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Introduction

‘Every man’s life may be best written by himself.’
SAMUEL JOHNSON

n 2nd October, 1953, about a month after Dr Nicoll died,

Mrs Nicoll asked me if I would write his biography. This
was seven years ago. At first I tried to write an orthodox bio-
graphy, but eventually abandoned the attempt.

This book is a portrait of Maurice Nicoll sketched against the
background of his life as he himself remembered it. I have
recorded what he himself told us of his experiences. When he
gathered the threads of his life together during his last years he
emphasized that certain periods were unimportant, but that
memory selected those events, moments, experiences which were
nodes in the pattern of the whole. The Time-Body of his life was
ever present to him. He could see the way in which he was
prepared during his early life for his destiny.

His professional life, in which he won some distinction, no
longer remained in detail in his memory. He regarded it simply
as useful in qualifying him to understand those who later became
his pupils - thus he rarely spoke of it. The years before he met
Gurdjieff and Ouspensky counted for him only as a necessary
period of preparation for his work as a transmitter of the teaching
that he received from them.

I was Dr Nicoll’s pupil for nincteen years and his secretary
for fourteen years during which period I was one of the small
group who lived with him.

In the later chapters of this book I have described our way of
life. Dr Nicoll was one-pointed in his aim ~ everything else was
subordinated to it. It was always understood that I should one
day write about his external daily life. What I have not written
of in this volume is the private teaching which he gave to those
of us who were close to him, which included his interpretation
of our dreams and his sharing with us some of his own inner life.
The real teaching is always oral and secret.
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MAURICE NICOLL

Ah, where was I, I thought

And I sat up and said something,

Something quite untrue — a lie:

‘I went to Parson’s Farm

And then turned up the lane

Leading to Deep End,’

And sat in silence.

“That’s good,’ they said,

‘It will keep you fit.’

Fit for what, I wondered.
Maurice Nicoll

enry Maurice Dunlop Nicoll was born half an hour after
midnight on 19th July 1884 at the Free Church Manse,
Kelso, Scotland, where his father, the Rev. William Robertson
Nicoll (later Sir William Robertson Nicoll) was Minister. He
remembered little of his birthplace as eighteen months after his
birth his father was obliged to resign his charge at Kelso owing
to a serious illness. Dr Robertson Nicoll went first to Dawlish,
where he was able to recuperate, and then to Upper Norwood.
This was an important turning-point, for it was through having
to give up the Ministry, owing to his failing health, that he took
up a literary career. He had for some time worked for the pub-
lishers, Messtrs Hodder and Stoughton, and, with their cordial
co-operations, founded The British Weekly (in 1886), later editing
The Expositor and The Bookman and eventually becoming one of
the most famous men of letters of his day. In 1889 Bay Tree
Lodge in Frognal, Hampstead, became the home of the Nicoll
family, and it was here that Dr Nicoll spent his childhood, boy-
hood and youth, living his own private life in this gracious house
with its pleasant garden, against a background of all the social,
political and literary activity that his father’s career demanded.
Dr Nicoll’s impressions of his childhood were sometimes given
in informal conversations to those of us who knew him well in
his later life. He never failed to remind us of the inadequacy
and inaccuracy of our memory of our past life. His most vivid
recollection of his very early days was of his delight in going off
by himself to fish in the Scottish burns when he stayed in the
summer at the Old Manse at Lumsden. Memories of long days of
freedom among the heather-covered moors, fishing for trout,
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EARLY YEARS

were to him an unfailing source of joy. He remembered the
endlessness of time on such days. This recollection is the theme
of his poem, “The Privacy of Childhood’.

He told us how interested he had been in the sundew plant that
cats flies and is found in the peat-bogs. He used to draw it, paint
it, study it together with some mosses and asphodel, as he said,
all for his own private love of them. The memory of the pleasure
that this gave him thus remained with him because the experience
belonged to the real part of himself. Another memory which
remained was that of a certain velvet suit he wore which pleased
him very much, and of some scratchy woollen stockings which
annoyed him.

He remembered too his first disillusionment, experienced at an
early age while living at Bay Tree Lodge. He had lent a much
prized steam-engine to the boy next door and this was never
returned. He asked for it back but the boy pretended that he had
never had it. It was the first incident which caused him to lose
faith in others. It was a great shock, so great that he could not
speak to his parents about it. It was characteristic of him that he
accepted this event as inevitable and took no steps to recover his
property from his dishonest neighbour. All through his life he
was to lose his possessions continually, and to accept each loss’
without taking action.

Of the University College Preparatory School which he
attended in Hampstead he had little to tell, but what was unfor-
gettable was the handicap of his stammer which caused him to
spend long periods during the Latin lessons, for example, in
hoping he would not be called on to read or construe. He remem-
bered also the first question that was addressed to him by the
Head Master of his school on his first entry into his Latin class.
“What is sex?’ he had thundered. This terrific question was a
surprise to the shy new boy and he had no idea of the answer, not
realizing that it was asked in connection with gender and grammar.
Dr Nicoll told us that he thought that the Head Master had seen
into his young, dark and secret soul, and the moment of awe
always remained in his mind. Recovering from his surprise and
terror, he managed to say slowly: ‘T don’t know, sir” No one
knew what an effort it cost him to speak so calmly. Some of the
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MAURICE NICOLL

boys giggled, but from that time he was ‘somebody’ to them.

Sunday was the day that he liked least, for on that day the
brougham would come to the door and all the family would
drive to St John's Wood Presbyterian Church, where they sat in
the gallery. The drive there and back took a long time, the service
was tedious and altogether these Sunday mornings seem to have
been for a small boy an ordeal which had the effect of making
him Jook back on Sunday as a dreary day. He found the sermons
particularly wearying and apparently avoided the hearing of
sermons for ever afterwards.

His mother, formerly Miss Isa Dunlop of Kelso, the only
daughter of Peter Dunlop of Skaithmuir near Coldstream, was
very dear to him, and he used to tell us of her beauty and gentle-
ness. She was a fine musician who taught him to play the violin
and he owed his love of music to her. The day when he was told
of her death stood out vividly in his memory, and it is character-
istic of his inner sincerity and powers of self-observation even at
that carly age, that he observed at the same time the sudden
thought that came to him: ‘that will be something to tell the boys
at school tomorrow.” He was ten years old at this time. He and
his elder sister, Constance (now Mrs Elystan Miles), missed their
mother very much, especially during the period before their father
remarried. During this interim period a cousin of their mother’s,
a Miss Maclagan, came to take charge of the houschold, and later
a Miss Pierpoint. The children were by then absorbed in the life
of their day schools. Maurice had his own little den on the ground
floor of Bay Tree Lodge, where he was mysteriously occupied in
his free time. He used to conduct clectrical and chemical experi-
ments there — a hobby which still entertained him in his later years.

In 1897 his father married Miss Catherine Pollard and from that
moment Bay Tree Lodge became transformed. I quote her own
description of her arrival home after a honeymoon in Paris:

[ entered my new home, at Hampstead, on the evening of
Ascension Day, 27th May 1897. Bay Tree Lodge, in Frognal,
was a Queen Anne house, with later additions, standing back
in a garden, with a little lodge at the gates and stables and a
cottage at the back. A verandah, covered with wistaria and
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EARLY YEARS

clematis, made a sort of porch. My sister Nellie was staying
in the house, having come up from High Down some days
before to arrange my own furniture in my boudoir and also
to be with my two stepchildren when the housekeeper, Miss
Pierpoint, left. Connie and Maurice stood with my sister in
the doorway to receive us and to give me a piece of short-
bread to break and eat as I crossed the threshold. Maurice, a
handsome little boy of nearly thirteen, had insisted on wear-
ing his best suit in my honour - a fawn cloth. . . . The new
housemaid was awaiting me in my bedroom - Julia: gentle
and calm, a true East Anglian. ... I remember unpacking,
Maurice helping me and receiving delightedly the chocolates
and presents we had brought for him and Connie.

Dr Nicoll used often to talk to usabout his stepmother, to whom
he felt much indebted and with whom he always had a very good
relationship. He admired her tremendously and loved her very
much. In a recent letter Lady Robertson Nicoll describes her im-
pressions of him during the period immediately after her marriage:

When I married W. R. N. in May 1897, Maurice was a
handsome, smiling friendly boy, small for his age, and not
overstrong. Before our marriage my husband had described,
the two children to me. ‘Connic’ (aged 15) was ‘very clever,
a real booklover - taking all the prizes at school’. “Maurice
was stupid, and slow at his lessons, but a dear boy, and so
honourable. If you told him he might bicycle alone to a
certain spot you knew he would turn exactly at that spot.’
I found him a bright happy boy - always ready to do any-
thing I asked. Getting him off to school was a business! His
cap could never be found, having been flung off just any-
where on returning home the previous day. He never knew
what the Prep was - till I requested his form master to send
me daily a list of what should be done — and I would see that
the work was carried out. We got on very happily. I do not
remember him being in the least lazy or unwilling. Most of
his spare time was spent in making electric toys and putting
electric bells about the house, a comparatively new idea in
1897. This I would say proved he was clever and ingenious
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and not stupid. One of his greatest successes was a clockwork
bogey - to alarm Connie. She had a schoolgirl horror and
nervousness of all spiders and daddy-long-legs. At midnight,
a light suddenly appeared on the ceiling of Connie’s bedroom
with the shadow of a giant spider. This was truly alarming
and was not encouraged a sccond night. But it won my
admiration.

This latter incident is interesting in vicw of the fact that Dr
Nicoll always described his sister Connic as a great tease. Appar-
ently not all the teasing was on one side. And as for his obedicnce
in never bicycling beyond a certain spot, he often spoke of this
and said how much better it would have been if he had ventured
further. His real life began when he stepped over the boundary.
He apparently respected his stepmother’s very sensible and matter
of fact treatment of him. She told him for instance that he was a
nuisance to everyone when he was ill. This was a most salutary
remark which gave him a new point of view.

The most unusual room at Bay Tree Lodge was the library
which Sir William built on to the top of the house shortly before
his marriage. It was 40 feet long and eventually contained about
25,000 books, arranged on the plan of Mr Gladstonc’s library at
Hawarden. It was in this library, with its view (on a clear day) of
the Surrey hills, that Sir William received his guests. His wife’s
boudoir was opposite, also on the top floor. Guests and secretaries
and messengers from his office were continually making their
way up to the library where he worked indefatigably, his paper
the British Weekly being then at the height of its fame. The guests
and secretaries would stay to luncheon at two o’clock, the children
having already had their luncheon in their own room at one. At
five, Sir William, after an afternoon’s writing, would join his
family at tea, when the children would have arrived home from
school. The life of an important literary editor and critic was of

necessity very highly organized and each day had its own routine,
described thus by his wife:

On Monday evening the ‘Claudius Clear’ letter was always
dictated (the three-column article contributed every week to
the British Weekly under the heading ‘Correspondence of

6



EARL Y YBARS

Claudius Clear’). Tuesday was the most exacting of all my
husband’s days and the evening was devoted to his leader -
to which he used to say he gave the greatest thought and
pains. On Wednesday at 11.0. he went off to his printers in
the City to ‘scc the paper through’. He lunched with his
publishers and went later to the Bath Club and dined there,
joined by two or three special friends. This was the day when
any uphcaval of the house could be undertaken as he would
not be back until latc evening. For this rcason [ arranged that
my At Home day should be Wednesday - in the days when
At Homes were the fashion. On Thursday he took his rest
and no assistants camc. He would stay in bed until carly
aftcrnoon and then walk with me on the Heath. On Friday
he went again to town, to mcet at his Club literary people
of all kinds, usually visiting bookshops and bookmen on his
way home. On Saturday the morning was spent working in
bed and in the afternoon he would walk again on the Heath.

Against such a background Maurice lived his own private life
absorbed in his hobbics. The terrific figure of his father dominated
the houschold, and, indeed, all his boyhood and youth. But whatit '
most pleased him to recall to us was the scene in his father’s
bedroom every morning where he used to dictate to his secretaries
while still in bed surrounded by newspapers and by his much loved
cats. These cats had Biblical names, Aaron, Moscs and Solomon -
all blue Persians. There was also a half-Persian, Samuel, with a
rich black and yellow coat, which excclled the Persians in beauty
but not in intellect. To the outsider it must have appeared a scene
of great confusion, but from it emerged the lucid thinking of
‘Claudius Clear’ which stimulated the British Weekly readers week
by week.

Among the cats Sir William would read the newspapers and
smoke innumerable cigarettes, cach necessitating an incredible
number of matches; but his wifc’s fears of a resulting fire proved
needless. His method of reading amazed his friends. Each journal
would be glanced at and immediately thrown on the floor and
yet in that brief instant the cssential in cach paper had been scen
and grasped. Every day he read all the London dailies and many
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MAURICE NICOLL

of the Scottish and provincial papers and also the evening papers,
not to speak of all the English and some American weeklies. All
newspapers were kept for a fortnight in case they should be needed
for reference. The piles were so big that they were known to the
household as ‘the haystacks’.

The summer holidays were spent in Scotland, and I quote Lady
Robertson Nicoll’s description of the Old Manse which is now
her home.

When the children’s summer holidays came they went up
to Lumsden, the Aberdecenshire home, with one housemaid,
Agnes, leaving Julia with us. My husband could only spare a
fortnight in August, a few days of which we spent at Lums-
den with the children. ... The Old Manse had been the
Free Church manse of my husband’s father, the Rev. Harry
Nicoll. I had heard much from my husband about the Old
Manse and about his father, a remarkable scholar and book-
man, for whom he had a real love and deep veneration - he
admired his character and his learning. When his father
retired my husband had bought the house for him, and after
the father’s death it became his own summer holiday home.
I found a tiny cosy-looking house. Mr Nicoll when he first
entered it in 1848 had described it as ‘a most comfortable
and commodious residence. Thanks be to God’. My husband
had kept it as it had always been. On one side of the little
entrance hall was a dining-room, on the other a study abso-
lutely lined with bookshelves, not only all round the room
from floor to ceiling, but above the fireplace and the doorway
also. Beyond these rooms were two others, also with many
books and periodicals, and at the end of the house a large
pleasant kitchen with big open hearth. My husband often
said that no roast fowls were so good as those roasted by the
good old servant Mary over that open fire when he was a
little boy. Upstairs was another room entirely devoted to
books. This had been the father’s sanctum which none but a
sacred few — bookmen — might enter. The Rev. Harry Nicoll
had arranged in it what appeared to me to be a Hampton
Court maze of bookshelves about five feet high, and between

8



EARLY YEARS

these only a slender figure like his own could move. I was
told that after his death some hundreds of the 17,000 books
had been given to various libraries, but the house even then
seemed to have books everywhere. Later on, when he added
a new wing to the house, my husband arranged a library on
the ground floor and the books from the sanctum were
brought down to it, giving another much needed bedroom.

One of the children’s holiday delights at Lumsden was the

opportunity of serving in the village shop. Lady Robertson Nicoll
writes in Under the Bay Tree:

The shop was an intense joy for our children of different
periods, for they were allowed to serve behind the counter
regardless of the muddle and delay they must have caused.
Connie, Maurice and my nephews have all gloried in playing
shopmen and I have rejoiced in knowing that a wet day was
of no moment since the children were happily and safely

employed.

Holidays were also spent with the Pollard family at High Down
in Hertfordshire, an old Tudor Manor House built by Sir Thomas
Dowcra, Grand Prior of the Knights of St John of Jerusalem.
Here ‘Aunt Minnie’ taught Maurice to ride and fish, for which
he spoke of her often with gratitude. He was much impressed also
at that time by ‘Aunt Nellie’s’ playing of the harp and used to tell
us how he admired her beautiful arms while she was playing. He
spoke with great affection of his stepmother’s father, Mr Joseph
Pollard, and of his two uncles.

When Maurice was thirteen, it was decided that he should go
to Aldenham. This school was recommended by Mr Joseph
Pollard. It was chosen partly because it was within driving distance
of Hampstead, and indeed his father and stepmother drove out on
several occasions along the peaceful Hertfordshire lanes to spend
the afternoon with him. At Aldenham he enjoyed singing in the
choir and was one of four soloists who sang in St Albans’ Cathed-
ral. We knew his voice as a tenor, very true. As an alto it must
have been delightful. Often he used to imitate for us the manner
in which these choir boys behaved. They accepted their singing

9
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duties with the utmost simplicity, being always ready to eat
sweets or exchange pet frogs when there was an opportunity
during the services (or even when there was not) and the next
moment soaring to their top notes like angels. It was at Aldenham
that in the sixth form he had his seccond disillusionment. He
describes it thus:

When I heard the New Testament I could not understand
what the parables meant, and no one seemed to know or care
what they meant. But once, in the Greek New Testament
class on Sundays, taken by the Head Master, I dared to ask,
in spite of my stammering, what some parable meant. The
answer was so confused that I actually experienced my first
moment of consciousness — that is, I suddenly realized that
no one knew anything. . . . From that moment I began to think
for myself or rather knew that I could. ... I remember so
clearly the class room, the high windows constructed so that
we could not see out of them, the desks, the platform on
which the Head Master sat, his scholarly, thin face, hisnervous
habits of twitching his mouth and jerking his hands - and
suddenly this inner revelation of knowing that he knew nothing
— nothing, that is, about anything that really mattered. This
was my first liberation from the power of external life.

It was in the School Chapel one Easter time that Maurice had
his first moment of real religious fecling. He was moved by a great
love for Christ and when the story of Peter’s denial was read in
the Gospel, he said to himself: T would never do that - I would
never do that.” The memory of this moment remained with him
~ it was the beginning of an awareness of a dedicated affection for
the being of Christ, apart from any formatory dogma.

Lady Robertson Nicoll relates that when a baby sister, Mildred,
was born, both Connie and Maurice were charming to her.
Maurice, who was an extremely clever photographer, took her
first photograph when she was four wecks old. He gave her her
first teddy bear and mended her toys. “When the journey to
Lumsden was discussed for the one-year-old baby girl and the
long night journeys, he devised a hammock for her, to be swung
from the luggage rack, a most ingenious and intricate affair.” The
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following extract from a letter from Lady Robertson Nicoll to
his father from Lumsden heralds the future:

Baby is very well, and proves her good health by being
very good and happy. This morning two dolls had two arms
out of their sockets. I suggested mending them. Maurice
heard us, and called that he had some glue and would do it
for us. So we carried the dolls and their arms to his little room,
and he very nicely and neatly mended each. Then Baby said
most sedately: “Thank you, Mr Doctor,” and we carried
them downstairs very gently and put them to bed and Baby
said: ‘Now they will be so better they will dance about.’

Maurice was at Aldenham from 1898 until 1903 when he gained
a Scholarship and entered Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge,
on the advice of Mr Joseph Pollard, whose sons had been there.
It is interesting to learn that Medicine was not his first choice of a
career. At one time he thought he would like to be an engincer,
and indeed he would have excelled in the field of electrical
engineering. His anxious father, however, sought the best possible
advice about the state of the engineering world and the result was
that after consulting with various notable heads of engineering
firms, he was of the opinion that such a career did not offer great -
possibilities at that time.

Kenneth Walker, who also lived in Frognal with his parents,
had already been up at Caius for two years when Maurice entered.
He recalls an interview with Dr Robertson Nicoll in his library,
when, plied with champagne, and impressed by his surroundings,
he was exhorted by his host to keep an eye on his son. He found
that this was not very easy and soon gave it up as Maurice quickly
chose his own friends, not those whom Mr Walker would have
chosen for him, but those who could give him the gay companion-
ship which was a necessity for him all his life. Thus it came about
that his Cambridge friends were neither the intellectuals nor those
who had the most brilliant personalities, but such men as Bill
Adams, Basil Atkins, and Gordon Moore who were possessed of
a certain gaiety and could toss life up with a sense of humour.
Basil Atkins was destined for the Indian Army and joined the
11th Rajputs. He was a particularly charming man with a great
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gift for faithful and unselfish friendship. All the family loved him,
and when he was on leave he stayed in turn at Bay Tree, the Old
Manse and High Down. Mrs Kirkcaldy recalls that Gordon
Moore and Kenneth Walker often came to Bay Tree and both
stayed at the Old Manse and that one summer Kenneth and
Maurice had a riding tour in Aberdeenshire, accompanying mem-
bers of the family who drove in a large landau. They both had
great understanding of children - and patience with them - and
encouraged the small Mildred to edit a paper named The Jolly
Wobbler to which they both contributed. When Kenneth Walker
wrote his famous children’s book, The Log of the Ark, he included
the imaginary family of Clidders who originally belonged to
Mildred and her sister. He recently recalled a week-end visit to
Basil Atkins’ home at Devizes, on which he accompanied Maurice,
and said that Atkins was a simple, jovial type, fond of drinking and
laughter, with whom Maurice felt at case.

He was a member of the Boat Club and rowed in one of the
Caius Boats. It is recorded in The Caian that as a member of the
Science and Arts Society he once read a paper on ‘How to use
Science for sordid ends’, which seems to foreshadow his later
method of satirizing the scientist. The Caian further records that
as a member of ‘C’ Coy of the O.T.C. he took partin a Field Day
on the Gogs: ‘a great success, the notable feature of the day being
an exhibition by Pte. Nicoll on “How to retire coolly under fire”.’

In the summer of 1906 Maurice was awarded a First in the
Natural Science Tripos. He became Senior Soph. Prizeman and
was elected to a Foundation Scholarship which, however, he did
not take up. Mrs Elystan Miles recalls the day when the Final
Results were to be posted in College:

Maurice was having a bath (on purpose probably) and
dispatched his great friend Gordon Moore to get the news.
How well I remember being in the garden at Hampstead
waiting for the telegram Maurice had promised to send. My
father, who was deeply anxious for good news, kept on
repeating as we paced the garden together that we must not
hope for too much. The sympathetic presence of my step-
mother helped as we waited. Up the long path came at last
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the telegraph boy, and the wire told us that Maurice had
indeed done as well as possible. My father was full of joy.
He expected great things from us both.

Mr Joseph Pollard, who followed Maurice’s career with the
greatest interest and sympathy, was no less delighted, and in a
letter of congratulation to Dr Robertson Nicoll expressed his
great satisfaction that, in addition to his brilliant successes, the boy
had throughout his university life been so steady and reliable. ‘It
is a cause for true thankfulness,” he wrote, ‘that he has escaped
the dangers attendant upon youthful life’.

Steady and reliable Maurice certainly was; but at the same time
he was exceptionally lively and high-spirited — more so, perhaps,
than good Mr Pollard realized. Mrs Elystan Miles, who used to
visit him in May Week, recalls the gaiety of his life at Cambridge,
in which work, at least to an onlooker, seemed to occupy a very
small place indeed while social life and the society of congenial
friends loomed very large. “What I would chiefly like to empha-
size,” she writes, ‘is the high merriment of his mood in that
delightful place. Full of gusto, he conducted at one time a corres-
pondence in The Times, supposed to be from two residents, one
pro the bell ringing in the city and the other against it as an
interruption to the student. Nobody, I think, knew that the letters
were from the same lively pen.’

Those who were with him were witnesses of the amusing time
he was having, while sober friends and relatives of an older
generation continued to receive gratifying news of his attainments.
‘Maurice has got a prize from Caius College for an essay,” wrote
Dr Robertson Nicoll to his wife in the course of the year 1908;
‘so he is now Scholar and Prizeman of his College, which is
satisfactory.’

Dr Nicoll did not tell us very much about his life at Caius, but
he used to talk about the new steam car which he acquired which
took him to the Newmarket races or to London for a dance at
Bay Tree Lodge from which he would return to Cambridge at
dawn. It was an extraordinary machine, terrifying alike to driver,
passengers and onlookers. Though he said little about this period
of his life, he remained devoted to the memory of his Cambridge
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days, and while we were living at Ugley in 1945 and 1946, a
favourite expedition was a drive with him to Cambridge so that
he could visit his tailor and we could all look through the ground
floor windows at his old rooms in Caius.

From 1906 until 1910 Maurice studicd Medicine at Bart’s, where
Kenneth Walker was again two years senior to him. During this
period Gordon Moore shared rooms with him in Willow Road,
Hampstead, a few minutes’ walk from Bay Tree Lodge where
they would join the family on Sundays. All accounts given to us
of the medical studies at Bart’s resemble nothing so much as
chapters from the recently published Doctor in the House, parti-
cularly the gynaccological practical experience in the East End,
where the medical students at last were brought face to face with
some of the stark realitics of life. Perhaps Dr Nicoll’s most
interesting comment on his medical training is expressed in a
letter, which I quote below, written to Mrs Elystan Miles many
years later to congratulate her on the success of her son who was
also studying Medicine.

146 Harley Street, W.1.

Dearest C, Rirte 10838

I was very pleased to hear that Basil has got so far in his
exams. It is a nightmare, and leaves a man usually without a
mind - one needs to be able to sce through and not accept
blindly all that is said and claimed. Life and matter are greater
mysterics than ever, and I hope he knows and feels this
because with the sense of mystery always fresh, life continu-
ally remains itself and its real chemistry is maintained.

Very best of things to you and yours,
Yours,
M.

On 25th June 1909, Sir William received his knighthood for
public services.

Although deeply engrossed in the study of medicine, Dr Nicoll’s
versatile mind could never limit itself to one field alone. He and
his sister had edited a family newspaper from their nursery days,
containing stories and the current home news, and he himself had
written various stories about local life while on holiday at Lums-
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den. His love of writing led him at this time to pass some of his
leisure moments in collaborating with his sister in writing a novel
which, although they tossed it off lightly with no thought apart
from amusing themselves, was destined to become a best-seller.
The book was Lord Richard in the Pantry. Mrs Elystan Miles des-
cribes the way in which it came to be written:

After I had had an exhausting illness in the summer of 19710,
my mother-in-law, who was herself going away, offered me
the use of her pleasant house in Boscombe. I was told that I
might have guests. My brother came down, with the idea,
I think, of cheering me up. I remember being in a bath-chair
wheeled down to the beach when we suddenly thought of
writing a novel together. We soon found a plot, and would
write in the long evenings, allotting to each other, by mutual
planning, a chapter each at a time. I recall my somewhat
literal-minded hospital nurse sitting reading in the same
parlour while we were scribbling away. It was very quickly
written, as my brother had a very rapid way of getting things
on paper. The work took me quite out of my illness. We
used to read snatches of the story aloud to one another as we
went along, and often dissolved in laughter. The nurse
would have to listen, and did so with a stern undiscriminating
look. Maurice and I both felt we should like the novel, when
finished, to find a publisher other than my father’s firm,
Hodder and Stoughton. We kept the matter quiet and sent
the manuscript on its rounds. We wrote under the pseudo-
nym of Martin Swayne. Finally Messrs Methuen said they
would accept it, provided we put up a small amount of
money which we might recover in royalties. My father was
quite taken aback when the book was placed in his hands,
but I think he was very pleased that we were so independent.
Edition followed edition and finally we sold the dramatic
rights, and the weekly cheque of [ 10 each, while the play
flourished at the Criterion, was very welcome. However, we
should have preferred it to remain as a light comedy and that
it should not have been converted, however skilfully, into
broad farce. . ..
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Sir William, on holiday at Cannes shortly after the publication
of the novel, was heard to enquire at the Scotch Church Library
there for a copy of it.

Dr Nicoll spoke of the novel later as ‘a little gaiety in this
near-dark age’. Indeed, its chief quality is best described as a kind
of irrepressible, spontancous gaiety. It is overflowing with high
spirits and lifts the reader into a better place in himself. The story
of a man of noble birth masquerading as a butler and falling in
love with his mistress is a very old plot, but rarely can it have been
treated with more delicacy and humour. In 1949, thirty-nine
years after its publication, when we were living at Great Amwell
House, Dr Nicoll was delighted to receive a letter from a school-
boy who wrote to tell him how much pleasure the book had
given him while he was ill in the sanatorium at his school in
Yorkshire.

The question arose in 1910 of having a dramatic version of
Lord Richard made for the stage. It was while the dramatization of
the novel was being discussed, soon after the book’s publication,
that Dr Nicoll met Miss Maud Hoffman, an American, a Shake-
spearean actress with some literary talent. He had been advised to
discuss the possibility with her. Miss Hoffman was at that time
sharing a flat in South London with Miss Mabel Collins. The
dramatic version for which she was later responsible was not used,
but Dr Nicoll’s first meeting with Miss Hoffman was the initial
link in a chain of interesting and important connections in his life
and the beginning of a long friendship.

Eventually the novel was dramatized by other hands and pro-
duced on the West End stage with Cyril Maude in the leading
part. The delicate comedy had degenerated into farce but the play
proved very popular. It ran for three years and was revived several
times. Very small sums, representing royalties on the dramatic
version of the novel, as a result of its performance by amateur
dramatic societies, used to arrive by post at intervals during the
whole of the period when I worked with Dr Nicoll. These varied
from ten and six to two or three pounds after several deductions
had been made. He used to send the cheque up to his wife and
would then fling away the statement that accompanied it. The
disappearance of these statements caused a recurring difficulty
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when they were required for Income Tax Returns as several were
always missing and, year after year, Messts A. P. Watt, his literary
agents, had to be applied to for duplicates. Eventually I managed
to secure the statements in time to prevent their loss. The con-
tinued performance of the play by amateurs certainly scemed to
be proof of its vitality.

As soon as Dr Nicoll had qualified he went out to Buenos Aires
as Ship’s Surgeon. He had some startling reminiscences of this trip
to tell us. He did not apparently have much scope during the
inward and outward voyages for the exercise of his newly acquired
medical skill, but attained a considerable proficiency in poker. It
was the custom for some of the ship’s officers to play nightly in
the Captain’s cabin with certain of the passengers, and the young
officers were safeguarded from losing more than they could afford.

Mr Kenneth Walker was at that time Resident Medical Officer
at the British Hospital in Buenos Aires. His sister had married a
rich Argentinian and Dr Nicoll visited their ranch before his re-
turn voyage.

Dr Nicoll apparently enjoyed persuading his friend to eat some
of the amusing and unusual dishes that appeared on the menu in
the restaurants in Buenos Aires, such as roast armadillo, but he
himself was reluctant to experiment.

On his return to London Dr Nicoll asked his father to allow
him a year abroad studying new forms of psychology. He went
first to Paris, then to Berlin and Vienna, and eventually to Ziirich.
He often talked of his stay in Vienna, lightly waving away all
reference to his studies but delighting his hearers with accounts of
his painful experiences during the riding lessons at the Spanish
School, which he was fortunate enough to attend, and of his gay
German lessons with his beloved teacher known to us as Georgette,
with whom he passed many happy hours. She remained in his
memory as a most romantic figure until the war years in Birdlip
when the cold hand of reality dispelled some of the glamour
which had surrounded her. One day a letter arrived from Vienna.
To our delight it was from Georgette, and, what was more it was
a begging letter, telling of the scarcity of clothes in Vienna, even
giving her husband’s measurements which, oddly enough, corres-
ponded with Dr Nicoll's own, and from that time, at intervals,
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CHAPTER TWO

Decisive Influences

t Nicoll always looked back with great appreciation on his
father’s generosity in allowing him his year abroad to study
psychology after he had qualified in medicine. At that period this
new subject was regarded rather doubtfully by the older genera-
tion and by orthodox medicine, and the generosity in this case
cannot have been only financial. When he considered his life in
retrospect Dr Nicoll emphasized that this year was of paramount
importance in shaping the pattern of his future, for his contact
with Dr Jung during his first visit to Ziirich led to a mental
turning-point, which did not become outwardly apparent for
some time. However, one very striking physical manifestation
resulted from this period of psychological study. Dr Jung gave
him confidence in himself and his own thinking so that he lost
his stammer. The hesitancy in his speech which had handicapped
him during lessons at school and on other occasions was attributed
by Dr Jung to the fear and lack of confidence that he had always
felt in his father’s presence, which had imposed on him a kind of
inner restraint. '
Dr Nicoll’s relationship with his father, whom he admired very
greatly but feared for many years, was one of the most important
influences in his life. He must have resembled him in many ways
although he himself denied this. Physically he came to resemble
him more as he grew older, and towards the end of his life when
he was acting in a charade, his wife remarked on the fact that he
was suddenly transformed into ‘the image of his father’. He used
to tell us that his father treated him too harshly when he was a
boy, he was too dominating, too overpowering, and indeed, too
famous. He declared that it was a very great handicap to be the
son of a famous father. At the same time he was exceedingly
proud of him, and his sisters are agreed that his father loved him
and took great pride in him. Dr Nicoll had always admired his
father’s courage in the face of his serious lung trouble. After his
illness at Kelso a specialist had warned him that he had no chance
of life if he stayed in England, but he refused to be daunted by this
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verdict and crossed to the other side of the road where Sir Andrew
Clark was more reassuring, and his patient without further delay
founded the British Weekly and entered upon his literary career.
Dr Nicoll considered this a supreme example of the power of the
mind over the body.

Dr Nicoll fully agreed with Jung in attributing the lack of
confidence which lasted all through his boyhood to his father’s
domination which made him unsure of himself, and in the
psychological talks that he gave us, he warned all parents to leave
their children free from parental tyranny. His own daughter he
left in complete freedom. In such an active houschold, it must
have been difficult to be himself, in spite of the never-failing
kindness and courtesy of his stepmother of which he often re-
minded us. I have found it interesting in reading Mr T. H.
Darlow’s Life and Letters of William Robertson Nicoll to discover
where Dr Nicoll’s description of his father corresponds with that
of his father’s biographer, and where it differs. He always des-
cribed himself as the antithesis of his father! Yet they seem to have
had a great deal in common.

Dr Nicoll often spoke of his mingled ancestry, saying that his
mother was a Dunlop and his father half a Lowlander, but that
Celtic blood came through his grandmother who was Miss Jane
Robertson, a Robertson of Struan. Dr Nicoll said that he thought
a fine Scots intellect was a wonderful endowment, and that his
father owed his mental equipment to his Lowland blood, saying
that the East Side of Scotland produced outstanding examples of
the logical mind, but that the intuitive mind was derived for the
most part from the Celtic strain. Both he and his father were
capable of violent anger and of passionate devotion to any cause
they held dear. Both were deeply religious in the true sense of the
word, in that the spiritual world was ever present to them. Sir
William was aware of the reality of Man’s inner nature, although
it was invisible, and it was this mystery which became Dr Nicoll’s
lifelong study.

Although Dr Nicoll was already thinking of a future vastly
different from that which Sir William had in mind for him, he
accepted the arrangement that was now made on his return from
abroad to set him up in private practice. His father had bought
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him a house in Golders Green, in the new Garden Suburb where
it was possible to put up a plate, and Dr Nicoll obviously felt that
the least that he could do in return for his year abroad was to start
his career as his father had planned. Thus he moved into the
Golders Green house, where Mrs Elystan Miles helped with the
decoration and the choice of furniture. She recalls how her brother
insisted on having a frieze of Noah’s Ark and the animals around
the top of the walls of the consulting room. Dr Gordon Moore
came into partnership with him, and they enjoyed one another’s
companionship but neither partner found the idea of general
practice congenial and both were thankful when external circum-
stances released them from it.

Living nearby at that time was Mr Claud Mullins, who recalls
evenings spent with Dr Nicoll, who talked to him of psychology.
‘I cannot remember any of his words,” Mr Mullins said recently,
‘except that he once asked me: “When you meet a stranger, who
usually speaks first, you or he?” I said that I thought I did. He
replied that I must be a dominant character.’

Dr Nicoll diverted himself by continuing to write short stories.
While in Vienna he had begun to contribute to the Strand
Magazine which an older generation will remember in its best
period before the 1914 War. He told us that he felt afterwards
that he had missed an opportunity in not using the Viennese
background for his stories to which he had given a London
setting. They were condensed, very effective in plot, with curious
surprising twists in them. They were written in such a way that
the unusual sounded normal. During the war years in Birdlip
(1940) we collected the old bound volumes containing these
stories, and enjoyed reading them. The Martin Swayne stories
were ‘Sir Clifford’s Gorilla’, “The Alabaster Jar’, “The Corot
Landscape’, and there was one, whose title I forget, which had
for its climax a fight with a puma in a dark dungeon into which a
passer-by was beguiled so that certain scenes for a film might be
shot. Other contributors to the Strand of those days were Arnold
Bennett, Conan Doyle, Rider Haggard, Talbot Mundy, and H. A.
Vachell.

The demands of the Golders Green practice were so light that
Dr Nicoll was able to join Dr Crichton Miller in his work at
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Bowden House, Harrow, and at 114a Harley Street. In his practice
as consultant he was able to begin to use his knowledge of psycho-
logy, thus feeling his way towards his future work. Quite soon
he became aware that the hypnotic method of treatment practised
at Bowden House was not the line for him. In the summer of
1914 he returned to Ziirich for a holiday of some weeks. The
following letter to his parents written shortly before he left
London, throws light on his state of mind:

114a Harley Street, W.1.

My dearest Parents, 1914.

I am typing you a letter of thanks in order that you may
not have the difficulty of deciphering my writing. I am very
much touched by your kindness in sending me a cheque for
holiday purposes and it is needless to say it will help me
greatly. But you must not take too high a view of the
motives which lead me to holiday in Ziirich. It is altogether
a sense of my inadequacy to meet with my work, and the
feeling that in order to keep my brass-plate bright I must get
a better grip of things. And I think this is only possible by
going through the process oneself that one is constantly
putting others through.

I have not the slightest doubt of the value of this line of
work that I am in. In fact, it is such a very extraordinary
thing, so completely remarkable and curious that one finds
it difficult to talk about and quite impossible to explain. Itis an
experience and not a teachable thing. Foritever to be accepted,
either generally or popularly, would mean a complete social
turnabout. But to me it seems a thing well worth devoting
one’s life to, whatever comment is made about the work.
And I believe privately that it holds in some way that one
cannot clearly see yet the key to the solution of a host of
troubles that we comfortably think ‘will be always with us’.
I mean that out of it will arise that impulse that will give a
universal newness as the impulse of Christianity gave a
universal newness. And it is precisely because it is the last
place that a man would look for such an impulse, because it
is exactly where one would pour scorn and ridicule on such
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a possibility, that I feel confidence in the significance of it.
So much for my confession of faith.

As I have said, [ am greatly indebted to you for the present,
and also for your support and confidence in what must be
very puzzling to you. To make people look at things they
do not want to look at is not a joyous task for life but a very
necessary one. The meaning of ‘Know thyself” is our motto,
but what a shock it is! I am very happy and content, and
doubly so because things are going so well with you.

Much love,
Maurice.

The above letter, in which Dr Nicoll dwells on the possibilities
of Jung’s psychological system, which had already displaced that
of Freud in his mind, was followed by another from Ziirich to
Lady Robertson Nicoll:

Ziirich,

Diearest Mater, Sunday 12th July 1914.

Thank you for your long letter. I do not think I will be
back before the 20th as Miller writes to say he does not leave
for his holiday until the 23rd and says there is no reason why
I should not stay on. I may travel a little en route home, but
I am too lazy to make plans yet. My time continues to be
very interesting, and [ have now, in the dream, an instrument
that is of comforting value in the direction of one’s own
affairs as well as of my patients, It is very hot here. I go up
the Rigi tomorrow to do some sight-seeing; and dine with
two English patients of Jung’s on Tuesday. I am not looking
forward to Harrow very much. A third partner is to be taken
in, and with my approval ‘and sanction’. I think it is neces-
sary for various reasons, one being that it is perfectly clear
to me that hypnotism is not my line. It is too exhausting, and
too much working blindly in the dark for satisfaction and I
wish to concentrate more in other more illuminating direc-
tions. Also I am not constituted to run a sanatorium. I see my
line of work clearly: there is plenty of scope in it, plenty of
future. For a year or two I must just work quietly, and then
I will begin perhaps pushing out feelers in the journals and
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reading papers before outside societies. Jung has been helpful
in this direction, and has given good advice. I was delighted
to sec the Pater in the Sphere. I have just rowed for an hour
on the lake.
Best love,
Maurice.

Dr Nicoll had by now accepted the importance of Jung’s work
on dreams, which he was from that time to use extensively in his
own psychological work, and it was at this point that he aban-
doned the use of hypnotism.

Dr Nicoll’s contact with Dr Jung had been the beginning of a
new relationship which was the strongest influence in his life for
the ten years that followed. He often used to recreate for us the
presence of this Nordic giant to whom he owed his understanding
of dreams and who gave him his first awareness that his destiny
was to be concerned not with the cure of physical illness but with
the treatment of the condition of inner disharmony that lay at the
root of all physical symptoms. Dr Nicoll studied the Jung method
of dream interpretation and used to give us in later days an
example of a dream in which his father appeared to be in possession
of a rifle and a bullet marked with his son’s name, which aroused
anger in the dreamer. Jung’s interpretation of this dream that
remained permanently in Dr Nicoll's memory was this:

This dream shews that you do not understand your father.
You have to get free from the mechanical influence of your
father. You must begin to understand all the difficulties that
your father had in bringing you up. And (this was added
slyly and maliciously, Dr Nicoll told us) how would you
have liked to be your father with yourself as your son? How
would you have liked to bring up yourself?

From that time Dr Nicoll began to look on his father in a new
light and to appreciate some of the difficulties that he himselt
must have caused him in the past. He gave us many talks in later
days about the relationship of parents and children, illuminated
by the understanding that had come to him through his own study
of the past in which he reversed the positions of father and son,
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and warned us of the possible wrong development that resulted
from reaction to parents or imitation of them.

In 1939 Dr Nicoll wrote in Pelican Hotel, an unpublished,
unfinished novel:

My father had always taken life very seriously and it often
happens that a child brought up in a serious and oppressive
atmosphere reacts against it secretly or openly. I had certainly
reacted in opposition to most of the factors that influenced

my early life.

The chief way in which Dr Nicoll seemed to have reacted to
the serious atmosphere which surrounded him in his boyhood and
youth was in taking life on the surface lightly with jest and
laughter. All through the years when he was teaching us he never
failed to impress upon us that one of the secrets of transforming
situations was to receive them with humour, and comment on
them with wit. Beautifully printed on the wall where we had our
meetings at Great Amwell House was the saying of a philosopher
of the sth century B.c.: ‘Serious things can only be understood
through laughable things.’

As a schoolboy among his father’s guests, for the most part men
of literary fame or men holding high office in the affairs of state, -
Dr Nicoll had been silent, oppressed by his stammer and the
ignorance of his youth, unable in any case to get a word in, and
petrified if a question were addressed to him. He had been a shy
spectator and listener when the brilliant coterie, including Mr
Lloyd George, Lord Riddell, Mr Asquith (as he then was), even
sometimes the young Mr Winston Churchill, were discussing
national affairs. But although he had been too young, and in his
father’s presence too diffident, to take part in the conversation
(from his own account), among his own friends he had been quite
different. At Cambridge he had become the centre of a circle who
enjoyed life to the full and were sometimes addicted to practical
jokes. I think it was a member of this circle who succeeded in
digging up a large chunk of the roadway in Piccadilly without
being interfered with for a long time. And it must have been the
same practical joker who asked a passer-by to hold a tape for him
while he measured something and then gave the other end of the
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tape to another pedestrian round the corner and went away
leaving them to investigate the situation. This was the kind of
practical joke that Dr Nicoll really enjoyed.

Dr Nicoll attributed to the restraint under which his father put
him at home his longing for independence and the opportunity
to follow a line quite different from that of politics or journalism.
It was interesting that the two subjects in which he shewed great
ability at an carly age, clectrical work and science, were closed
books to his father, who could not bear even to know how his
watch worked. Dr Nicoll felt that his father despised these subjects
and held them of little account. He told us that it was through
his stepmother’s influence that he went up to Cambridge, and he
thanked her for this repeatedly in later life. He felt that his father
thought little of his ability, and he found it impossible to have a
reasonable or an intimate conversation with him. This belief that
his father thought little of him is not borne out by the testimony
of his stepmother and sisters. Mrs Elystan Miles, who had had an
excellent relationship with her father and shared his literary tastes,
maintains that he adored his son. But obviously he was unable to
express his affection, as he had all the Scot’s reserve.

An aunt who stayed often at Bay Tree Lodge, on being asked
what she remembered of Dr Nicoll said recently that what stood
out most clearly in her memory was his skill in smoothing over
any difficulties in the household. ‘If Sir William were irritated, it
was always Maurice who could bring him back into good
humour.’

Dr Nicoll gained his father’s respect through his brilliant success
in all his examinations, and this made a closer link with him. He
was very pleased to have been able to win honours in a field
unexplored by his father. His aim had been to avoid any form of
imitation. At the same time he shared his father’s gift for writing
and in the development of this it was important for him to follow
a line of his own. In his early novels he was reacting against the
serious background of his home in the expression of his character-
istic gaiety and humour. The independence of the co-authors of
Lord Richard in the Pantry in finding their own publisher instead
of falling back on Hodder and Stoughton won Sir William’s
admiration.
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Dr Nicoll shared his father’s love of books, and love of writing.
He preferred dogs to cats, and was not so much of an indoor man.
He did not really like working in bed as his father did. Apparently
Sir William dictated his articles from his bed in the morning ‘amid
a medley of newspapers and books and pipes and cigarette ash’.
Dr Nicoll would reflect and ponder in the carly morning, record
his dreams and make pencil notes in his notebooks, which were
material to be put into literary form later. If he dictated at all it
would be later in the day, striding up and down the room. He
dictated his psychological papers which were for reading aloud
to his groups, but his literary work was written with an execrable
pen, generally at his desk in almost illegible writing with many
insertions enclosed in balloons all over the page. He talked more
fluently than he wrote and his literary work was hard labour,
although at times he produced his psychological papers very
rapidly.

His father was known to have agreed with Leigh Hunt, Mr
Darlow tells us, as to the advantage of people in bed over people
who are up, but Dr Nicoll put the matter differently. He said that
in a horizontal position a man was more passive and open to
spiritual influences than when he was in the upright position.

A dislike of gardening was common to both. Like his father,
Dr Nicoll rarely carried a watch, and hated to be interrupted by
being reminded of the time. Dr Nicoll and his father shared the
same favourite book — Boswell’s Life of Johnson. Sir William
maintained that a man ought to have three kinds of books which
he described as ‘lover, friend and acquaintance’. He wrote:

Certain books you love, and they are the special books, the
books you want to read every year, the books you would not
be without, the books which you bind in morocco, the books
you would keep at all costs. Find the books that you love and
then find your friends among books. By friends I mean
excellent books, though not the books that appeal most
immediately and sharply. I love Boswell’s Life of Johnson.
Lockhart’s Life of Scott is my friend. Your mental life will be
determined by your lovers and your friends, but if you have
lovers and friends, there is no reason why you should not
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have a great number of acquaintances . . . one may certainly
know 4,000 books. (People and Books by W. R obertson Nicoll :
Hodder and Stoughton.)

Sir William himself, possessing 4,000 biographical works, de-
clared that biography was his favourite form of reading and
considered that Boswell had written the first and possibly the last
good biography of a man of letters. He wrote:

After all, the only bits of biography that will survive are
the Boswellian passages — all the rest goes - the letters, the
philosophy, the criticism, the ponderous parts of life. A few
characteristic incidents, a few saline sayings. (People and Books
by W. Robertson Nicoll: Hodder and Stoughton.)

It was the characteristic incidents in Boswell’s Life of Johnson
that delighted Dr Nicoll, when we knew him, and he enjoyed
reading or quoting to us the memorable saline sayings. Like his
father Dr Nicoll used to be surrounded by a number of books
that he was reading at the same time. He would have endorsed
the views expressed by Sir William in the following passage which
I quote:

Sound bookmen always have three or four books on hand
at a time. The idea that you should read one book at a time
is the idea of those people who think you should dine upon
one dish. You go up to your study after dinner and com-
mence reading. There should be at least three books, four are
better, awaiting you on the rug. You might begin with a
little bit of biography or criticism. Then you should proceed
to the book that is really furnishing you with thoughts, of
whatever kind it may be. Then you should have in reserve a
book of fiction, with which you may close the evening
pleasantly. I like, for my part, every night to read, as a last
thing, some poetry. (People and Books by W. Robertson
Nicoll: Hodder and Stoughton.)

During the years when I knew him, Dr Nicoll would have
many more than four books strewn about on the rug, or the table,
or on his bed. He might well begin his evening-reading with
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CHAPTER THREE

The 1914 War — Active Service

‘I never met anyone who was sentimental in Mesopotamia.’
M. N. In Mesopotarmia

It actually comes very suddenly, like an earthquake. Of
course, many people even now think it is possible that it
does not sound its unmistakable and terrible note until the
last moment for the vast majority of us. It comes like a bolt
from the blue, suddenly war - and then cheering crowds
and suspense and that curious feeling of elation, which ushers
in war in this period and makes it possible. Bands play and
people go mad with excitement. Everyone feels a sort of
release. They embrace cach other in the streets, the bars are
crowded and mad excitement sweeps over the country: work
slows down, Buckingham Palace is surrounded by dense,
cheering mobs. No one knows what it will mean eventually,
but everyone is carried away. That is one source of war, you
know; well, a sort of hysteria possesses people. I remember
I felt it myself, but do you know, I have totally forgotten
what I felt and even what I did just then. Certainly I wasn’t
in the least afraid at that time. You sec I did not understand.
I joined up - yes, I went to Ireland to train. There was, or
will be, a popular song called ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary’.
Yes, I supposc it’s going about now. I got a telegram from
the War Office ordering me to proceed to Tipperary. I
thought it was a joke, but I went there, two months after the
war started, and found mud, rain, dreary barracks, drill,
whiskey - it wasn’t a joke after all.

The above description of the impact of the sudden declaration

of war on Dr Nicoll is quoted from his unpublished novel Pelican
Hotel. It is his recollection of it in 1939, described by Gregory
Nixon, a character in the novel who has returned to 1913 from
the future, having already lived once through the 1914 war.

Dr Nicoll’s first impulse was to volunteer. Mrs Elystan Miles,
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whose husband, a regular officer, was on active service, took over
the Golders Green house. He wrote to his stepmother as follows:

Bowden House,
Harrow-on-the-Hill,

Ay, Thursday, 13th Aug. ’14.

Thank you for your letter. I am sorry you are both so
against my volunteering. I saw Connie; poor girl, it is a
strain for her. I hope she will feel comfortable at Golders
Green. Up at Lumsden it must be difficult to realize the war.
I fancy Bowden House will be used for military purposes as
it is on the list of reserve hospitals, and we have had a notice.
So far I have not heard whether I am needed although I hear
they need men who can speak French or German. London
looks very empty. Everywhere are transport wagons, terri-
torials, bags of flour, drums and marching. I hear from a
patient that 10,000 men arrived at Portsmouth on Friday
last, were quartered on the inhabitants for the night and sailed
next morning. I have got some of my better patients to

enlist. It will do them good. Best love,

Maurice.

Dr Nicoll was commissioned in the R.A.M.C. He told us with
amusement that the first time he went out in his uniform, a
Sergeant-Major in Regent Street instructed him how to correct
the way in which he was wearing his equipment. He was embar-
rassed but grateful. He was ordered to proceed to Tipperary, but
by December he was in barracks in Limerick and wrote the
following letter home for Christmas:

The County Club,
Limerick,

'14.
Dearest Mater,
Many thanks for your letter. This is to wish you all a
Merry Xmas. We are quite gay here and shall have a jovial
Xmas dinner in Mess. All the men are very well supplied
with all the necessaries. It is freezing with snow and the roads
are slippery to march on. Work is fairly slack as most of the
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men are away on leave. We were medically inspected ‘for
active service’ on Monday, so I suppose we shall soon be off.
Thanks very much indeed for the novels. They are most
welcome for this time. I am sending you and Mildred a little
Limerick lace. Best love, and many thanks to you for all your
sympathy and kindness during this last year. It has been much
appreciated by this medical officer-man.
Your affectionate son,
Maurice.
Rest after Xmas.
RAMC Mess,
New Barracks,
Limerick.

Sunday.
Dearest Pater, ¥

I did not write a separate letter of Xmas wishes to you.
I do so now, wishing you every blessing for the New Year.
We had a quict but cheerful Xmas and things are fairly slack
owing to some of the men being away. There is no news as
to when we go out — only fantastic rumours. Anyway it
cannot be for another month at least as we have got no
forwarder with equipment or uniform. I do hope that in
spite of the war the coming year will be kind to you. Do not
worry about Elystan or me. Whatever happens, one way or
another, it will be destined, and I am perfectly tranquil and
serene. These blighters must be smashed, although my duty
is to patch them up! We are weary of waiting here. Where
is Joffre’s Xmas present?

All my love. Keep well, and take care of diet, liquid and
solid.

Your affectionate son,
Maurice.

His letters home from the New Barracks at Limerick, apart

from one which described a visit to the races, were chiefly con-
cerned with lack of equipment and with the fear that the war
would be over before they got out to France. He was appalled at
the cost to the Government of maintaining these field ambulances
during this interim period while they had no equipment, uniform,
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or supplies. He felt marooned there and lamented the lack of news.
‘Never was a place or a life so devoid of news,” he wrote. All the
time they were longing for something interesting to happen. He
wrote that they had only partial uniform, one wagon instead of
thirty, four horses instead of two hundred, no guns, no rifles, no
information, no encouragement, no little book, no tips or hints
how to conduct their operations. They felt no one seemed to care
for them, a fighting force. They received no instructions or orders.
He wrote: “We drift about vaguely, here rumours, here a wave
of enthusiasm, which dies away soon. We are all very fit physi-
cally and would be delighted to hear we were under orders.” He
had heard that Dr Jung was on the frontier mobilized, and that
this bored him exceedingly as he was in the middle of writing a
book.

Dr Nicoll contrasted his enforced idleness with the terrific
activity of his father in the cause of the war. He wrote: ‘He is
doing splendidly and is on much more active service than we are
yet. I was glad to sce that he had presided at L. G.”s meeting.’

Since the outbreak of the war, Sir William had worked inde-
fatigably to secure victory for his country. His biographer said
of him:

To him as a Christian patriot, nothing else seriously
mattered. Now as never before he realized his calling and
election. Surely he had come into the kingdom of journalism
for such a time as this! (Life and Writings of William Robertson
Nicoll by T. H. Darlow: Hodder and Stoughton.)

In the British Weekly of 6th August, he had published a clarion
leader ‘United We Stand’. He considered the war a righteous and
necessary war. He considered that the war would be a terrible
war, and possibly much prolonged and that it would tax our
strength and resources. He warned the people against pacifism.
His own personal courage was dauntless. Not the least part of his
patriotic service was to fortify his fellow countrymen during the
darkest months of the conflict. Morcover, through his friendship
with Mr Lloyd George and other politicians, he often had access
to uncensored facts and weck by week his published war notes
signed “W. R. N.” were scanned eagerly for some inkling of what
had happened, or might happen soon.
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Dr Nicoll had always expected that his Field Ambulance would
be sent to France and he was prepared for the mud of the trenches,
butinJuly he set sail for a very different destination. The following
telegram, dated 24th July 1915, was received by Lady Robertson
Nicoll:

On active service. All well. No news allowed.

M.

This was soon followed by a letter to his father written on 15th
July from an unnamed ship:

Dearest Pater,

We are stopping at Malta for a few hours, so I write this
short note. Not allowed to say much. Quiet, calm trip and
nothing seen of an exciting nature. More like a pleasure trip.
Large comfortable ship, quarters and food excellent. The ship
was at the first landing - a big muddle apparently. We passed
Gib. bristling with guns in the pink dawn. We all have life-
belts. If I can send a telegram, I will, but I fear it will not be
allowed or possible. We are not allowed to have anything
to do with the wireless on board and hear no news. We can
see the mountains of Algeria now. A small library on board.
Everyone very merry and careless. Cards and songs and
games all day. Passed Italian transport yesterday from South
America, packed with reservists, otherwise not a ship of any
sort seen. Due at our destination in about five days, I fancy.
Very pleasant getting away like this into a non-war atmo-
sphere. All peace and sunshine and laziness. Hope you are all
well and fit and that a little good news is coming up now for

a change- All very fit here. Love to all,

Maurice.

The only news of his destination received by his parents was the
characteristic telegram saying ‘an island in Acts’. In August he
wrote from Suvla:

We are close up now. Huge quantities of dust and flies and
smell. Burning sea in front of me and dust everywhere. I am
told that the discomforts are much worse than in South
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Africa and can quite believe it. I have one book, Jane Eyre.
I brought it by mistake and am annoyed as I dislike it. Out
here Jane Eyre would have learned a lesson to suffer fools
gladly, not only gladly but rapturously! My servant says
there are no lemons, but a melon is reported a mile away in
the hands of a Greck trader moving eastwards. I have sent
him after it with one shilling. It is my last shilling. Miss Jane
Eyre would have stuck to the shilling and analysed her
feelings of thirst away.

Lady Robertson Nicoll recorded in Under the Bay Tree:

Maurice returned from Suvla Bay in September invalided
with dysentery. Once on the hospital ship, away from all the
horrors, he slept so heavily that a kind nurse did not ship him
off at Mudros or Lemnos where there were hospitals, but left
him undisturbed. So after a week of delay at Malta, owing to
submarines, he got safely back. He was very thin, with
glittering eyes, and his story of Suvla Bay ghastlier than one
could imagine.

In February 1916 Dr Nicoll went to Mesopotamia with the
32nd Field Hospital. Many of his war experiences on active service
are described in his book In Mesopotamia (Hodder and Stoughton),
of which I quote the opening paragraph:

There is nothing to suggest that you are approaching the
gateway of the Garden of Eden when you reach the top of
the Persian Gulf, unless the sun be that flaming sword which
turns every way to keep the way of the Tree of Life. Of
cherubim we could see no signs. We lay motionless, awaiting
orders by wireless. Of the country before us, we knew next
to nothing. We did not grasp that the great river at whose
mouth we lay was called “shat el Arab’ and not the ‘Tigris’
and I do not think that a single one of us possessed a copy of
the Arabian Nights. Few of us knew anything of the gun
running troubles in the Persian Gulf of recent years and of
the exploits of the Royal Indian Marines.

He describes the landing of the field ambulance in very great
heat: ‘A desolate place beside a creek, looking like a bricklayer’s
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yard.” He describes the toil of unpacking equipment, stores
blankets; how the men chanted a rhythmic refrain in imitation of
the native coolies when carrying loads. He quotes a simple, native
chant:

Singer: Tomorrow we will eat rice and meat.

Chorus: May Allah grant it!

Singer: We are doing a great deal of work.

Chorus: May Allah reward us!

And then he quotes the more picturesque refrain of the Tommies:

Six men are carrying a crate.
Singer (softly): Isit ot?

Chorus: I dont think!
Singer: ‘ot as ell?

Chorus: I don’t think!
General chorus,

repeatedly with

passion: Allah, ’ollar, Allah.

Oh - Allah, ’ollar, Allah,
Allah, ’ollar, OOO!

At the end of the arduous day, bully-beef was doled out and
bottles of drinking watcr, and the men settled down in the empty
sheds beside the creek. They went to bed in a thunderstorm,
which Dr Nicoll describes as ‘a vivid, zig-zagging, banging affair
that circled round most of the night’. He wrote:

The frogs trumpeted in chorus all night. Packs of dogs or
jackals swept about in droves, once at full pelt through our
tents like devils of the storm. It was nightmarish, but sleep
brought that wonderful balancing force that sometimes
clothes itself in dreams and steeps the spirit in all that is
lacking. Just before falling asleep, I reflected that Adam and
Eve might well have been excused in such a country.

When he reached Mesopotamia, thehot weather was beginning.
He said that the wounded and sick came down river in thousands
from the campaign for the release of Kut. Men straight out from
England, unused to hot climates, were also being sent to hospital
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in big batches. There was a great lack of ice and no fans, electric
or otherwise. There were no nurses, partly because there was no
accommodation for them. He describes in his book the hospitals
that were set up, fifty beds in a shed, and eventually beds crowded
into every available corner of the clearing. New sheds had quickly
to be erected by natives and these had to be built on piles driven
six feet into the spongy soil. Drinking water had to come from a
creck and he describes how it was chlorinated with bleaching
powder, which when mixed with whisky was most peculiar.

Practical difficulties which confronted the field ambulance were
innumerable. An extraordinary effort was needed in order to
obtain soda water because of the lack of bottles. It was necessary
to be poled down the creek to the river to a soda water factory,
where the bottles were refilled. Dr Nicoll gives great praise to the
Y.M.C.A. huts, and as always was most interested in recording
what nourishment was available during a period of war. Lime
juice and water was the usual drink until the sun went down,
‘then,” he wrote:

It was almost the universal experience to find alcohol
necessary in the evening. The mind was exhausted, food was
unattractive, conversation was impossible, the passage of -
time immeasurably slow and a restless irritation pervaded
one until a dose of alcohol was taken. Its effect was human-
ising. But still, it is worth remembering that the Prophet
forbade alcohol to the people of the country. But then he
permitted other things.

In due course, after much delay, there was an increase in fruit
and vegetables.
On 26th April 1916 he wrote to his father from Basra as follows:

Dearest Pater,

I am afraid you are all having a trying time over at home,
with political crises, etc. It seems very remote from here. It
is steaming hot now, about 96° in the shade and cloudless.
The floods are coming down and will probably clear us out
of here, so they say. If so, I don’t know where we'll go.
Everything is of course in a prodigious muddle down and
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up river — worse than the P. By the way, Murodin, the
Turkish General here was at Eton with Townshend, which
is odd. He says it can’t be done. I wonder if we'll be out here
for more than a year. I shall put in at the end of my year to
get back for a bit. . . . The insects are getting annoying. The
most prodigious winged creatures enter one’s tent and buzz
and flap around. I'm a mass of bites and itches, but quite
cheerful. Supply very bad. Frogs croak all night. No trans-
port for river. One sleeps all afternoon but does not get fat.
Jealousy everywhere. I'm looking after all the camp sick of
this area and am busy all morning. The mails get here about
once in 10 days roughly - one is due in today. They are great
days. No tobacco for troops. All papers, books, mags., etc.
are most welcome. I wonder if you're seeing anything of
L. G.? May lose all we've got. If so, give him my regards
and tell him K. is the man for this picnic.
Best love to all,
M.

Two months later his sister, Mrs Elystan Miles, received the
following letter:

Basra, 27th June 1916.
Dearest C.,

Its hot! Nothing metal in the tent can be touched. Water
in a pail is so hot you can’t put your hand in it. Through these
thin canvas roofs the sun cuts like a knife through butter.
Butter, by the way, is impossible here - thin, smiling, watery
fluid. And sick — streams of ambulances all day. I see a
hundred cases, I should think, each day - new ones — and
have a ward i.e. a few temporary shelters, tents, sheds, filled
with eighty others, just lying on the ground. Poor devils, its
terrific, heatstroke, heat-exhaustion and malaria mostly. One
staggers round. We go to Amara next week. The new lot of
doctors is gradually taking over, thin exhausted men from
Manchester dazed with the heat. They won't last long. I think
our lot has lasted wonderfully — only six out of thirty away,
the rest slaving and dripping. Of course we should have been
under thick-roofed huts and not thin canvas. A dreadful
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rumour has arisen that we doctors have to stay on till His
Majesty’s pleasure and won't get home after one year. If I
last till November 1 certainly mean to set sail for home.
Another hot season here is more than any man can stand.
The Indian Medical Service men say there is nothing
approaching it in India. The Indian troops are dropping as
fast as ours. Well, my dear, they say I am the fittest of the lot.
It is because - if it is true — of the Nicoll spirit of knowing
how to do a thing with the least possible physical exertion.
I perceive it to be Oriental. I give quinine and salts and milk
and soda to all my patients and never any fancy mixtures.
That and opium. The exhausted men need opium here and
they sleep for two days and wake new men. Use the drugs
of the country, opium, quinine and salts. You can do any-
thing with these drugs here, add one - emetine, and you have
the whole necessary pharmacopoeia. The rest is a matter of
cold water, wet sheets, rest and shade, and electric fans and
diet. We have no fans yet after two years occupation. ‘Not fore-
seen’, etc. So the ward gets stifling at night with all the
mosquito nets hanging and heat cases get bad again. Big fans
~ very simple — gas engines, dynamos — wire and fans - would
save life daily. ‘Not foreseen.” ‘No, no, of course not. You
have your fan and stone house. You don’t know what heat
by day is, because you don’t go outin it. Oh, You.” (addressed
to a certain person here.)
All love to all.
Send plenty of stuff to read.
It follows us up to Amara
from here.
Best love,

M

“The Nicoll spirit of knowing how to do a thing with the least
possible physical exertion” was apparent in Dr Nicoll all his life -
and the importance of economy of energy was later to be greatly
stressed in his teaching. Moreover, compassion has been described
as the last of the virtues to be attained, the culminating virtue, but
Dr Nicoll at every stage of his life had this feeling for others, this
power of putting himself in their place, which is apparent in
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these letters. He even had the forethought to take privately extra
supplies of morphia to give to those on the beaches who were
dying in agony from the shelling. No provision had been made
for them otherwise.

Dr Nicoll gives in his book a detailed description of the suffer-
ings of the patients in his hospital. He found heatstroke the malady
most painful to witness, with the exception possibly of acute
cholera. I quote his description of a typical day:

To gain some idea of heatstroke, it is necessary to grasp the
conditions that produce it. A typical hot day begins with a
dawn that comes as a sudden hot yellow behind the motion-
less palms. A glittering host of dragonflies rises up from the
swamps, wheeling and darting after the mosquitoes. In the
glowing light, mysterious shapes slink past. They are the
camp dogs returning from their sing-song, which has kept
you awake half the night. Inside the mosquito net you see
various gorged little insects, struggling to get out of the
meshings through which they passed so easily when they
were slim and hungry. The hot beam of the sun picks out
your tent and the mercury goes up steadily. At five you are
bathed in perspiration as you lie in bed. It has been in the
neighbourhood of 9o° throughout the night.

You have probably spent most of it smoking in a chair in
the moonlight, listening to horses whinnying, donkeys bray-
ing, dogs barking and yelping without a pause, and men
groaning and tossing in the steamy sick tents. The business
of getting up is one of infinite weariness. There is nothing
fresh in the morning feeling. At eight the mercury is prob-
ably 100°. At times as you dress, after a tepid bath, it is
necessary to sit down and take a rest. Your vesture is simple,
a thin shirt open at the collar and a pair of shorts, stockings
and shoes. During the day, your feelings do not correspond
to the height of the mercury, for after breakfast a certain
amount of energy possesses you and the morning’s work
becomes possible. But after a couple of hours, in the neigh-
bourhood of eleven o’clock, when it may be anything from
110° to 120° in the shade, a kind of enervation sets in. This
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partly due to lack of food. For some reason we found it
necessary to cat a considerable amount. The theory of a
simple diet, a little fruit, meat once a day and in small
quantities, did not work out in practice. After midday, the
world is a blinding glare and the intake of air scems to burn
the lungs. A comparative stillness descends on the scene. On
the plain, activities cease. Through the double canvas roofing
of a tent, the sun beats down like a giant with a leaden club.
The temperature in the wards increases. At the worst
moments, you feel distinctly that it would be possible, by
giving way to something that escapes definition, to go off
your head. A spirit of indifference to everything is necessary.
Any kind of worry is simply a mode of suicide. There must
be no inner conflict. Cranks soon suffer. Life becomes simpli-
fied. An oriental contempt of the West, with all its pre-
occupations grows insensibly. When a dripping orderly
came to rouse you to see some case, you understood perfectly
the attitude of mind that produced the idea of kismet. Why
move? If the man dies, it is Allah’s will. It is Allah’s will that
he is sick. Let him remain in the hands of Allah. It was during
the afternoon and evening that heatstroke occurred in the
main, when the humidity of the air began to go up. A great
many of the new troops had no idea of the danger of the sun.
The Tommy does not estimate a situation very quickly. The
attempt to change the main meal of the day to an evening
hour did not meet with success and during the afternoon the
men would sit bucking away in their tents and refuse to
adapt themselves to the idea of a siesta. Moreover, the
Tommy is obstinate by nature and does not like to give in.
He goes on marching in the sun, even though he feels bad,
and the collapse is swift and fatal.

About five o’clock, with the temperature falling and the
humidity of the air increasing, a period of intense discomfort
sets in. Perspiration was so profuse that clothes became
wringing wet like bathing suits, even if you were sitting still.
A kind of air hunger ensued. The few birds in the grove sat
with their beaks wide open. It was then that the ambulance
wagons began to roll in with their burden of heatstroke cases
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and continued until after sunset. It is a malady which, as I
have said, is dramatic and painful to witness.

A heatstroke station was prepared at the water’s edge, con-
taining a couple of baths and an ice chest and patients were
put into chill water as soon as possible. They were slapped
and punched and lay until they began to turn blue and the
temperature fell. Then they were put in a blanket. If any
collapse showed, they were just left naked on a bed in the
open. Fear played a powerful part in the malady. It tended to
produce it and to cause relapses and it was good practice to use
direct counter-suggestion whenever the patient was conscious
as well as brandy and morphia. The worst of it was that
many of those patients that recovered over-night died next
afternoon as they lay in the suffocating ward. What was
possible with wet sheets and small pieces of ice was done,
but it was a wretched business and those who were in Basra
at that time and saw those spectacles will never forget them.
Nor will they forget the silent, impotent rage that filled the
mind at the thought of the giant-bodied, small-headed
colossus of war, which makes a useless sacrifice of men in
ways such as these every day. But it had one useful effect,
perhaps. A real Zoroastrian reverence for the sun came, after
seeing a case, and a man learned to look on his pith helmet
and spine pad as his best friends.

During the later war when we were in Birdlip Dr Nicoll re-
called the devastation caused by sunstroke in his Mesopotamian
days which could have been alleviated if the discovery of the
curative power of salt had then been made. In the 1914 war the
doctors were helpless and had to watch many of their patients die,
but in the 1939 war the men were given salt which saved many
lives.

In his book, Dr Nicoll records the fall of Kut. His comment was
that the fall of Kut did not ease the pressure at the hospitals. The
sick rate was increasing steadily. A north-west wind, that comes
just in time to make it possible for you to believe in Providence,
he wrote, was not due until after the middle of June and mean-
while the day temperature was far over 100° and clinical thermo-
meters cracked if they were left lying about on tables.
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A New Zealand radio officer, who came in from the desert one
day, had an interesting talk with Dr Nicoll about mirage in the
desert. What was puzzling was that the same mirage would
appear to several people at the same time. The mirage might
occur, not only as an oasis of water and palms, where there is no
water and palms, but it might appear as an Arab on horseback or
an Arab crawling on the ground, or a transport column. Dr Nicoll
thought a mirage, in the form which it took, might have some
inner connection with a man’s psychology.

His medical comments at this period were interesting. He
observed that excessive and prolonged heat (the hot season, for
instance, lasting seven or eight months) rouses a defensive mechan-
ism of inertia, whose aim is to preserve life. A man would feel
all the power go out of his legs and want to lic down and this was
the best thing he could do. He said that mental exertion became
almost impossible. Reading was not easy, writing a burden and
thinking a matter of extreme difficulty. The experience of this
effect of the heat made it possible for him to have some under-
standing of the Eastern character.

In 1916, Dr Nicoll wrote to Lady Robertson Nicoll from
Amara. He put at the head of his letter ‘Mara - in the Book of
Esther - bitter. Amara is bitter so I suppose Amara means a place
of bitterness.” In In Mesopotamia he describes the voyage through
the Narrows as they approached Basra. There is a part of the
Tigris that becomes very narrow with sharp tumns, sometimes
more acute than right angles, so that progress consisted of a series
of bumps from side to side. He said they could not help thinking,
as they gazed at these bending and twisting Narrows, that it might
be possible, with a little cutting, to do away with the worst bits
and open up a straight channel. However, Dr Nicoll had the
thought also that tampering with great rivers like the Tigris
might cause unthought-of troubles, for it upsets the natural
balance of the waters.

The nights during that journey up river were made memorable
by sandflies, which he said were like a million little red-hot wires.
Moreover the mules screamed and fought and gasped for air, so
that it was difficult to sleep.

It was on arriving at Amara that Dr Nicoll saw men risk their
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lives to rescue a mule that had kicked itself loose of its moorings
and fell into the stream in the darkness. This he often spoke of in
later years. It made a great impression on him. He felt that there
was something lacking in their sense of scale. He said “What is a
wife to think of her husband when she is told that he was drowned
while gallantly attempting to rescue from the swift current of the
Tigris a mule that could swim far better than he could?” ‘As no
one was drowned perhaps it is unnecessary to ask questions,” he
said ‘but this is an interesting one to ponder on.’

His letter home describes their quarters. The men were in mud
huts on the plains and tents, but the officers had a little pome-
granate grove to themselves, with little single tents pitched under
trees among the fruit. He described his men ‘as fairly thin just
like little bits of stick’. He gives a further description of the scene
in In Mesopotamia:

Behind the officers’ tents, lay an oriental garden supplied
with water to it through channels from the river, by means of
a machine worked by an Arab who, as far as one could
tell, prayed to it. In this garden lived a colony of jackals,
those extraordinary spirits of hell whose wailing and hysteria
are so amazing. The jackal does not terrify by such obvious
methods as the lion. He plays on your eerie, ghostly super-
stitious side. He brings up into the imagination the malignity
and hopelessness of the damned. He seems to people the night
with wailing horrors. To a man dying of thirst in the desert,
the jackal must just give the final touch of despair that makes
death and nothingness seem best. It must be strange to die
surrounded by jackals at their colonial litanies.

He had no news of the world at large and had no idea how the
war was getting on. Soon after his arrival in Amara, Sir Victor
Horsley died, in whom, he said, we lost the finest surgeon in
Mesopotamia. He wrote in his letter home:

He was a fine man, did good work out here and got things

better than they were, at least. A fine, high-souled, obstinate,

courteous man, a splendid surgeon, both cerebral and general;

a man with very high principles, which he carried out to the
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last, who hated this place and yet insisted on sticking it out
for onc hot season. He got a coffin, and eight officers staggered
through the dust after him to the cemetery.

Among others who were buried with him, Dr Nicoll recognized
two friends from his Cambridge days. The lovely playing of “The
Last Post” over the graves remained in his memory.

In his book, Dr Nicoll made many comments on the drugs that
were used. He said that if limited to three drugs and no more for
work in that country, he would prefer opium, epsom salts and
quinine. The men received five grains of quinine every day. They
paraded for it with their water bottles, cach man receiving a pink
tablet and gulping it down with a draught of water. The Chinese
carpenters slept more peacefully than anyone. One could see the
little sticky mass of opium, he said, wedged in between the teeth.

He commented on the fact that sometimes for two or three
days at a time cases scemed to go wrong and dic on the slightest
provocation, whereas at other times the most hopeless cases would
clear up. This changing of the current, he said, could be observed
in every phase of life. The day temperaturc was now 124° in the
shade and it was impossible, he said, to do anything save what was
absolutely necessary. He described his day:

After a somewhat exhausting night, we rose at seven. The
best hours of sleep were usually after sunrise, for then the
sandflies vanished. After breakfast of tea, eggs and bread the
ward work started. This lasted until about midday. Then
came lunch, accompanied by many flies, and afterwards a
long siesta, during which one wore the minimum of clothing.
At four or five, one dressed again, took a bath and took a
look at the wards to sec any bad cases. Then the evening
began, in which life became more possible. Dinner was
usually a cheerful meal. After dinner, what to do was a great
problem. One just did nothing. During this time everyone
became thin. Any sickness, even a slight attack of diarrhoea,
brought down weight rapidly. There was the case of a
certain sergeant, whose immense girth was much revered by
the Arabs. One can understand perhaps how it comes about
that fatness is admired in the East. It is so rare. It is so much
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easier to be thin. The sergeant went into hospital for a few
days. When he came out, he had lost his glory, even as
Samson was shorn of his strength in a night. His clothes
hung about him in huge folds. What had taken him years to
produce was lost in six days, and with it went the respect of
the Arabs. There is practically no fat in the country. There
was no dripping for puddings. The cattle were all lean.

Dr Nicoll was much amused by a play produced in Arabic at an
Arab theatre at Amara, based on a topical incident. The Oriental
mind was amazed by the fact that no Arab was allowed to go into
camps and hospitals without a pass. This was satirized on the
stage. The scene was of the illness and death of a fat man, whose
wife lamented beside him, while a fat woman mournfully shook
her tambourine between whiles. The part of the physician was
played by a local medium, who seemed to be trying to exorcise
the devil in the patient, kicking him, hitting him, spitting on him
and jumping on him. When the man died, he carried him off on
his shoulders to the cemetery, then returned, dumping the corpse
on the ground and saying ‘It is no good. I cannot bury him. I
haven’t got a pass.” The finale brought the house down.

At this point, Dr Nicoll said an effort was made to further the
interests of medical science and the Amara Clinical Society was
started, at which doctors met weekly and discussed cases and
diagnoses and papers were read. He said:

There is, I think, no better proof that in its central core,
medicine is an art and not a science, than in the kind of
discussion that goes on at medical meetings. It exactly re-
sembles the discussions that go on in political debating
societies.

He found the incessant inspections very irritating, for they sus-

pended the work of the hospital while they lasted, making it

necessary to hurry through the usual work and take all the books,

papers, and games from the patients and wait for the arrival of

the inspecting party. The hospital had by now evidently become

so comfortable that it was possible for a man to be admitted and
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to be found with nothing wrong, his excuse for arriving having
been that he wanted a sleep in a good bed:

In September he wrote a more cheerful letter to his father from
Amara.

Dearest Pater,

The outlook seems more hopeful. Hot season very long
but body adjusts. Yewing to preach who knew you: preaches
too long in the sun. Inertia. Arab vests troublesome. We get
ice now, which is a kind of lift at certain moments of the day.

He was beginning to hope that it would be possible to leave
before the end of the year. He wrote:

I am absolutely without brains and can’t link two words
together. One hundred typhoid cases, the featureless brown
plain, the yellow river, the sun, the army forms - that’s all
the life, day by day without any kind of holiday and know-
how to get away from it.

However, the weather became cooler towards the end of
October and sickness diminished. Dr Nicoll wrote:

At this season there is a kind of charm about Mesopotamia. '
Clouds begin to inhabit the skies and the colour effects,
especially those of dawn and sunset, are lovely. It is a time
intermediate between the season of heat and the season of
floods, a brief time but one in which the country is at its best.
Mosquitoes and sandflies vanish. A lovely bird, a deep blue
and russet, sings in the groves. The blue jay screams and
darts through the palm trees. It is possible to understand how
in the Eastern poets, the beauty of women is constantly
compared with the moon. It is the only thing to compare it
to. In a country like Mesopotamia, with its entire lack of
scenery, the moon in all her phases is by far the most beautiful
thing that one sees. The only objects that the native jewellers
etch into their silverwork are Ezra’s Tomb, the native boat,
the jackal, the palm tree and the camel. And that is about
all the material the country yields. It is this simplicity that
leaves only two courses open to the inhabitants. They must
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either fall back upon their senses and become sensualists or
scek a higher path and become mystics.

He describes his journey down the river at the end of the year,
once more going through the Narrows. He describes a night at
Amara, a night that differed entirely from those endured when

going up.

There was a concert party on board and a cavalry major,
who possessed some tomato soup. That night the sky was
superb with stars. Taurus rose with Aldebaran as red as fire,
then Castor and Pollux, calm in their symmetry, with the
Pleiades above like a shattered diamond. Then glittering
Orion slowly swung above the horizon. In the middle of the
night there was a crash of musketry and a sudden uproar.
The major appeared, speaking in Hindustani very rapidly,
his eyes closed. It appeared that some Arabs had crept on to
the barge next to the shore and tried to loot some mail bags.
Quiet was soon restored. At dawn a crescent moon, uphold-
ing Venus at her fairest, hung in the cast, throwing a soft
white flame over the dark water.

They reached Corna and tied up alongside the Garden of Eden,
where a wedding was being celebrated.

In Mesopotamia is illustrated by the author’s own water colour
paintings. He was very thankful and delighted when colours,
blocks and brushes arrived from England, ‘but’, he said, ‘T am no
good at this mud plain. It’s the devil to paint. One gets a smudge
as the result of any kind of work here, painting or writing, so 1
must not be critical.” He used to tell us thirty years later what a
solace his painting and writing had been to him during those
months in the desert. He did water colour sketches of the Garden
of Eden, of the Tigris, of donkeys and Ezra’s Tomb.

On 6th November, shortly before his return, he wrote to his
father as follows, outlining his plans for the future. He had already
sent a cable saying he hoped to be home by the New Year.

We have decided - I don’t know if I told you - to cut
entirely away from psycho-analysis and not use the name. It
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is the only way to clear oneself from a most difficult situation:
I mean, our theories, in their ultimate outlook, are spiritual
and full of hope: the psycho-analysts are the pessimists (or
pessimism) of Schopenhauer and Co. But as regards material,
there are so many close resemblances that so far one cannot
trace the dividing line. But be assured that we know that
there is a dividing line, and I have tried to write a simple
non-technical volume - quite polite — on the attitude I take
up. It was an offshoot of Ziirich, but independent. I don’t
propose to join any school. But there are many storms ahead
and I fear, after the war, in the emotional outburst that is
likely, that the darker school will get many supporters. But
I believe that in our work lies the germ of something very
wonderful and it is strange to think it is traceable to Freud -
though, as you know, Freud is one thing, and his American
and Jewish followers another - it is almost correct to say his
Jewish followers, for they are all Jews, and it is a kind of
Jewish revival of thought — a sort of archaism - from which
all the Christians who were entangled in it as I was, have
broken free — but not empty-handed.

When I get home I propose to resign my Commission and
enroll myself - that will give me six wecks’ holiday at least
and it is the only way to get it for certain. With luck I may
get two months: it will be a slack time as regards fighting
and I must get out of the life for a spell. I am very anxious
to overhaul my MS. and have it ready for a favourable
moment.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Empire Hospital

r Nicoll arrived in England early in 1917. His active service

was over, and now he entered upon a new phase of war
service which demanded the exercise of all his professional
skill.

By the end of January he was installed at 10 Palace Gardens,
where he was attending officer patients. He was observing war
neurotics, taking notes and had the idea of bringing out a small
volume on war neuroses. He was aware that the treatment given,
electric currents, baths and tonics, was of no avail to cure a
diseased mind.

During his years abroad Dr Nicoll had reflected continuously
on the plight of those who would return from active service with
injuries of the mind which medical skill could not cure. As a
result of his studies with Dr Jung he had come to certain conclu-
sions as to a new approach to the treatment of shell shock, an
approach hitherto undreamed of by orthodox medicine. He had
brought back with him the MSS. of two books.

His work with shell shock patients led him to make some
important observations about the symptom of regression which
he considered as the result of the retreat of interest from reality
and in examining the condition known as shell shock, he demon-
strated the effect of the excessive impact of reality on the individual.
Victims of shell shock, he said, lay in bed in a state of helplessness
of varying degrees. They might even be paralysed, blind, deaf or
dumb and at the same time there might be other symptoms. . .
and their emotions were uncontrolled. Such a condition, he said,
might persist for many months. They had great fears and they
had lost interest in life. What had happened in this process was
that the force that reveals itself as interest had retreated down to
levels that belonged to the first years of their life and this process
was called regression. In this conception of regression Dr Nicoll
was adhering once more to Dr Jung’s views. He observed the
spectacle of regression also in advancing age. Whenever a man
reaches a point at which everything he says and does leads back
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to a certain period in the past it is said that he is experiencing
regression.

Dr Nicoll frequently talked to us about this subject and applied
his knowledge of it to our dreams. Whenever anyone dreamed
himself back into early circumstances he attributed this to a state
of regression, which was the result of a desire to escape from a
situation which had become intolerable.

I quote a clear example of what happens in a case of regression.
This is a case described in an article by Dr Nicoll published in the
Lancet in 1918, ‘A conception of regression in psychological
medicine’:

The patient had developed symptoms of profound shock
regression on the battle field. He had a bad stammer, tremor
and vivid battle dreams and was almost incapable of any
effort of attention. He gradually improved and the battle
dreams disappeared. Three days before his medical board, the
stammer got worse and the battle dreams reappeared. The
reason for this was not difficult to trace. He had been offered
a special post, which he desired, and everything in the
immediate future depended on the decision of the medical
board. Reality had become uncertain therefore and slight
regression had taken place.

Dr Nicoll gave this example as an illustration of the retreat
from reality which caused the revival of certain symptoms.

In June 1917, Dream Psychology was published by Hodder and
Stoughton in a series called Oxford Medical Publications. The
reviewers accepted Dr Nicoll as a disciple of Jung, and one critic
went so far as to call the book ‘a summary of Jung’s view’. In
1913 Dr Nicoll had already become clear in his mind that it was
necessary to break away from the Freudian system of psychology,
from the practice of Freudian dream analysis. No sooner had he
made up his mind about this than the war of 1914 broke out. His
two and a half years of service in the R.A.M.C. had given him
time for further thought which had the effect of confirming for
him the direction in which his future work as a Psychologist lay.
In the preface to Dream Psychology Dr Nicoll stated:
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Within the last few years the Ziirich School of analytical
psychology under Dr Jung has parted company with the
Viennese school under Professor Freud, the pioneer of dream
analysis. The outlook of the Swiss school differed so funda-
mentally from that of the Austrian school that disunion was
inevitable. In England and America many people are familiar
with the Freudian teachings. I shall feel justified in producing
this book if it enables its readers to regard the dream, in some
degree, from Dr Jung’s standpoint, and I desire to place on
record here the debt that I owe personally to Dr Jung.

In the book Dr Nicoll outlines the main differences between
the methods of dream interpretation practised by Freud and Jung.
The basic value of dream interpretation, Dr Nicoll maintained,
was that it could give the key to the malady of a neurotic which
was never found wholly in consciousness. The patient had to be
made aware that the roots of his trouble lay in his own psyche.
His dreams would shew him what was wrong with him. The
dream is compared by Dr Nicoll with a cartoon.

Just as the cartoon is a symbolic representation of circum-
stances affecting social or political life, which must be recog-
nizable, if the symbolism is to be intelligible, so the dream
gathers certain threads of interest into unexpected juxta-
position.

The symbolic setting was, he said, formed from the incidents
of the day, but they were combined in an unexpected manner, and
‘what is unexpected corresponds to what is not thought of, or not
conscious’. Thus he defines the dream as ‘a product of unconscious
activity, a presentation of interests in a form unconscious to the
individual’. From this definition follows the conclusion that
although many people had the same dream, each dream should be
interpreted differently, for every individual had his own associa-
tions from which arosc his use of the symbolism.

He shewed that dreams are comparable with waking phan-
tasies. Many dreams, like phantasies, could be interpreted as
compensatory in cases, for instance, where they counteract the
distress of physical conditions. Freud had applied his wish-
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fulfilment theory to such dreams, looking on them as representing
the gratification of wishes not to be fulfilled in reality. The
compensatory theory of Jung, however, sees in the phantasy and
in the dream an attempt to provide that which is lacking in reality
and Dr Nicoll stresses that it is protective in meaning, so much so,
that in some cases it could protect even from insanity. In the same
way, when a waking phantasy goes too far, the dream corrects
this. Its purpose apparently is to adjust the balance. The following
example given by Dr Nicoll illustrates this:

A young man began to paint pictures during a period
when it was impossible for him to pursue his normal line of
work. He achieved a minor degree of success, and gradually
conceived the phantasy that art was his true vocation. His
normal work followed a different path - art, on the other
hand, seemed to him easy by comparison. His phantasy-
building system wove pictures of a large studio, pleasant
surroundings, easy-going companions, and unscheduled
hours. In this state he experienced the following dream: ‘I
was at an exhibition of pictures; some of my own were hung
in a corner. The room was empty — a man entered wearing
a fur coat, and I seemed to know that he was a millionaire,
and a great connoisseur. He began to examine the pictures —
he came to a corner where mine were hung and passed on
with scarcely a glance at them. . ..’

Dr Nicoll points out that this dream contradicts the dreamer’s
idea that his pictures were of value. His phantasy had compensated
him where his normal line of work failed him and the dream
seemed to be correcting the over-compensation of the phantasy-
building system. In the undercompensated type, characterized by
lack of confidence, the dream would depict a man with more than
necessary confidence or joy. For instance, a man called upon to
take unaccustomed responsibility would see himself as a failure in
his phantasy but he might dream of himself as an actor successfully
taking a leading part on the stage.

Dr Nicoll points out that in handling a dream the aim is to
discover the motive of the unconscious. When this is revealed the
attitude of the conscious mind becomes clearer. In this connection
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Dr Nicoll used the word interest in a special sense rather than
Jung’s word libido or Bergson’s élan vital. He defines interest as a
force that flows making a man what he is. The pushing out of
‘interest’ on to life is termed extroversion by the Ziirich School,
and Dr Nicoll writes that the study of the difficulties that hedge
about successful extroversion constitutes one of the main tasks or
psychological medicine. He thought that the secret of the character
of what Jung called the extrovert scemed to lie in the slightness
of the barrier that intervenes between feeling and its expression.
Dr Nicoll said that the extroverted type was remarkable in its
inconsistency and its lack of self-knowledge. In such a type the
unconscious in dreams would seek to check it. For instance, a
too-active woman would dream that she missed her train because
she had too much to pack. The introvert type, on the other hand,
could more easily know himself. His task was to discover a means
of relating himself to life or he would be in danger of losing touch
with reality through living in a fantastic world of his own
thoughts. Each type was shewn in dreams how to adjust himself
to become more balanced. Dr Nicoll relates hysteria to extro-
version and epilepsy to introversion.

In his book he makes a very interesting connection between
phantasy and rumour, which he defines, either good or bad, as
communal phantasy He points out that it is possible to regard
good rumour as arising under exactly the same circumstances as
optimistic phantasy. It arises out of psychic necessity as a com-
pensatory product, when to the community as a whole, or as an
isolated part, reality assumes a threatening aspect. He made clear
that the Jung conception of the unconscious greatly expanded
that of Freud which had secemed to be concerned only with
repressed material. Jung found in the deepest level of the uncon-
scious primitive ways of thinking, symbols, belonging to the
evolutionary background of Man. This view Dr Nicoll expanded
further in a series of lectures given to the Tavistock Clinic for
Functional Nervous Diseases. In these lectures he shewed that
mythologies of different nations resemble one another because
the collective unconscious is the common inheritance of man. He
stressed, therefore, the necessity of separating in dreams the arche-
typal constituents from the personal. He said that in the present
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age of rationalism we have no relationship to the collective
unconscious, no mythology, and little religion. He suggested that
dream analysis might be necessary in order that man may re-
establish a relationship with the collective unconscious.

Dream Psychology went into a second edition in 1919 which Dr
Nicoll prefaced with a reply to those critics who had accused him
of being unnecessarily hostile to Freud and his school. He admitted
his hostility but added that he believed in Freud up to the point
that the infantile psychology was contained in the unconscious
but maintained that it was not the whole unconscious. He dis-
agreed on the question of symbolism which he considered a
primary form of expression, creative and of value to life, and he
found in the dream a certain doctrine akin to the central teaching
of many religions, a doctrine necessary for the rebirth of self
from collective values to individual values. He said that the prob-
lem of every neurotic whom he had treated had been one of the
development of individual values, whereas the men had fought
for collective values. What Freud had done, he said, was to relate
the problem of neurosis to the understanding of the instincts and
his work on this subject had been unsurpassed.

I quote a letter written on 1s5th March 1918 in which Dr Nicoll
describes a step that had been taken in connection with his work
on shell shock:

Empire Hospital for Officers,
Vincent Square,
Westminster, S.W.1.
15th March 1918.
Dear Pater,

Thank you very much for your letter and news. I was
sorry not to be up to see you, but have been very busy and
it is very nice to rest when one has a short respite. To come
up from the hospital is a three hours’ business, and somehow
there are so many little appointments scattered throughout
the day that it is very difficult to get a sufficiently free period.
The Lancet has taken one of my papers, but there is some
extraordinary muddle as regards the paper for the Nineteenth
Century. It was sent up to the War Office for permission to
publish, and the last I heard of it was that it was in the hands
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of a professor in Liverpool who wrote in a bewildered state
to ask what it was. However, I have hopes. An abstract of the
reply I made to Dr Rivers’ paper before the Royal Society
is printed in the Proceedings, which I will bring you some
time. There was a review of Dream Psychology in the Lancet
of the week before last. We had a meeting of the shell shock
Committee on Tuesday last. The War Office has taken over
two or three enormous asylums, and we will have to do
what we can with them. Of course it is unfortunate that they
should have taken over asylums with the asylum staff, etc.,
as that was just the thing we wished to avoid. I do not think
that there is any prospect for many years of realizing our
ideals in this respect, but there is plenty of evidence to show
that the movement is a very widespread one. George
Riddoch* will be back some time early in April, I hope, and
then I will apply for ordinary leave for a fortnight or so.
Kenneth Walker is over on a mission concerned with getting
human blood, as it has been found that this is the only
remedy for the profound shock that follows extensive loss of
blood, so you will soon be seeing in the papers appeals for
people to come forward and give a pint of blood. The King
[King George V] will no doubt lead the way, but I do not
suppose he will be able to give a whole pint. It is rather
interesting, by the way, that it has been found that there are
four fundamental types of human blood, mutually antagon-
istic to one another, and that it is essential before transfusing
a patient with human blood to ascertain what type he belongs
to, so that the right blood may be selected.
Your affectionate son,
Maurice.

The article for the Nineteenth Century to which Dr Nicoll refers

was actually published in the following May. It was entitled “The
Need for Psycho-Pathological Hospitals’. In it Dr Nicoll gives
free rein to his indignation at the delay in recognition of the need
of these hospitals for the treatment of shell shock and other nervous

* Dr George Riddoch, a Neurologist, who was also a pioneer in Psychological
Medicine.
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cases. The article might be called an indictment of orthodox
medicine. He lays bare the neglect of scientific enquiry into the
psychological factor except in such obvious cases as hysteria,
neurasthenia and so on. He advocates clinical psychology which,
dealing with the individual’s own reality, will demand certain
qualities on the part of the doctor. He asks for the setting aside of
special hospitals for psycho-pathological cases, and deplores the
existing habit of treating such cases in the same wards as insane
cases. It is evident from his letter of 15th March that asylums had
already been taken over which was just what he wanted to avoid.

On 16th July 1918 Dr Nicoll contributed to a Symposium held
at a Joint Session of the British Psychological Society, the Aristo-
telian Society and the Mind Association. To the question — “Why
is the “unconscious” unconscious?” Dr Nicoll’s reply was sum-
marized thus:

Because life is a process of progressive evolutions, and the
context of the healthy conscious mind requires to be closely
adapted to reality if the individual is to be successful. There-
fore, the progressive transmutations of psychic energy are
carried out at levels beneath consciousness, just as the pro-
gressive transmutations of the embryo are carried out in the
womb of the mother, and it is only the comparatively
adapted form that is born into waking life.

Thus from this point of view we must regard the un-
conscious as the inexhaustible source of our psychic life, and
not only as a cage containing strange and odious beasts.

In May of this year, Dr Nicoll gave a course of lectures at the
University of Birmingham on Psychotherapy at a post graduate
course in Crime and Punishment.

In the autumn Dr Nicoll was appointed to the staff of the
Empire Hospital for Officers in Vincent Square, where he had
already begun his work on shell shock. He wrote to his father as
follows:

Our lot is composed of Dr Maurice Craig, Henry Head,
Farquhar-Buzzard, Rivers, MacDougall, Fernside, Professor
Elliott Smith, Branwell, MacNamara, Millar, Riddoch and
myself and they are, thank the Lord, all as keen as mustard

57



MAURICE NICOLL

now this has come to a tussle. But what the thing really
means in the spiritual sense is that the orthodox medical
reactionaries have been smashed and psychology has been
born. The door is wide open for ever, so I feel that all my
talks and dinners and harangues and explanations and attacks
of the last eight months have not been in vain. For it was I
who got Buzzard to move, and he is the pillar, being a
square man.

This was what Dr Nicoll had worked for since his return, that
there should be a better understanding of the needs of a diseased
mind, the needs of a man suffering from shock. At times he wrote
as though the end of the war were in sight. He was anxious about
his father, who had been ill, having overworked during the early
war years, and being reluctant to give up anything of his usual
activities.

On 16th September he wrote to his stepmother, who was
presumably in Scotland:

Dearest Mater,

I went up to Bay Tree on Saturday and found the Pater
very cheerful, and looking better. I thought his cold sounded
a little bronchial still. But he was in good spirits, and talked
animatedly about his holiday which he seems to have enjoyed
very much. I was so glad you arranged the extra week. It was
a very clever move, and it has certainly helped him as he
admits. I go up again shortly, and Connie goes on Monday,
I understand.

I am free of ‘Latchmen’ and back at the Empire, I am glad
to say. ‘Mentals’ do not interest me. All very busy and tired
of waiting for the Dawn, which appears as far off as ever.

Much love,
Maurice.

This solicitous regard for his father’s health runs through Dr
Nicoll’s letters of this period.

While he was on active service in Mesopotamia, various letters
from Dr Nicoll had been published in the British Weekly. Apart
from descriptions of life and conditions in Amara, reminding
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those at home of what those fated to go through a second or third
hot season would have to endure, the letters touched on religion
and philosophy. For instance, he wrote saying how it was brought
home to all those on active service that they must look for an
answer to the question put by so many ‘where were the souls of
the dead in the after life?’ I quote an extract from a letter published
in the British Weekly on 13th January 1916 in which he expressed
views about life after death that he continued to emphasize until
the end:

I tell you it forces one to think and I believe that to be one
of the many great objects of the war. It has made thousands
of soldiers atheists; it has made thousands raging lunatics and
it has made more thousands think. And now I wish to ask
some great exponent of orthodox Christianity whether the
others are utterly damned for being forced by reason and
high explosive shells to think as follows — that when we die
we do not by any means solve the great mystery. We retain
our individuality. We meet our friends who have died before
us. We find ourselves still faced with problems, still able to
progress and develop by tackling them. We are given a good
chance, as we are given a good chance on this earth. But we
still have the problems of our own natures to contend with
and the great plan is still that of progress by conquest of self.
The fact that our bodies lie dead on the battlefield does not
mean that our minds and feelings have undergone a complete
change. If we were narrow on earth, we retain that narrow-
ness, only we probably have it brought home to us more
clearly. If we have left much still to do on earth, then we are
sent back again to learn our full lessons and complete our
labours. We still make mistakes but there are teachers, as on
carth. I dare not go further. I am no doubt sufficiently con-
demned by Christians at home already. But many of us on
the battlefield have found in these simple views a message of
comfort and a wonderful lessening of the terror of death.

May [ in conclusion thank you for printing the message of
Sir Oliver Lodge, the great preacher of continuity, in a
recent number.
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Another letter was on the subject of old age. Here already is
the germ of thinking on this subject that was to develop progres-
sively during Dr Nicoll’s life. He wrote:

A man is old just as soon as he shows by his conversation
that he looks wholly into the past for his greatest and best.
It means that he is looking at his greatest and best, which now
lies behind him. Such a definition is of greater practical value
in the common relationships of life than to say that a man is
as old as his arteries, or because their average age is well over
fifty. These points do not matter.

But it matters very much if the general mind of the com-
pany is fixed wholly on the past. Then one knows they are
old, and behaves accordingly.

A man begins to grow old as soon as he looks back. In this
way he has ‘old phases’ — which are temporary - during his
existence; phases in which he looks longingly back at a lost
love, or at a past success which the present denies him. Such
phases are of extreme danger, for if prolonged the mind
may become a veritable pillar of salt. But some minds become
permanently old even before the full maturity of the physical
body. One finds examples of these in that large and ever-
present class of men whose thoughts dwell continually on
their school or college days, as if fascinated by some misty
glory of which the present and future are both totally devoid.
They are cases of arrested development, and their vision
cripples them.

The mind that remains young has to make continual
sacrifices. The sacrifices consist in leaving older patterns of
thought for patterns that arec newer. This is one of the
practical aspects of sacrifice, the freeing of oneself from the
dependent states, which are satisfactory and comfortable, and
the gaining of more independence of people and things; it
means being independent of oneself.

Those whose physical bodies are full of years, but who still
look forward, are men who have the courage to undergo
continually these inner sacrifices. And their achievement is an
exceptional thing, rarely appreciated. People say: ‘Is it not
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wonderful that so-and-so keeps so young?’ They say it idly,
and, if they themselves are old, with some bitterness, because
the idea that they are blameworthy stings them. It is a fine
thing to see a man far on in years still refusing to admit the
tempting thought that he has done his best, still pushing on,
and making a continual synthesis with modern ideas and
modern literature. For such a synthesis is a continual sacrifice,
and a man begins to grow old the moment he shrinks from it.

Dr Nicoll, as we have said, had brought back with him the
MSS. of two books, In Mesopotamia and Dream Psychology. In
Mesopotamia was published by Hodder and Stoughton in April
1917, under the pseudonym of Martin Swayne. Much of the
original MS was censored as Dr Nicoll had revealed the scanda-
lous mismanagement of the campaign, giving evidence of the

constant shortages in necessary supplies.

Lady Robertson Nicoll, who was a water colour artist, makes
the following comment on it:

This spring Maurice published a book, In Mesopotamia,
illustrated by himself in water colours. I was particularly
pleased about this for he had had no lessons but had shewn a
gift for sketching when he was a boy, and when he was
starting for the East I had said, ‘Do take a paint box’ - H. A.
Harper said to me in Egypt, ‘throw out of your box indigo
and brown madder - put in your shadows in transparent
greys. Look out for hot reflected light.” Maurice’s sketches
were most successful in their effects of shimmering heat.

In Mesopotamia was well reviewed and the water colour sketches
received much praise. It was recognized that here was a truer
picture of the war in the Near East than any given in despatches.

Dr Nicoll had a dioscurian facility for following two lines at
once, and his next publication took a very different form. The
Blue Germ was published in 1918 by Hodder and Stoughton,
under his pseudonym of Martin Swayne. Among the numerous
reviews of this book, which most critics were at a loss to know
how to classify, it is, surprisingly enough, a review in the Parish
Magazine of St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Frognal, which
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reveals the clearest understanding of its true nature. The reviewer
writes:

The sensationalism of the book is no more than its pretext;
its text is the inadequacy of physical life to satisfy or to explain
humaniry.

Thus Dr Nicoll gave in a new form the message that he had
already plainly stated in Dream Psychology and which he was to
reiterate in all his subsequent writings. He was continually secking
to make men think and to look for meaning beyond that which
the senses offer. In this phantasy he describes the invention of a
germ which kills all hostile germs in the human body, thereby
conferring physical immortality on all those who can escape
death by violence. The inventors, a Russian scientist and a Harley
Street specialist, present an amusing contrast of the Russian with
the English character, and the victims who appear on the scene
with their blue nails and eyes, are treated with a humour reminis-
cent of the author’s light-hearted gaicty in Lord Richard in the
Pantry. Nevertheless the thoughts underlying this very original
plot are profound: The results which the inventors had expected
from their infecting of the Welsh reservoir supplying Birmingham
with water are contrasted with the unforeseen results. The empty-
ing of hospitals and the prolongation of life were natural and ex-
pected consequences but the epidemic of murder arising from the
hatred of the old engendered in the hearts of the young when they
awoke to the realization that their seniors would block their way
for ever, was something that had not entered into the calculations
of the inventors. Fear of physical violence assumed enormous pro-
portions now that it became the only danger that remained.
Moreover, a complete cessation of desire threatened to cause the
machinery of life to run down and stop. Having lost desire, many
thousands of men and animals fell asleep. It is characteristic of Dr
Nicoll to remark at this point in his story that dogs remained
awake longer than the other animals and longer even in some
cases than their masters. He had a great respect for dogs and refers
here to a sweetness in their nature that he found rare in men and
women. Those men and women who remain awake are people
in whom the desire of life plays a minor part, people characterized
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by a certain sweetness and strength. But they make no attempt to
reorganize the world under these new conditions. And now
comes the author’s concluding surprise: on the seventh day the
sleepers begin to wake up, and desire returns. The status quo is
resumed.

It is noteworthy that in this year, 1918, before he had met the
system of teaching which was to become his work for the last
thirty-five years of his life, Dr Nicoll conceived the theme of this
novel, illustrating the vulnerability of mankind whose meaning
depends on the satisfaction of desires. Likewise in Drearm Psychology
he demonstrated that men who have lost meaning can only be
restored to health by being connected with what is spiritual in
their being.

It was during this period that Dr Nicoll, Dr James Young and
Miss Maud Hoffinan shared not only 146 Harley Street, but also
a cottage at Chorley Wood in Buckinghamshire, where they
foregathered with their friends at the week-ends. This cottage
was found to be haunted. Dr Nicoll had sometimes talked about
it to us, saying that Dr Jung had stayed there as a guest. More than
thirty years later, in the spring of 1950, a letter arrived from Dr
Jung to Dr Nicoll asking him whether he could recall what
happened. I quote an extract from the letter:

The purpose of this letter is really to ask you whether you
still remember the noteworthy adventure we went through
in your week-end place down in Bucks, during that summer
I spent with you. You remember probably that you wrote
me a letter in which you reported about your subsequent
experiences with that spook house. Unfortunately that letter
has vanished in the course of the years. I should like to ask
you therefore whether you wouldn’t be kind enough to tell
me again about your experiences there after I had left. I
remember that you spent about two or three nights down in
the garden-room and that you pulled your bed out of it into
the garden to have an undisturbed sleep. I have been asked
recently about the story and I didn’t feel too certain about
your report. I should be very much obliged to you, therefore,
if you could kindly refresh my memory.
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Dr Nicoll’s reply gives a good description of the events which
took place at the cottage:
4th May 1950.
Dear Dr Jung,

When you were staying at Harley Street you came down
to a farmhouse which Maud Hoffman, Jimmy Young and
myself had taken in the valley of Aylesbury. In those days
we had no motor-cars and I think we rode bicycles from
Aylesbury Station. As you may remember, we had to walk
through two or three fields to get to this long two-storey
house with the awful twisted orchard trees. I think I am right
in saying that we got this house very cheap because the agent
could not let it owing to the fact that it had a bad atmo-
sphere. I fancy it was here that either you or I saw the
ceremony of the Bull surrounded by the cows at the full
moon. Now, as regards your actual coming, I know you
came in the days of Maud Hoffman, also in the days of my
brother-in-law, Major Elystan Miles and my sister, ctc. and
we had very good talks out in the orchard. I remember how
we were so fascinated by your talk among those twisted
tortured trees. Also I remember that at least I or you put up
statues in plasticine under the orchard trees and you said
about the statues to me: “You must be in love with someone,’
and I was furious with you, because I was in love with
someone who you told me was typically English. You said
my statues indicated adoration. Then, as you will remember,
we often had wet days down there and we painted the
Garden Room in water colours and you told us all how to
paint symbolically (I was always painting adoration!). Then
I am not quite sure whether we told you about the legend
of the house, but I hope we didn’t. Anyway one morning
you came down on a nice hot day in your skimpy costume
and you sat down next me and said: ‘Is there anything wrong
with this house?” So I said: “Well, there are things said about
this place. That is why we got it cheap.” And you said, “There
is a woman with half a face in my room and she put it on
my pillow and I felt horrible’ and I understood you could
not sleep afterwards very well. Anyway, the next morning,
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you said: ‘Some old perspiration on the walls is not very
pleasant.” I forget how it went afterwards but on one
occasion when I simply loathed you for the time being I
said: “You go up to town, Dr Jung. I am going to rest here.’
I was left there alone and slept in the upper room, not the
one that you had inhabited. I was at the time trying to serve
Hecate but I felt the presence round me of evil and I had to
get up and walk downstairs in not exactly panic but I knew
I had to go. And I went down to the Garden Room where
there was always a camp bed and I dragged it out into the
orchard and slept quite tranquilly. It was not anything said,
but a pressure.

Now you will probably remember how we made enquiries
round about of the local folk who of course would never say
anything, but the fact remained that the place had been unlet
for years and years. Also let me remind you, how you at that
time had met a goldmaker. I think we were walking to see
an enormous house called Waddesdon Manor belonging to
a Rothschild and you were saying to me how you would
like very much to own a place like that and then you said:
‘How lucky you English are, because you have these aristo-
crats and we in Switzerland don’t know whether to wear
yellow boots with top hats, etc.” You told me then a lot
about the possibilities of psycho-material-transformation -
i.e. if a man puts his psychic genius into a bit of wood, the
wood stands up to him and in fact it is an example of
psycho-transformism.

About what happened afterwards I really don’t know
except that after I married Catherine we used to go down
there but we always slept with a double-barrelled gun loaded,
and here I will remind you that I did not have a dog then,
and I would have liked to know what a dog would have said
about the situation. M. N

Mr Kenneth Walker, who was a week-end guest there, recalled
recently that it was the custom after supper to go into the white-
washed garden-room with a paint brush and paint one’s own
picture on the wall. He remembered the Mithraic Altar that Dr
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CHAPTER. FLVE

Marriage — Meeting with Ouspensky and Gurdjieff
Training at the Chateau du Prieure

t was in 1917 that Catherine Champion Jones came to stay

with her uncle, Dr Leonard Williams, in Harley Street. She
had been doing war-work in Aberdeen, having had previous
training in massage. On the evening of her arrival her uncle
apologized for having a guest. “We are sorry’, he said to her, ‘not
to be alone on the first night you are here when you must be tired,
but we have this brilliant young doctor here.” The guest was
Captain Maurice Nicoll, R.A.M.C., in khaki, who was just back
from Mesopotamia. He had come in to write an article with her
uncle. It was thus that Dr Nicoll met his future wife. They did
not meet again for a year, and then he was once more dining at
the house of Dr Leonard Williams where he met the two nieces,
Catherine and her elder sister. Mrs Nicoll recalled this memorable
dinner during which she had observed that Dr Nicoll said some
rather extraordinary things and did not talk as the others did.
Some time later, when she felt as though on the verge of a nervous
breakdown she remembered what he had said and thought of him
as the one person who might be able to help her. She conceived
the idea of consulting him and set forth across the road and
entered 146 Harley Street, where Dr Nicoll was at that time living
and had his consulting-room. She told the receptionist, Mrs Rhee,
that she wanted to speak to him, but was told that this was not
possible without an appointment, as Dr Nicoll was seeing patients
every quarter of an hour. Then, Mrs Nicoll said, when recalling
the occasion: ‘I tossed my head and went away.” The following
morning her uncle’s butler came up to her room and informed
her that Dr Nicoll was waiting to see her in the morning-room.
As she entered he said: ‘If I had known it was you I would have
seen you at once.” He then asked her to go over to his consulting-
rooms. In their first conversation they discovered that they both
had the same end in life. Mrs Nicoll remembered vividly that
morning when, pacing angrily up and down, she told him that
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she wanted to find the peace which passeth all understanding.
‘“Why do they write about it if it is not there?’ she said. ‘I must
find it.” These words epitomize her attitude to life which com-
bined impatient questioning of what was lacking and the energy
in secking for it. From that day they began to dine together
nearly every evening until the day came when he said to her: ‘I
remember. I have married you before.’
His sister Mildred writes:

I remember the first time my brother brought his fiancée
to Bay Tree Lodge to meet us. We were naturally very
excited and we all fell in love with her the moment we saw
her. She was very beautiful and very quict, an air of great
repose and self-command surrounded her. And she was very
gentle. She wore, always, lovely clothes, and for this special
evening she had chosen a black lace dinner dress threaded
here and there with dark crimson velvet ribbon. The next
great occasion was a big dinner party given by Dr Leonard
Williams at his Harley Street house to celebrate the engage-
ment. At the long, polished table I sat next to Kenneth
Walker, who always remained a good friend. Dr Williams’
elder niece, Léonor, was acting hostess for her uncle, and I
remember thinking what a fine setting this cighteenth-
century house was, with its Angelica Kauffmann ceiling in
the drawing-room and its dignified rooms, for the two sisters
and the white-haired, debonair uncle, who wasa distinguished
doctor.

They were married in January 1920 at the Marylebone Parish
Church, and went to Switzerland for their honeymoon during
which they stayed with Dr and Mrs Jung at Kiisnacht. Mrs Jung
referred to this in a letter written after Dr Nicoll’s death. She
wrote:

I remember Dr Nicoll visiting us with his bride on their
honeymoon trip. Both Dr Jung and myself were greatly
pleased that he had such a charming wife.

After their return they lived first at 146 Harley Street, where Dr
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Nicoll carried on his practice, and eventually took a house in
Chester Terrace, which was very beautiful. From then onwards
they continued to have a common aim and worked together in
pursuit of it. Week-ends were sometimes spent at the cottage at
Chorley Wood.

Mrs Nicoll’s childhood had been very unusual. We delighted
to hear her speak of it. She had been born in Mexico, where her
father, Mr Robert Champion Jones, was a banker. A few years
later he moved with his family to Lima and it was their home in
Lima that she used to describe to us. There were three sisters,
Léonor, Catherine and Betty, and one brother, Terence. They had
a native nanny, and received many fearsome impressions from
their surroundings. Beggars with festering sores and lepers made
an early impression. Earthquakes were terrifying, but Mrs Nicoll
recalled more often the wonderful garden with its tropical plants,
brilliantly coloured birds and large butterflies. She had also happy
memories of their Chinese cook who created splendid confections
of ice-cream and spun sugar in the shape of swans and castles and
various set-pieces for special dinner parties. All this made a great
impression on the children. In 1899 the two elder girls had to
make a long, rough voyage to England, rounding Cape Horn, in
order to go to school in Bexhill. They did not like boarding-school
life and felt little in common with the other girls, although Mrs
Nicoll proved to be an excellent hockey-player. They had had
many strange experiences which their companions could not
share. Indeed, it is likely that what for them had been of daily
occurrence in their Peruvian home would seem exaggerated
romancing to the others who had had a conventional English
upbringing. They in their turn knew little of the English back-
ground. The holidays were spent for the most part with their
grandparents. Mr Champion Jones died early in 1910 and Dr
Leonard Williams became their guardian.

During the first eighteen months of his marriage Dr Nicoll
remained in very close touch with Dr Jung. He and Dr James
Young took part in a Summer School at Sennen Cove, Cornwall,
where Dr Jung was lecturing. Mrs Jung came over with him. In
April 1921 he wrote in his diary the following comparison of
Jung with Socrates:
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People feel about Jung much what they feel about Socrates
- some think him a violent atheist, others an enlightened
deist, some a sceptic, some a mystic. But we must say, as
Maier says of Socrates (Maier, Socrates, 1913, p. 3), “The
man whose influence was so widespread and so profound
cannot have been like that.’

A principle set up by a master can be applied in different
ways by those who come after, and so gives rise to contra-
dictions. These contradictions arise out of the principle in
application, not in the principle itself.

Socrates was an analyst. He influenced people profoundly
by the peculiar way he spoke to them about themselves.
Biographers dispute why Socrates had such an effect on his
age and the future - they still resolve the problem by all
sorts of contradictory solutions. Socrates remains enigmatical
because of his relationship to the unconscious.

In July 1921 Dr Nicoll recorded in his diary:

Thinking of making a book of Freud’s theory versus Jung
in detail.
On gth August the following entry was made:

Prayer to Hermes.
Teach me - instruct me — shew me the Path, so that I may
know certainly — help my great ignorance, illumine my
darkness? I have asked a question.

Within two months this question was answered and Dr Nicoll
was shewn the way which he was to follow for the rest of his life.

A daughter, Jane, was born to Dr and Mrs Nicoll in October
1921, to whom Dr Jung became godfather and Dame Katherine
Furze godmother. Before Mrs Nicoll had fully recovered her
health an event occurred which was to turn their lives into a
direction from which they never afterwards swerved. Miss Hoft-
man told Dr Nicoll that she had heard that the Russian philo-
sopher and mathematician, P. D. Ouspensky, had come to
London and would be lecturing to the Quest Society. Dr Nicoll
went to hear him and on his return home rushed in to see his wife,
and, literally shaking the bed on which she was lying, he said:
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‘You must come and hear Ouspensky. He is the only man who
has ever answered my questions.” The nurse was heard to remark:
‘I don’t know what was the matter with the doctor tonight. He
never even asked to see the baby.” But Mrs Nicoll told us that he
had appeared transformed, as though irradiated by an inner light.
She rose from her bed the following day and went with him to
the next lecture, and shared his feelings. Lectures were then
continued in a house offered for the purpose in Warwick Gardens,
where Ouspensky talked to many of the intellectuals of the day.
Often he would dine at Chester Terrace with Dr and Mrs Nicoll,
and they would talk on for hours by candlelight, sometimes with
Orage, the brilliant editor of The New Age, or with Clifford Sharp.

This new link caused Dr Nicoll to break his official connection
with Dr Jung who had hoped at one time that he would act as
the chief exponent of his psychology in London. Nevertheless his
inner relationship to him continued to the end. He incorporated
many of Dr Jung’s ideas into his own later teaching and was
always aware of his debt to him.

Ouspensky, one day in February 1922, some months after his
arrival, made an important announcement to his group. George
Ivanovitch Gurdjieff was expected in London. This name must
be familiar to all readers of this book. It is enough to say now that’
he was the Russian whose system Ouspensky had been teaching
in London for the past four months.

Ouspensky’s connection with him is outlined in his book, In
Search of the Miraculous. On his return from India in 1914 after
his search for the truth, Ouspensky had attended Gurdjieff’s
group in Moscow. He became aware that the teaching that he
heard then was the truth that he was secking. When Gurdjieff
moved to St Petersburg, Ouspensky followed and attended his
meetings there. Eventually, after the October Revolution, he
joined him in the Caucasus where later many members of the
early groups in Moscow and St Petersburg also assembled, and a
house was taken at Essentuki and organized group work began
in March 1918. There came a point when Ouspensky separated
from Gurdjieff and completed the writing of his book, A New
Model of the Universe, but later he worked with him again in
Constantinople. When Gurdjieff left for Germany Ouspensky
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came to London. This was in August 1921. By the time that
Ouspensky had collected a group of people, Gurdjieff came to
London. This was in February 1922.

Dr Nicoll described to us the first appearance of Gurdjieff in
London at a meecting where, with Ouspensky beside him to
interpret, the group sat petrified in silence, awed by Gurdjieff’s
presence. One of the company timidly ventured: ‘Mr Gurdjieff,
what would it be like to be conscious in Essence?” ‘Everything
more vivid,” was the brief unforgettable answer. As there were
no further questions Gurdjieff left.

The idea of opening an Institute in England was now put
forward and many of those who attended Ouspensky’s meetings
subscribed for this purpose. The Institute was opened but was not
continued for more than a short time, and the group eventually
collected a sum of money with which the Chiteau du Prieuré in
Avon near Fontainebleau was bought, where the Institute was
opened in the autumn of 1922. It was called “The Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man’. It was started with about
sixty-six students, some English and American, the rest Russians
from Gurdjieff’s former Groups. Many of the English had given
up their work, their source of income, or sold capital, in order to
pay the expense of residence there. There was a rule that people
should pay what they could afford, and those who could pay
compensated for those who could not, among whom were many
Russians whom Gurdjieff sheltered with the utmost generosity.
Orage had given up the editorship of The New Age which had
made his reputation as the foremost English literary critic of the
day. Dr James Young, who had already given up his career as a
surgeon to practise as a Jungian psychologist, now left his patients
in order to go to the Institute.

Among those who sacrificed a career in order to go to the
Institute was Dr Nicoll himself who gave up his lucrative Harley
Street practice as a consultant, and also borrowed a sum of money
from his expectations under his father’s will, in order to contribute
generously to the expenses of the Institute. This he did with the
full consent of his wife. When Mrs Nicoll spoke to us sometimes
of their departure from London and the financial sacrifice that it
entailed, apart from the risk in taking a declicate baby abroad,
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deprived of the safety of the English nursery, she never implied
that they could ever have acted otherwise and she never regretted
it. The courage with which they both surrendered material
security in exchange for the possibility of spiritual values was
shewn repeatedly in similar situations in the years that followed,
but this was the moment of the greatest sacrifice which they never
even called a sacrifice. Thus it came about that on 4th November
1922 Dr and Mrs Nicoll with their young baby and a nurse went
to Fontainebleau, Mrs Nicoll’s sister, Miss Champion Jones,
having gone on ahead. There was some difficulty in securing
goats to take with them for the milk which had been ordered for
Jane at that time. In Paris the only source of supply had been the
Zoo. They took with them a great deal of luggage being con-
vinced that they wanted to spend the rest of their lives at the
Institute.

The Chiteau du Prieuré was a very gracious building, which
had once been a hunting lodge belonging to Madame de Main-
tenon. There was a tradition that it was built on the site of a
Carmelite monastery. It had been the property of Dreyfus, who
had given it to his avocat, Maitre Labori, in payment for his
defence at his trial.

I visited it a year or two ago on a still winter’s day. As soon as
I entered the courtyard I became aware why Dr Nicoll had been
able to make a spontaneous decision some years later to buy Great
Amwell House, which must have reminded him of the Prieuré.
At the same time I felt that his decision to make a pool in front
of our house at Tyeponds arose from his memory of the pool in
the courtyard of the Prieuré. I had feared to find the house
occupied by people who were not in harmony with its tradition,
but I was pleasantly surprised to find that it had become a Con-
valescent Home, controlled by the French Government, and that
there was an atmosphere of peace, and nothing was visible that
could detract from the grace of the house. It was possible to see
the lovely vista from the terrace, to walk over the lawns with
their fountains (no longer playing) and along the alley of lime
trees, and to ascend the little knoll with its view of the chiteau
on one side and the meadows on the other. I understand that its
grounds covered forty acres, all set in the Forest of Fontainebleau.
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On the gate a plaque has been put up in memory of Katherine
Mansfield who died there.

Miss Hoffman, who was at the Institute at the same time as Dr
and Mrs Nicoll, gave some of her impressions of the community
life there in an article published in the New York Times of 10th
February 1924, of which I quote the following extracts:

You may or may not know about the philosophy which
lies at the back of all the activities of this unique community.
The American papers have called them the ‘Forest Philoso-
phers’ and you listen carefully to catch any of the teaching.
But the nearest that you get to philosophy for many days is
to make the acquaintance of a good-natured, but not well-
pointed fox terrier, with a large body and a small head,
named ‘Philos’. You venture to ask if there are any lectures
or classes. Quietly you are told, without further comment,
that there are none.

Lateryouare told that everything that is done in this place of
work has a meaning. You work hard - not for the sake of the
task itself - but for the purpose of making efforts, and for the
purpose of self-observation. You soon begin to suspect that
this place may be an outer court of one of those old Mystery
Schools about which you have read, over the portals of
which were always the words: KNOw THYSELF.

The Gurdjieff system aims at an all-round and harmonious
development of Man. It is a place where every one can be an
artist, or an artisan, and his own mental, emotional and
instinctive energies are the materials with which he works.
As most of the energy in modern life flows into mental
activity, much physical activity is needed, and many acute
emotional conflicts are required to divert this energy into
instinctive and emotional channels.

The claim made by the Gurdjieff Institute is that, by the
reactionary effect of harmonious movements on the psyche,
Man may hope to progress to that balanced development
which has been arrested by the cramping of an unnatural and
mechanical civilisation. But the work that leads to a balanced
development of being is not confined to gymnastics and
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dancing. Every kind of manual labour, within doors and
out-of-doors, is performed by the students, both men and
women doing all kinds of work. Combined with the physical
work are difficult mental exercises; and the emotions are kept
active by the natural reactions in each person to an environ-
ment and conditions that are in many ways the reversal of
most of their fixed ideas and habits.

The Key words of the Gurdjieff Institute are work and
EFfFORT. Nothing is made easy in this place. Always the task
is a little beyond your strength — you must make an effort;
the time is curtailed - hasten — make effort; you have reached
the limit of your strength and are exhausted — then is the
moment to make effort — and tap the higher energies and the
source of Will. Those who are intellectually powerful and
emotionally weak cannot be considered successful. Their
structures are top-heavy. Exquisite emotions alone, or physi-
cal strength alone cannot give knowledge or perfect being.
At the Gurdjieff Institute an attempt can be made to fill in
deficiencies, correct heredity and habit and to balance know-
ledge and being. Incidentally and as a by-product of these
efforts, you renew your energies and your youth and make
yourself more efficient for life.

Miss Hoffman points out that at the Institute irregularity is a
principle. On arrival at the gate, therefore, if you have obeyed
the instruction over the bell: ‘Sonnez fort’, the ring may be
answered by a gate-keeper or not. The writer explains:

In the meaning attached to this irregularity, which arises
at the very entrance to the Gurdjieff Institute, lies a crucial
principle of the enterprise. It is a place where habits are
changed, fixed ideas are broken up, mechanical routines do
not exist, and adaptability to ever-changing forms and modes
of life is practised. So ‘Sonnez fort’ and wait. Some one
passing within may open for you. Itisreally the kitchen-boy’s
duty. There is a different kitchen-boy each day and it is the
most onerous job in the place. Presently he will appear with
a large apron tied round him - possibly not a clean apron.
He may be anybody, the editor of a London paper, a Harley

75



MAURICE NICOLL

Street specialist, a court musician or a Russian lawyer.
England, America, Russia, France, Poland, Georgia, Armenia
and several other nations are represented here.

Someone takes you up to the ‘Ritz’ corridor, so named
because of its beautiful furnishings, or to the beautiful ‘Monks’
corridor above, so named for the cloister-like appearance. In
the ‘Ritz’ the rooms are luxurious, while in the ‘Monks’
corridor they are comfortable and quaint. All pay according
to means. Those who are rich must pay very well indeed
for there are many among the pupils who cannot pay at
all.

Round about midday there is a meal. At noon, if you have
risen at six, at one if you have risen at seven and at eleven-
thirty if you have risen at five. You have probably arrived in
time for this meal. If your room is in the ‘Monks’ corridor
you take a hasty glance round at the red brick floor, the old
French chintzes on the walls and furniture and the heavenly
forest garden without, before you hurry down to the dining-
room. This is a beautifully proportioned room with red
hangings and fine old paintings. Three windows overlook
the grounds and a door leads to the terrace. If the day is
warm you have your bread and soup on the terrace, or in the
dining-room, or you can take it to your room, or to the
garden, or to the pantry — where or how you like. The food
is nourishing and sufficient, but uscless conventions of service
and elaboration of dishes, food and courses are absent. You
receive your food from the hands of the cook in the kitchen,
and after you have eaten it, you wash your plate and cup, and
there is an end of it. In the matter of food there is the oppor-
tunity to ‘change habit’.

When you enter, Mr Gurdjieff greets you and makes you
welcome with a smile that has both sweetness and spiritual
quality. You get a first impression of a nature of great kind-
ness and sensitiveness. Later you learn that in him is combined
strength and delicacy, simplicity and subtlety, that he is more
awake than anyone you have ever known.

Your first evening is a never-to-be-forgotten experience.
Here from nine o’clock to twelve, to one, perhaps to two
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o’clock, the work goes on. When the obligatory exercises
begin you receive a shock. You find yourself sitting up,
leaning forward and receiving impacts from that moving
mass of energy on the stage. The obligatory exercises contain
every movement which is later worked up and used in the
various special groups and dances. After the first hour of
exercises — when the blood is tingling in every accustomed
and unaccustomed cell of their bodies - the pupils rest on
goat skins and this is the moment chosen for the most
difficult kind of mental concentration.

Katherine Mansficld had already been at the Institute for a
fortnight when Dr and Mrs Nicoll arrived. In response to her
request to be allowed to stay there at this time when she was
suffering from tuberculosis in its advanced stages she was told
that she could come for a preliminary fortnight. She had heard
of the teaching from Orage who was her friend, and was con-
vinced that Gurdjieff was the one person who could help her. It
was not only a physical cure that she sought, but spiritual regenera-
tion. During this fortnight in October, when the Institute was not
yet officially opened, she wrote frequently to her husband in
England, John Middleton Murry, describing all that was being -
prepared for the work that was to be undertaken. It is interesting
that we have her record of all that was going on before the greater
number of the English residents arrived. She wrote of her charm-
ing room, of the delicious and nourishing food,* of the halcyon
days when she was able to walk in the park in the clear sparkling
October weather. She made light of the scarcity of hot water,
even of cold water, and often referred to the discovery that such
deprivations, which would have been hardships in England, fell
into place in these new surroundings and were not important.
It was the newness of the way of life at the Institute which
enraptured her. She very quickly began to understand something
of what this way of life was to lead to. She found herself sharing
in activities that she would never have dreamed of touching in
her ordinary life, and she understood that one of the reasons why
so many forms of domestic and outdoor work were organized

* The diet became more sparse when the Institute was officially opened.
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was to give the group opportunities of developing new faculties
in themselves. I quote extracts from some of her letters:

18th October 1922.

It’s a most wonderful old place in an amazingly lovely
park. About forty people, chiefly Russians, are here working,
at every possible kind of thing — I mean outdoor work,
looking after animals, gardening, indoor work, music, dan-
cing - it seems a bit of everything. Here the philosophy of
the ‘System’ takes second place — practice is first — you
simply have to wake up instead of talking about it, in fact,
you have to learn to do all the things you say you want to do.

27th October 1922.

I spend all the sunny time in the garden. Visit the carpen-
ters, the trench diggers. (We are digging for a Turkish Bath
- not to discover one, but to lay the pipes.) The soil is very
nice here, like sand, with small, whitey pink pebbles in it.
Then there are the sheep to inspect, and the new pigs that
have long golden hair - very mystical pigs. A mass of cosmic
rabbits and hens — and goats are on the way, likewise horses
and mules to ride and drive.

27th October 1922.

The Institute is not really started yet for another fortnight.
— A dancing hall isbeing builtand the house is still being organ-
ized. But it has started really —if all this were to end in smoke
tomorrow I should have had the very great wonderful
adventure of my life — I've learnt more in a week than in
years 13-bas. As to habits. My wretched sense of order, for
instance, which rode me like a witch - it did not take long
to cure that. Mr Gurdjieff likes me to go into the kitchen in
the late afternoon and ‘watch’. I have a chair in a corner. It’s
a large kitchen with six helpers - Mme Ostrovsky, the head,
walks about like a queen exactly - she is extremely beautiful.
She wears an old raincoat, Nina, a big girl in a black apron -
lovely too - pounds things in mortars. The second cook
chops at the table, bangs the saucepans, sings, another runs
in and out with plates and pots, a man in the scullery cleans
pots — the dog barks and lies on the floor, worrying a hearth-
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brush. A little girl comes in with a bouquet of leaves for
Olga Ivanovna — Mr Gurdjieff strides in, takes up a handful
of shredded cabbage and eats it. . . there are at least twenty
pots on the stove — and it’s so full of life and humour and
ease that one wouldn’t be anywhere else.

2nd November 1922.

Last night, for instance, in the salon, we learnt to make
rugs from long pieces of corn. Very nice ones. Very easy to
make, too. I have been in the carpenter’s shop all this morn-
ing. The small forge is alight; Mr Gurdjicff is planing, a M.
Salzmann is making wheels - later on I shall learn carpentry
— We are going to learn as many trades as possible, also all
kinds of farm work. The cows are being bought today -
Gurdjieff is going to build a high couch in the stable where I
can sit and inhale their breath! I know later on I shall be put
in charge of those cows — Everyone calls them already ‘Mrs
Murry’s cows’.
Katherine Mansfield’s Letters to J. Middleton Murry, 1913-1922.
Edited by J. Middleton Murry (Constable 1951)*

Such was the Institute as seen through Katherine Mansfield’s
eyes during those two weeks. Goat’s milk was prescribed for her
and goats were accordingly bought and placed in the cow-stable,
where she was entertained by their gambols. The chaise-longue
was duly constructed and installed on Gurdjieff’s instructions. It
might be expedient here to emphasize that the stable never
became her only dwelling-place as some writers have stated in
error. She repeatedly refers to her own room in her letters. After
the first fortnight, when the Institute was opened, she moved to
a smaller room, but her periods of rest in the stable were very
much appreciated by her. From her first arrival at the Prieuré she
received from Gurdjieff the utmost kindness and consideration.
He did everything for her that could be done, and her letters
express a radiant joy that continued until her death early in
January.

Dr and Mrs Nicoll with Jane and her nurse were eventually

* By permission of the Society of Authors as the literary representative of the
Estate of the late Miss Katherine Mansfield.
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allotted rooms in Paradou, a house in the grounds where families
could stay. Here the children were looked after by the various
mothers and nurses who took it in turns to take the elder children
for walks. Mrs Nicoll used to say that it was no joke to take out
a number of small children of different nationalities for country
rambles, the Russians, who were numerous, knowing no English.
Jane was taken out by her own nurse, Nanny Nellie, who adapted
to the strange way of life there and tended her charge most
efficiently with loving care, seeing that she had suitable food and
regular hours. Families were able to be together, but other men
and women had separate meals and only met together during
certain group activities and at the evening sessions.

The first job given to Dr Nicoll was, he told us, that of kitchen-
boy which involved the washing up of hundreds of greasy plates
with no soap and often no hot water. In spite of what Miss Hoff-
man said later about the daily change in this office, when Dr Nicoll
first arrived he found that he continued washing plates for about
three months. Mrs Nicoll was put on to help with the cooking,
and her impression was chiefly of the giant iron cauldrons of soup
that had to be continually lifted on and off the stove. Miss
Champion Jones cleaned the bathrooms daily on the Ritz floor.
That she could do this is to be wondered at, as she was very fragile
and delicate. The diet at this time was very meagre in spite of the
hard physical work that was done by nearly everyone.

They were given a Russian teacher, Olga, from whom to learn
the Movements. There were no lectures. They met Gurdjieff at
supper on the first evening, and afterwards were able to talk to
him occasionally through an interpreter, but he was often in
Paris. Many of the English people found that weeks passed before
they had a chance of speaking to him although he directed most
of the activities. Dr and Mrs Nicoll recalled sometimes in con-
versation with us the routine of those months - early rising,
particularly for Dr Nicoll who had boilers to light, very little
solid food, physical work all day long, and then the Movements at
nine p.m. with talks by Gurdjieff afterwards, so that very few
hours remained for sleep. Dr Nicoll was forbidden to read during
his stay at the Institute.

Ouspensky himself visited the Institute in November and re-
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marked on the ‘interesting and animated work that was proceed-
ing there’. He wrote:

A pavilion had been built for dances and exercises, house-
keeping had been organized, the house had been finished off,
and so on. And the atmosphere on the whole was very right
and left a strong impression. . . . They carried on very inten-
sive mental exercises for the development of the memory,
of attention, and of the imagination. . .. Then there was a
lot of obligatory work for everyone in the house and con-
nected with the housekeeping which required great strenuous-
ness, thanks to the speed of working and various other
conditions. (In Search of the Miraculous by P. D. Ouspensky:
Routledge and Kegan Paul.)

When the group arrived the first task was to construct a
Turkish Bath in the form of a grotto on a hillside in the grounds.
Like all such undertakings at the Institute, this was devised by
Gurdjieff with the utmost ingenuity and completed with a speed
that to ordinary standards would seem fantastic. It provided seven
kinds of baths, also a rest-room hung with Eastern carpets. This
constructive work was in addition to the household duties and
the care of the animals which were shared by all. Katherine
Mansfield became fond of her cows of which she was for a time
given charge. The group soon learned that it was necessary to be
able to do everything. For instance, one had to be able to kill a
pig without being sentimental about it, and to clean pigsties
without objecting to the work. Dr Nicoll used to explain to us
the difference between objecting and disliking. He said that they
learned to do tasks that they disliked without objecting to them,
thus they no longer lost force through the interference of the
emotions with what they were doing. In the day-time most of the
men looked like brigands in their odd rough clothes, but everyone
had to change for dinner into clothes suitable for the Movements
for which they later assembled in the Pavilion. Many of the
women wore velvet dresses. Dr Nicoll used to describe his efforts
and those of the other beginners with humour. He always seemed
to be singled out as the scapegoat when anything went wrong.
Gurdjieff was constantly calling out: ‘Nicole!” and then would
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make a gesture of despair. Mrs Nicoll often arrived late and was
then forced to hold her arms out horizontally for ten minutes,
the penalty for latencss. (She was deliberately late, she told us,
because it was the only time when it was possible for her to have
a bath after being among the pots and pans.) The most supreme
efforts in attention were demanded in order to follow the com-
mands given which involved making the most unaccustomed and
difficult movements which could not casily be memorized. At the
end of the session the group would sit down on their goat skins
and there would be exercises in mental arithmetic. Then Gurdjieff
would give a talk interpreted by Mr Pinder, an English engineer
who had lived a long time in Russia. Dr Nicoll told us that he
used to sit beside Mr Pinder who would often have a whispered
conversation with him when the Russian proved unfit for English
ears. Listening to a talk through an interpreter used to be very
tantalizing, Dr Nicoll told us, because whereas Gurdjieff would
pour out a torrent of words which lasted for several minutes, Mr
Pinder would give a laconic interpretation, just a sentence or two,
whereupon Gurdjieff would look at him and shrug his shoulders,
smiling sardonically. Thus, in every one of its aspects the system
was made as difficult as possible to learn and practise. The talk
would go on until the small hours. Those who had to rise early
had not many hours to give to sleep but it was taught that during
a night’s sleep it was only the deep sleep that was really valuable,
and after two or three hours of deep sleep one would awake
refreshed. The extra effort which they had made physically,
emotionally and mentally would make it possible to fall asleep
straightaway, whereas normally the first few hours of sleep are
valueless. This I proved to be true from my own personal experi-
ence when I first went down to Essex where Dr Nicoll had his
Institute years later. Would that everyone could know it too and
be released from nocturnal worries when sleep is short.

The next group effort was to build a theatre. This had to be
completed in a fortnight. Dr Nicoll often spoke of this and later
put into practice much that he had learnt from Gurdjieff on the
art of building. Katherine Mansfield found herself making cos-
tumes, having hitherto in her life avoided sewing as far as possible.
These buildings that were erected so rapidly were not intended to
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last. Dr Nicoll quotes in his Commentaries (vol. 1, page 14) Gurd-
jieff’s answer to his question “Why don’t you build more solidly?’
“This is only temporary - in a very short time everything will be
different — everyone will be elsewhere. Nothing can be built
permanently at this moment.” And Gurdjieff added privately to
Dr Nicoll that he thought the Work would have no permanent
home. A
Gurdjieff himself was apparently able to do everything and to
excel in everything that he did. Moreover his speed was like
lightning. I discovered later that the same could be said of Dr and
Mrs Nicoll. Speed in working was said to be a sign of inner
harmony, when all functions work rightly without interference.
Gurdjieff would walk around the grounds of the Prieuré com-
menting on the work that was being done in different places and
say: ‘Must be done in half the time.” Sometimes a piano would be
trundled through the park, and it would be set down beside each
group of workers in turn who would then be expected to do one
of the Obligatory Movements, while M. de Hartmann played.
Gurdjieff was aware of everything that was going on and knew
everyone’s state. Mrs Nicoll told us once how she had spent a
whole long day scrubbing the floor of the theatre and he met her
in the evening when she was feeling very sorry for herself and
said: “You had nice day in Paris, yes?’ with a gleam in his eyes.
She burst out emphatically: ‘No, I've been scrubbing the floor all
day,” but afterwards she wished she had not given way to her
indignation at having been apparently misjudged, for she realized
that Gurdjieff knew very well how she had been occupied, and
was only trying to test her with his remark. Most of his personal
observations were tests, but again and again those at whom they
were aimed failed to remember that this was his method of
teaching, and repeatedly they would fall into the traps laid for
them. Gurdjieff would say: ‘I cannot change your being, butI can
create conditions, thanks to which you can change yourselves.’
He attacked ruthlessly what was called in the System the false
personality wherever he found a manifestation of it. The group
were placed in circumstances where they would feel a loss of face,
in order to force them back to rely on what was real in themselves,
for it was only what was artificial, acquired, that could cause them
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suffering when it was attacked. If people were too fixed in their
vanity he would discourage them from staying, saying that it
would cost him too much blood to work on them. Members of
the group were not taken at their own life-valuation. Dr Nicoll,
for instance, was no longer a Harley Street Consultant - in the
eyes of Gurdjieff not even a doctor. He recalled various occasions
on which Gurdjieff would come in asking for a doctor in an
emergency, and he would ignore all offers from Dr Nicoll and
Dr James Young, accepting instead assistance from an unqualified
Russian. This, of course, was deliberate, but each time it was
possible to forget that it was a well laid trap and to fall headlong
into it. Stupidity also was mercilessly exposed and attacked. Dr
Nicoll told us of a man at the Institute who, on finding that the
pigs had got into the tomatoes, ‘walked very slowly, to avoid
identifying and muscle tension, and told Gurdjieft’. His comment
was, ‘T fear that Gurdjieff roared at him and leapt, so to speak,
about a hundred yards to those pigs’. He defined stupidity from
one point of view as ‘lack of seeing relative importance’.
Winter came early. Katherine Mansfield in her letters refers to
the fact that she was now living in her fur coat and had bought
some fur boots, and yet suffered less this winter than any other
because it was possible to take external conditions differently.
The heating of the Chiteau was quite inadequate. There were
stoves in the passages here and there but often they did not burn
very well. Some of the rooms had fire-places and the residents
could get wood from the grounds. But there was no question of
ever being warm and comfortable even in bed, for the beds were
hard and the coverings sparse. Christmas was approaching and
although the Russian Feast was not to be celebrated until later
Gurdjieff gave permission to the English to make all the necessary
preparations for a traditional Christmas Dinner. The Russians
were invited to this and eventually sixty-odd sat down to the
Feast, Mrs Nicoll at Gurdjieft’s right hand. Dr Nicoll recalled the
contrast which this festival, with its abundance of wine and food,
presented to the ordinary routine fare of semi-starvation. The
whole atmosphere was transformed. Gurdjieff allowed a pig, a
sheep, two turkeys, and a goose to be killed. Those who had not
killed before in their lives were given the task of killing, and
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others who could not endure the sight of blood were to watch, as
in order to be trained in the balancing of one’s functions it was
expedient to have all experiences. The plum pudding contained a
silver coin entitling the lucky receiver to a prize -~ a new-born
calf. There was a big Christmas Tree to decorate. All the English
took part in their Christmas event. Gurdjieff certainly knew all
that there was to know about the art of celebrating festivals. Some-
thing memorable was thus created in the life of the group which
had henceforward a permanent place in all recollections of it.

The theatre, called afterwards ‘La Maison d’Etudes’, was
scheduled to be completed and opened by 13th January, Gurd-
jieff’s birthday. During the last week or so extra effort had to be
made and the men were ordered to go out at two a.m. after the
evening session instead of going to bed and to work for two or
three hours by the light of electric lamps. The women had made
costumes — Gurdjieff had skilfully cut the material. Visitors to this
building later speak of it as a ‘hangar’ or even, rather oddly, as an
‘aerodrome’. This was because the basis of its structure was the
framework of an old hangar which was erected on an extensive
surface which had been carefully levelled, and prepared with much
labour. The walls were decorated with lath-work, inside and out
(a method which Dr Nicoll afterwards used in his own building
in Essex) and plastered with a kind of mud and straw. When the
building had been dried, the walls were painted and then hung
with Persian carpets of which Gurdjieff always seemed to have an
abundant supply. Visitors often remarked on the value and beauty
of these carpets. But then Gurdjieff really knew about Persian
carpets.

Meanwhile, on New Year’s Eve, Katherine Mansfield, having
become aware that her time was short, wrote to give her husband
Gurdjieff’s invitation to spend a few days at the Prieuré and to be
present at the opening of the theatre. Middleton Murry started on
his journey at once on receiving her letter. He arrived and found
her pale but radiant. She took him to see the theatre to which the
finishing touches were being added, and introduced him to her
friends ~ M. de Hartmann, M. Salzmann, Dr Young, Olga
Ivanovna, and others. He already knew Orage whom he found
much changed, gentler and softer. Katherine took him to her
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cowshed where a special gallery had been erected for her with a
balustrade. There were two divans here spread with Persian
carpets. M. Salzmann had painted designs on the walls and ceiling.
The outside had been painted with the Signs of the Zodiac.
Middleton Murry remarked on the simplicity and the serious
demeanour of those whom he met. The same evening his wife
died from a haemorrhage after climbing the staircase to her room
in the Prieuré. Mrs Nicoll was with her at the end. She and Dr
Nicoll had become her friends after being in close touch with her
since their arrival two months previously.

On 12th January, the day before the Birthday Feast, Gurdjieff
with the Russians, and Middleton Murry with the English, were
present at her simple funeral in the communal cemetery.

Gurdjieff now asked Dr Nicoll to work with him in the
carpenter’s shed in the mornings. Gurdjieff was a superb carpenter.
His father had trained him as a small boy during the period when
he had fallen back on carpentry as a means of livelihood after he
had lost his wealth. Dr Nicoll also when we knew him had
considerable skill with any tool. This apparently he had always
had, for his family told us of his early dexterity in setting up
electrical experiments. He looked back with much pleasure to the
hours spent with Gurdjieff who had taught him to handle wood,
as well as men! Gurdjieff had a certain knowledge of English in
spite of his insistence on teaching through an interpreter. His
broken English conveyed many truths to him. In the middle of
the momning Gurdjieff would say: “We old men, Nicole, we have
coffee,” and would call for Big Nina, to bring coffec to the
carpenter’s shed. (Dr Nicoll at that time was nearly thirty-nine!)
One of the trials connected with this period was that Dr Nicoll
would frequently find that pieces of wood which had been sawn
to the correct length and prepared for some constructive work
had disappeared, and it would eventually be discovered that one
of the Russians had taken them for firewood. It was no use
expostulating. The Russian would simulate innocence and would
say he did not understand English. There was no redress.

Gurdjieff bought a car which secemed to give him great pleasure.
He taught himself to drive it by experiment, with much grinding
of gears and squeaking of brakes. To drive with him was terrifying.
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Dr Nicoll told us of one adventure. He and one or two others
received a message one evening that Gurdjieff wished to sleep at
a high altitude that night, and proposed to drive to Switzerland.
So off they went at break-neck speed. I think it was on that
occasion that they got out of the car and ate roast goat by the
wayside, and Dr Nicoll was reproved for letting his attention be
diverted from the feast by the sight of a beautiful view. They
arrived at their destination and had only been in their rooms
about three hours when by order of Gurdjieff they were all
awakened and told to be ready to return. Gurdjieft had had the
good night’s sleep that he sought at a certain altitude. They
returned at the same incredible speed as on the outgoing journey
and by some miracle reached the Prieuré in safety.

During April Dr Nicoll had received disquieting news of his
father’s health which had been failing for several months. At the
beginning of May he was called to his bedside and arrived in time
to be with him at the end and to be recognized by him. He was
always very thankful for this. He knew that his precipitate action
in throwing up his promising career, towards the furtherance of
which Sir William had contributed with the utmost generosity,
must have been a great shock to him, and the culmination of
many disappointments. He had been aware that he had wounded '
his father deeply and yet had seen no way of making him under-
stand that he had made the only possible decision.

Sir William Robertson Nicoll died on 4th May 1923. His
biographer records that among his last words were these: ‘T
believe everything that I have written about immortality.” (Life
and Writings of William Robertson Nicoll by T. H. Dar<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>