly effective and influential administrator, but someone who remained a difficult
person, and continued to be regarded with suspicion by a number of his peers. He
proved himself a powerful personality and a persuasive exponent in the argument in

the corridors of power and among the political and military hierarchy.
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Chapter Nine Conclusion

Nicholson enjoyed a lengthy, distinguished and at times controversial career.
He gained a reputation as a great brain, perhaps the most able man in the army,
although not in the field, and a highly efficient administrator, if a somewhat difficult
colleague who made a number of enemies. He rose to the highest rank in the army,
although he never commanded a unit in the field. This conclusion will, by
considering the key questions outlined in the introduction to the thesis, evaluate the
impact that Nicholson had on the army in the period from the end of the South
African War up to the outbreak of the Great War and into his retirement.

An appreciation of Nicholson’s relationship with Lord Roberts is essential in
gaining an understanding of Nicholson'’s career and achievements. It is unsurprising
that Nicholson’s ability and intellect brought him to the attention of Roberts and he
is probably best remembered as the most able of Roberts’ protégés. Nicholson's
undoubted ability, coupled with his forward-thinking education marked him out as
being different. In many ways the path he took into his profession was not unusual
for a younger son of a minor land-owning family, even though there was no tradition
of military service in the family. Given the lack of money and influence within the
family, and in an era before the abolition of purchase of commissions, he obtained
one in the Royal Engineers, where purchase did not apply. His abilities were
apparent at the start of his career when he won the Pollock medal and sword at
Woolwich. He subsequently applied for service in India, where his money would
stretch further.

[t was here that he brought himself to the attention of Roberts, and during his
31 years’ service in India he owed many of his promotions to the influence of his

mentor, although in due course he became his own man. In fact, it would be difficult
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to overestimate the significance to Nicholson’s career of being a key member of
Roberts’ ring, although later in his career, for example, when he was refused
appointments at home, it could be deemed to be a limiting factor. There were those,
such as members of the Esher Committee, who felt that he was too close to Roberts,
as did Haldane when he did not give Nicholson a central role in his reforms. Not
without good reason, as shown in Chapter Three, did he become known as Roberts’
‘Golden Pen’. At the same time, he proved increasingly influential in promoting
Roberts’ cause and influencing his ideas.! The evidence presented in Chapter Three
indicates however, that Roberts did not always appreciate Nicholson’s efforts. Even
so Roberts increasingly came to rely on Nicholson and trusted his judgement to the
extent that Nicholson wrote many of Roberts’ letters, despatches and speeches.
Becoming Roberts’ Military Secretary opened doors to the press for
Nicholson as indicated in the letters to Spenser Wilkinson. It also enabled a close
relationship to develop between them.? It is an indication of the first of a number of
significant contacts that Nicholson was to establish with the press, and which were
to prove important throughout his career. While his friendship with Wilkinson was
to prove important and enabled two highly intelligent people to share ideas, Chapter
Seven highlights that their closeness was one of the reason why Clarke opposed
Nicholson’s appointment to CGS. Clarke certainly regarded him as an intriguer,
although Nicholson was not alone in his closeness to members of the press.
Nicholson’s time in India established his reputation as a successful engineer
in the field. As secretary of the Defence Committee in Simla he became

acknowledged as an efficient administrator and defence expert. At the same time,

1 Much of the correspondence between them indicates their mutual dependency.
2 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-1 to 7, Nicholson to Wilkinson 5 October 1892- 9 May 1893. The
earliest letters from Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson date from 1892-3.
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he became perhaps too closely associated with Roberts and the length of his service
in India meant that he did not develop the necessary contacts at home. Perhaps
more significantly, though, the guidance Nicholson gave to Roberts, and his work on
promoting Roberts’ cause certainly enhanced the latter’s reputation at home.
Following the defeats of ‘Black Week’ the nation pinned their hopes on Roberts as
their saviour in the South African War.

It could be argued that Nicholson’s time in India and South Africa was the
most influential and successful of his career. Again, Roberts showed his reliance on
Nicholson by taking him to South Africa as his Military Secretary and subsequently,
relying on the latter’s experience from India, he appointed him as Director of
Transport. In this role Nicholson proved to be particularly successful, although it
brought him into conflict with Kitchener. Nicholson, as evidenced by his answers
before the Elgin Commission, was able to discern the many shortcomings in army
organisation and the need for an expansion of the army in preparation for a major
war. It also helped to shape his views on conscription, although the major debate on
the issue was between Roberts and Hamilton. Clearly it indicates Nicholson's
intention to learn from previous experiences and that he understood, as has been
shown in Chapter Five, what Dixon refers to as ‘positive transfer’? He was also able
to rationalise his thoughts with regard to the expansion of the British army and these
were played out during the debates about conscription. This period of his career
enabled him to develop many of those ideas, which he was later to put into practice
in the War Office and it certainly enhanced his reputation at home as a skilled

administrator.

3 Dixon, The Psychology of Military Incompetence, p. 52.
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Nicholson held three positions in the War Office between 1901 and 1912,
with varying degrees of success. Importantly it has been necessary to evaluate, as
outlined in research question two, how successful he was at the War Office and in
particular, how successful was he in establishing a General Staff. As DGMI from
1901-1904 Nicholson fought a number of battles within Whitehall, particularly with
the Treasury, as he asserted the position of his department and of the army itself. He
established his department as an embryonic General Staff with remarkable
effectiveness and the evidence presented in Chapter Five indicates that he was an
‘immense success’ and willing to fight for his department, having understood its
potential.# His success in this post, and the fact that he was seen as being so powerful
were amongst the reasons for his ousting from the War Office in 1904.5 Indeed Esher
made a thinly veiled threat to resign unless Nicholson was removed.

When he was brought back to the War Office by Haldane the following year,
he proved less effective. Nicholson felt that he was unsuited to the role of QMG and
was, in any case, sidelined by Haldane during his period of army reforms in favour
of younger, gifted officers such as Ellison, who were publicly praised by Haldane. He
was also made to wait for almost two years before being promoted to the post of
CGS, something which he felt he had been promised. There are, as discussed in
Chapter Six, numerous reasons why this may have been so. He was seen as possibly
too powerful a figure following his success as DGMI, when at that time Haldane
needed a more compliant Army Council. While he had been successful as DGMI he
had also made enemies and had fallen out with Hamilton, who until 1904 had been

afriend. Additionally, he was still viewed as being too close to Roberts and of having

4 Gooch, Plans of War, p. 22.
5 Ibid, p. 49
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spent too much time in India to have a detailed grasp of the situation at home. [t may
also have been that Nicholson was, as expressed by Robertson, not the same man
following his ousting by the Esher Committee in 1904.6

As this was a crucial phase in his career it is essential to analyse the success
of Nicholson in his third role in the War Office, that of CGS/CIGS. Despite his
marginalisation during the period of Haldane’s army reforms, he was appointed CGS
in 1908. The extent of his success in this period really revolves around his
establishment of a General Staff and subsequently an Imperial General Staff. Any
analysis of his success also depends upon the extent to which, as CIGS, he prepared
the dominions for their role in any possible future continental war, and how far he
contributed to preparing the country for that war.

Nicholson was a great advocate for the army and as a student of military
history he was involved in determining the army’s future. He recognised that the
army was regarded as junior in status to the navy, and consequently fought hard to
increase its standing, including an increase in its finances. However, this brought
him into rivalry with the navy and especially Sir John (later Lord) Fisher, who did
not, as shown in Chapter Seven, get on at all with Nicholson and had been
instrumental in his removal in 1904. This inter-service rivalry, for which Nicholson
was at least partly responsible, had a detrimental effect in the workings of the CID.”
As has been noted, Wilson had declared in 1906 that if a General Staff were ever
founded it would be due to Nicholson, rather than the then CGS, Lyttelton. This
assessment has been shown, in many ways to be accurate. Although a General Staff

had been founded under Lyttleton it was Nicholson who established it properly.

5 Robertson, From Private to Field Marshal, p. 137.
7 D’0Ombrain, War Machinery and High Policy, pp. 46, 210, 236.
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Nicholson was a pragmatist and his ability to organise and to formulate persuasive
arguments and write incisive papers gained him promotion to the highest post and
the highest rank. He showed himself to be rigorous in these areas even though it
evoked fear in some of his colleagues.

Nicholson dominated the War Office from 1901 to 1912, with the exception
of the short period following his dismissal by the Esher Committee. As DGMI he had
established a department which had begun the process of developing operational
and strategic planning. When the General Staff had lacked guidance during the
tenure of Lyttleton as CGS, Nicholson was brought back to guide the Army Council.
He properly established the General Staff and then as CIGS, along with Haldane and
Haig, he pushed for imperial integration. The analysis provided in this thesis
indicates that, under Nicholson’s guidance, the General Staff became the ‘Blue
Ribbon of the British Army’, although as Bond suggests he showed signs of tiring and
losing interest towards the end of his time as CGS.8

In what ways did Nicholson, as CGS, contribute to preparing the army for a
continental war? Given that Nicholson had established a General Staff it must be
ascertained as to whether this successfully translated into his role as CIGS. Chapter
Seven has indicated that along with Haldane and Haig, he pushed for imperial
integration. They had established an Imperial General Staff, which had encouraged
the dominions, often through Nicholson’s sensitivity to the situation, to consider
their obligations towards military preparations. Nicholson’s success in this area was
limited due to the self-interested approach of the dominions. By sitting on

committees dealing with invasion, a channel tunnel and aviation, Nicholson had a

8 Bond, The Victorian Army and the Staff College, pp. 232, 235.
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considerable influence upon their outcomes. He had displayed a detailed, forensic
approach to questioning during the committees, often to the annoyance and
irritation of his peers. Nicholson’s approach also at times led to delay in reaching
conclusions. Wilson, as has been shown, displayed frustration with Nicholson
regarding what he considered the latter’s lack of support for the W.F. scheme. It also
led to accusations about his lack of support for technical innovation. Nicholson
though did not shrink from supporting Wilson, and was no technophobe, but wanted
to explore every eventuality before reaching his conclusion.

In many ways Nicholson was the consummate professional, hard-working
and intelligent, and yet he upset a number of his peers, who regarded him as difficult.
As discussed in Chapter Five, Nicholson was among a group of officers who regarded
education, planning, efficiency and organisation as important. As such he was
regarded by many as a progressive and as being adept as a strategic thinker. He rose
to become field marshal and the first CIGS through his hard work and ability.
Intellectually he was far in advance of many contemporaries, at a time when
character was still regarded more highly than intellect.” However, there were
attributes that he did lack, such as field service, and command and distinction in
battle. Above all Nicholson was a very powerful personality, a characteristic which
many of them found difficult. He was frequently frustrated by those of lesser
intellect and found himself increasingly at variance with the argument about the
‘merits of “brains” versus “breeding” to use the words of the Duke of Cambridge.” 10

Indeed, he was not averse to criticising members of the Royal Family for their

9 Harries-Jenkins, The Army in Victorian Society, pp. 104-135.
10 C.M. Brice, ‘The Military Career of General Sir Henry Brackenbury 1856-1904. The Thinking
Man's Soldier’ (de Montfort University, 2009), p. 14.
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interference.!l He wrote to Spenser Wilkinson referring to the Duke of Cambridge,
stating ‘Even if H.R.H [Cambridge] is not blessed with brains it is his misfortune and
not his fault. He could be outspoken about the commander-in-chief, believing he
was holding back the army’s professional development. He hoped for the ‘enforced
retirement of that “survival of the unfittest”, the Duke of Cambridge’, partly because
he hoped Roberts might succeed him.!? Nor was his ire reserved for Cambridge. On
one occasion he was forced by King Edward VII to apologise to the Duke of
Connaught for his ‘extraordinary behaviour at a Selection Board meeting’.13
Nonetheless, the King was, on Haldane’s recommendation, to accept Nicholson’s
appointment as CGS in 1908 and in July 1910 George V appointed him as ADC.

One factor that caused Nicholson problems in his career was that he found it
difficult to establish meaningful relations with officers whose intellect was not on
the same level as his own, although he was not on his own in this respect. Some,
such as Roberts and Lockhart, valued Nicholson’s abilities and expertise. There were
those, however, among his peers who were initially friendly but with whom he
subsequently quarrelled. One of those was lan Hamilton. They had worked together
in India and South Africa, but it was their appointments to similar roles during the
Russo-Japanese War that led to their falling out. As has been shown in Chapter Eight
much of this was probably due to the influence of Hamilton’s wife. Her diaries
indicate that she turned against anyone who showed less than obsequious

sycophancy to her husband.!# This certainly applied when Nicholson was appointed

11 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-26, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson 7 June 1894.

12 NAM, Wilkinson MSS 9011-42-15, Nicholson to Spenser Wilkinson 13 September 1893.

13 NLS, Haldane MSS 5907/110 Knollys to Haldane 29 October 1906 and 5907/111 Knollys to
Haldane October 1906. Connaught was the King’s brother, a field marshal, and from 1904-07
Inspector-General of the Forces.

14 Lee, A Soldier’s Wife.
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chief observer for the British Army in Manchuria while her husband held the
secondary role of observer for the Indian Army. It was the case, however, that
Nicholson learnt many lessons while in Manchuria, especially the pressures and
demands of a modern war. Henry Wilson, like Hamilton, a friend and supporter of
Nicholson, became frustrated latterly with what he believed was Nicholson’s
approach to the preparations for war in conjunction with the French policy.1>

Politicians, on the other hand, appreciated Nicholson’s qualities of hard work
and dedication. Both Arnold-Forster and Haldane were anxious to have Nicholson
at the War Office, and both wanted to appoint him CGS, even though Haldane waited
almost two years before doing so. Esher, who had felt at one time that Nicholson
was the main block to his intended War Office reforms, was to change his mind and
came to value Nicholson’s work and expertise. These feelings were enhanced by the
fact that Nicholson tended to be impartial and pragmatic, and did not show favour
to any political party.

It remains to be considered why Nicholson has largely been forgotten. His
reputation has suffered because of his lack of field service and command in battle,
and because he did not fit the heroic soldier model. He is essentially remembered
as a protégeé of Roberts; a gifted administrator and defence expert but someone who
could be a difficult and controversial person, and who made a number of enemies.
Much of that controversy revolves around his personality and his relationships, and
the fact that this could affect his effectiveness in committees. His contribution to the

organisation of the army has largely been forgotten, although a number of his

15 [WM, Wilson diary, 8 January 1912.
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contemporaries, such as Roberts and Lockhart relied upon his abilities and hard
work.16 Spenser Wilkinson, in his appraisal of Nicholson, wrote that he
Excelled his contemporaries of the Army in exactitude of
knowledge and statement, in clear thinking and exposition,
and in cool and level judgement. He was, so far as I can judge,
eminently just, generous and loyal, clear of intrigue, and
delighted to recognise merit in others. He never had the
opportunities that came to the holder of a command in the
field. I think that if he had had the chance he would have been
a great minister of war.1”

With reference to the above it is interesting to note that in 1914 the
government chose to appoint the heroic soldier, Kitchener, to be Minister of War
rather than the outstanding administrator, Nicholson. Soon after, when Sir Charles
Douglas (CIGS) died from overwork, Haldane recommended that Nicholson should
return to succeed him but Kitchener refused and selected James Wolfe Murray, who
was totally unfitted for the post.18

Above all, Nicholson was someone whose life presented a series of contrasts
and contradictions.!® Despite the lack of family wealth, which was exacerbated when
his father died and the estate was sold off, he became a wealthy man, amassing
fortune of £91,151 when he died.?® Much of this was due to shrewd speculation in
investments, and there are a number of letters to Lord Roberts indicating that

Nicholson advised him on financial affairs.?2! Despite the fact that he could be an

abrasive and dominating figure he had some seemingly incongruous pastimes, such

16 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 200.

17 Bod. Lib. Wilkinson newspaper cuttings, 2229 c.4 v.39, p.43, ‘Lord Nicholson’. The Times, 25
September 1918.

18 Bond, The Victorian Army and the Staff College, p. 30.

19 Even Haldane, who would be considered a friend of Nicholson thought that he was ‘maybe too
powerful’ a personality. Gooch, Plans of War’, p. 98.

20 Probate. Estimated to be in the region of £6.5 million in 2024.

21 NAM, Roberts MSS R52/70, Nicholson to Roberts, 11 June 1899.
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as learning extensive passages of the Bible by heart, and growing begonias.?? He was
also, despite his own lack interest in sport, happy to follow his wife, who was a very
capable sportswoman, to her many golfing competitions. Scott-Moncrieff, who knew
Nicholson well, highlighted a number of these contrasts in his appreciation of
Nicholson’s life. Nicholson was, he said, a brilliant speaker who rarely spoke in
public; he was a perspicacious writer but his name never appeared in any periodical
or public letter; he was an immensely amusing colleague with a good sense of
humour but was apparently indifferent to the opinions of others. He could be full of
sympathy and kindness and was admirable in dealing with his assistants, and yet he
had few intimate friends. Essentially Nicholson was a very private man.?3

The lack of a collection of personal papers is a hindrance to gaining an
understanding of Nicholson’s reputation and place in history. This thesis is
important because, as a consequence of this, no-one has previously attempted to
piece together these disparate sources that do exist in order to analyse the
significance of his career. He never wrote an autobiography, and no biography has
ever been written. No set of personal papers exists. Consequently, the comments,
and often criticisms of more famous adversaries have dominated the historical
narrative. Several prominent contemporaries, such as Fisher, French and Kitchener,
disliked and were suspicious of him. Others such as Wilson and Hamilton fell out
with him. Their views have influenced those of many historians. Several of the latter
have viewed him as a ‘distinguished but opinionated reactionary’?# On the other
hand there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that Nicholson worked well with his

colleagues, not least those who worked with him in the War Office. Spenser

22 Hamilton, Listening for the Drums, pp. 256-257.
23 Scott-Moncrieff, Nicholson, pp. 248-249.
24 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’, p. 202.
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Wilkinson commented that ‘He always made the point, in forwarding work prepared
by a subordinate, of calling attention to the fact that it was the subordinate’s work
and to see that its author received credit for it/2> Robertson, who served under
Nicholson in the Intelligence Department wrote of Nicholson that he was a ‘kind-
hearted man’.26

As shown in Chapter Seven, despite claiming that the foundation of a General
Staff would be due to Nicholson, Henry Wilson was, however, on Nicholson's
retirement, to make one of his typically sweeping statements, ‘I doubt if he has ever
done a single thing to prepare the Army for war’?” This seems to have been borne
more out of frustration with Nicholson’s cautious approach to the W.E. scheme than
the reality of the situation and is representative of Wilson’s time at the War Office.?8
The research undertaken for this thesis indicates that this is far from being the case.
According to Spenser Wilkinson he ‘gave the General Staff its organisation and
prepared the mobilisation organisation of the Expeditionary Force which in 1914
were to prove of such value’?° Esher, who had been one of those who removed
Nicholson in 1904, had written of him in 1909, ‘He is certainly an under-rated man
[...] no-one will ever know what a large debt of gratitude is due to him for his hard
work, patience and good sense in administering the army.3% Repington, the military
correspondent of The Times, told Haldane in 1912 that the War Office had been
reduced in efficiency by 50% when he, Nicholson and Murray left it.3! According to

Scott-Moncrief, the writer of Nicholson’s obituary:

25 Bod. Lib. Wilkinson cuttings, ‘Lord Nicholson an Appreciation’.

26 Robertson, From Private to Field Marshal, p. 137.

27 [WM, Wilson diary, 14 March 1912.

28 Jeffrey, Sir Henry Wilson, p. 102.

29 Bod Lib., Wilkinson cuttings, 'Lord Nicholson. An Appreciation’.

30 RA, W41/103 Esher to Knollys, 31 December 1909.

31 NLS, Haldane Papers, 59009 ff. 272-3, Repington to Haldane, 27 November 1912.
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The General Staff of the Army was in 1908 a more or less

amorphous body, composed of many brilliant and capable

men it is true, all of whom, with very few exceptions, had been

through an admirable course of training at the Staff College,

and a still more searching test of capacity in actual war. But

they lacked the power and influence that united action gives,

and this Nicholson largely supplied. He had great knowledge

of character; and power of selecting good men, and he wielded

that power with vigour and impartiality. Men might fear him,

but they were all imbued with the respect that is commanded

by capacity, decision and impartiality.3?

Furthermore, Spenser Wilkinson stated that, ‘In the formation of the General Staff of
the British Army, it was he who breathed into it the breath of life./33 It is clear that
despite the comments of one or two individuals, such as Wilson, Nicholson had a
significant impact upon the War office during his time as CIGS.

This thesis has laid the groundwork for several avenues of further
research. A study of the skills and actions displayed by Nicholson would help to
illustrate the dynamics of how such an approach might have impacted upon the
development of policy and strategy prior to World War 1. Nicholson had shown
himself to be an intriguing person whose skills and analytical abilities were
developed and recognised by, in particular, Lord Roberts during his time in India and
which were utilised while secretary of the Defence Committee at Simla. These were
to show themselves in his ability to write incisive and detailed documents and to
formulate decisive arguments. They also showed themselves in his forensic
questioning of witnesses in a number of committees such as CID sub-committees,
and significantly during the Dardanelles Commission. Again, his analysis of reports

during the Russo-Japanese War bore witness to the demands of a modern war. The

Nicholson Committee of 1912-13 is in itself worthy of further research regarding the

32 Scott-Moncrieff, ‘Nicholson’, p. 247.
33 Bod. Lib. Wilkinson cuttings, ‘Lord Nicholson, An Appreciation’.
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effect it had upon the involvement of the Indian Army in the Great War. The report
should also be seen in the context of Nicholson’s work while CIGS. It certainly was a
further indication of the soundness of Nicholson’s judgement as shown in Chapter
Eight. Significantly, since Nicholson could be a controversial and at times divisive
figure, further research into his relationship with his peers might lead to a greater
understanding of inter-service rivalry before the Great War.

Finally, it is important to focus on Nicholson’s achievements during his time
at the War Office. He had established a department which had begun the process of
developing operational and strategic planning. When the General Staff lacked
guidance during the tenure of Lyttelton as CGS, Nicholson was brought back to guide
the Army Council. He properly established the General Staff and then as CIGS,
alongside Haldane and Haig, he pushed for imperial integration. Under Nicholson’s
guidance the General Staff became the Blue Ribbon of the army.34

The British army that entered WWI was more professional and better
prepared for the war.3> As Nicholson was at the War Office for most of the period
from 1901 to 1912 and for four of those years was CGS/CIGS, much of the
preparatory work is, in some part, due to his influence, along with that of Henry
Wilson. Nicholson was an intellectually gifted officer with brilliant administrative
skills. He was a staff officer par excellence, who built his reputation on those
outstanding administrative abilities. His ‘appointment as CIGS represented a break
with those who had previously been head of the army and largely built their

reputations through success in command.3¢ Nicholson has largely been forgotten

34 Bond, The Victorian Army and the Staff College, pp. 232, 235.

35 Sir James Edmonds, Official History of the Great War: Military Operations, France and Belgium
1914. (London, HMSO, 1922), i, pp. 10-11.

36 Ramsey, ‘Nicholson’ p. 203.
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and is little known today. Having said that, he was not always recognised during his
lifetime, which may be a contributing factor to why he is not well known now.
Spenser Wilkinson recalled a story that Nicholson had recounted to him.

[Nicholson] had to go down, I think, to Salisbury to look at a
cavalry barracks and was met at the station by the
commanding officer and adjutant, who had gone out with their
regiment in the rain and were wet through. He told them to go
home and change, as he could do the business without help.
After he finished his enquiries he went for lunch to the
regimental mess, where he was treated as a distinguished
guest, but was puzzled by the constant polite references made
by the officers to the French Army in the course of their
conversation. So he asked the question, ‘Who do you suppose
me to be?’ and the answer was, ‘We know who you are General
Foch! ‘I thought you were mistaken, he said. ‘I am not General
Foch! ‘Who are you, then? ‘The Chief of the General Staff’
Great consternation, and after General Nicholson left for his
train, the senior officer expressed his hope that their careers
would not suffer from their error.3”

Spenser Wilkinson states that, ‘Lord Nicholson excelled his contemporaries of the
Army in exactitude of knowledge and statement, in clear thinking and exposition, and
in cool and level judgement.38 His legacy was the evolution and establishment of a
General Staff, which had first been suggested in 1890 by the Hartington Commission.
Nicholson, ‘the great brain’ had made the General Staff into the ‘brain of the army’. A
full understanding of the reorganisation of the army and the development of British
strategy before the Great War demands an understanding of Nicholson’s
contribution. He was very much, in so many ways, a professional soldier - a great

brain and a “‘Whitehall warrior’.

37 Bod. Lib., Wilkinson cuttings, ‘Lord Nicholson. An Appreciation’.
38 Ibid.
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Appendix One

The Stanhope Memorandum

The Stanhope Memorandum (1888) was a reply by the then Secretary of State for
War, Edward Stanhope, to the proposals of Viscount Wolseley, the Adjutant-
General, about the purposes of the army. Stanhope stated that

Her Majesty’s Government are not able to concur in the proposed definition of the
objects to be provided for, nor can they accept the proposal to aim at forming three
Army-Corps for regular troops instead of two. They have examined this subject
with care, and are of opinion that a general basis for the requirements of our Army
might be more correctly laid down by stating that the objects of our organisation
are -

(a) The effective support of the civil power in all parts of the United Kingdom.

(b) To find the number of men for India which has been fixed by arrangements
with the Government of India.

(c) To find garrisons for all our fortresses and coaling stations, at home and
abroad, according to a scale now laid down; and to maintain these garrisons
at all times at the strength fixed for a peace or a war footing.

(d) After providing for these requirements, to be able to mobilise rapidly for
home defence two Army-Corps of Regular troops, and one partly composed
of Regulars and partly of Militia; and to organise the Auxiliary Forces, not
allotted to Army-Corps or garrisons, for the defensible positions in advance;
and for the defence of mercantile ports.

(e) Subject to the foregoing considerations and to their financial obligations, to
aim at being able, in case of necessity, to send abroad two complete Army-
Corps, with Cavalry Divisions and Line of Communication. But it will be
distinctly understood that the probability of the employment of an Army-
Corps in the field in any European war is sufficiently improbable to make it
the primary duty of the military authorities to organise our forces efficiently
for the defence of this country.

TNA, WO 33/48, paper A 148A, minute, 8 December 1888 in E. M. Spiers, The
Late Victorian Army 1868-1902, (Manchester University Press, 1999), Appendix
3,p.337.
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Appendix Two
Lady Nicholson
Name Year of Date of Source
Birth/Death Marriage
Victorie Dillon 1871 Engineers obituary

Victoria Dallier

Victoria U

Victorie Ursula

Victoire Ursula

Victorie U

V U Dallier

Victoire Ursula
Dillon

Victorine
Ursula
Nicholson

Victoria

Nicholson

Victoire M U
Dillon

1854 (age 27 in
1881). Born in Br
Guiana

18 January 1938

1845/1938 aged 93

18 January 1938 -
Requiem Mass 21
January

Burial -21 January
1938

1854

7 June 1869 at
Georgetown,
Demerara, Br
Guiana

6 June 1869 by
RC bishop of Br
Guiana

1871

1871

Pall Mall Gazette -
16 August 1869.
Rootsweb

1881 Census (living
at 7 Fourth Avenue,
Hove, Sussex)
Probate

1918 Electoral Roll
Death Index
Regimental

Register of Service

Obituary in the
Tablet

Brompton
Cemetery records

British Guiana
Colonists Index

Thepeerage.com
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