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Although John Nichols (1745-1826) is best known to Renaissance scholars for preserving in print a kaleidoscope of sources for the court life and culture of both Queen Elizabeth I and King James I, his name is equally familiar to local historians for his History and Antiquities of the Town and County of Leicester 4 vols in 8 parts (1795-1812) and to literary biographers for his encyclopædic Literary Anecdotes of the Eighteenth Century 9 vols (1812-1815) and Illustrations of the Literary History of the Eighteenth Century  8 vols (1817-1858).   He was also the biographer of Hogarth, an editor of Swift, friend of Johnson and a skilled printer who designed the typeface for the first printed facsimile of Domesday Book.  The breadth of Nichols’ interests can be attributed to his apprenticeship and partnership with the printer, William Bowyer the younger (1699-1777), where he learned the trade and was introduced to antiquaries like Samuel Pegge the elder (1704-1796), Richard Gough (1735-1809) and Thomas Percy (1729-1811) who influenced so many of his future research interests.  On Bowyer’s death in 1777 he inherited one of London’s largest printing houses with contracts to the House of Commons, the Royal Society and Society of Antiquaries.  Nichols maintained these contracts and built upon the firm’s tradition of printing works of literature, history and topography.  In 1778 he purchased a share in the Gentleman’s Magazine and became its editor.  Under his editorship and that of his son, John Bowyer Nichols (1779-1863), and grandson, John Gough Nichols (1806-1873), the Gentleman’s Magazine consolidated its position as the premier periodical of its day and placed the Nicholses at the centre of a network of antiquarian, genealogical and topographical scholarship.
  As well as being prominent liverymen of the Stationers’ Company they also produced significant works of literature, history and biography in their own right.  Bowyer Nichols continued his father’s biographical works and supervised the publication of many of the early-nineteenth century county histories, while Gough Nichols completed his grandfather’s Progresses of King James I and edited many publications on topography, genealogy and heraldry. Their correspondents were numerous and the quantity and quality of their surviving correspondence is enormous.  The Nichols Archive Project aims to provide an analytical guide to their papers, now scattered among nearly sixty repositories in the UK and America and several private collections.  This paper will describe how the archive was accumulated, arranged and dispersed and show how it can be used to study the history of John Nichols’ Progresses of Queen Elizabeth and King James I. 

Brief History of the Archive

John Nichols owed his success to an engaging personality and impressive business acumen.  In 1778, when he purchased a large share in the Gentleman’s Magazine and began to edit it, he positioned himself and his press at the centre of a flourishing network of antiquaries and anecdotists.  Since its foundation by Edward Cave in 1731 the magazine had been pre-eminent among English literary periodicals.  It was the first periodical to use the word ‘magazine’ in its modern sense, reprinting articles from other publications alongside news, reviews and letters to the editor (known as Sylvanus Urban) from a large national readership.  By encouraging readers to submit historical and literary articles and enlarging the obituary section of each monthly number, Nichols increased the magazine’s popularity and gathered many materials for his own research.  The journalistic and editorial experience that Nichols acquired ensured the success of his own antiquarian publications, enabling him to forge links with writers and antiquaries throughout the country who could make local enquiries and gain access to manuscripts on his behalf.  His ingenuity as an editor is evident in the appeals he would make in the magazine, hiding behind one of his many pseudonyms, for specific information.  Both Nichols and his readers used the Gentleman’s Magazine in the same way that scholars use List-serves today: an enquiry posted in the correspondence pages of the magazine would prompt a host of replies from around the country, some more useful than others and leading to further correspondence ‘off-list’ through which Nichols could draw further upon his correspondents’ specialised knowledge.  He then preserved and plundered this ever-growing archive for each of his many research projects.  

          Nichols’ information did not only come from correspondence.  His annual antiquarian tours throughout England provided the perfect opportunity to visit his correspondents, inspect their collections and confirm his friendships with wine and conversation.  Some of these tours, especially to Samuel Pegge in Derbyshire, were made with Richard Gough, but many were made with his family and laid foundations for friendships, especially in Leicestershire, that would continue after his death.  He wrote home almost daily, directing proofs from London to be sent to inns and houses along his route.  These letters were also preserved and form an integral part of the family and business archive.

          Nichols also acquired the manuscript collections of his antiquarian and literary friends.  As well as acting as literary executor to Samuel Pegge, Richard Gough and George Hardinge (1743-1816) he also bought heavily at the posthumous sales of his contemporaries, driven by what Keith Maslen has called a ‘chronic antiquarianism’
 but also by a desire to preserve and use the research collections of his friends.  His purchases at the sale of the papers of Andrew Coltee Ducarel (1713-1785), for example, included Ducarel’s portion of the 600 autographs he and Thomas Astle (1735-1803) had purchased from the collection of Ralph Thoresby.
  This interest in autograph letters increased in Nichols’ later years.  In 1822 he admitted to his daughter, Anne, who was herself an avid autograph hunter, that ‘I have destroyed many hundreds and given away many more, which might have furnished for you a rich Collection.’

          In 1825 Nichols told William Upcott (1779-1845) that he had, ‘since infancy been a packhorse to Literature’
 and, in 1826, he bequeathed his family a working archive of many thousands of letters and papers which they preserved, used and augmented throughout the next fifty years.  Bowyer Nichols mined his father’s archive for a further four volumes of the Illustrations of the Literary History of the Eighteenth Century between 1828 and 1858 and Gough Nichols also drew on his grandfather’s papers for his own publications.  Both men edited and printed the Gentleman’s Magazine until 1856, accumulating thousands more letters and contributions for the family’s business archive which, throughout the nineteenth century, were recycled by other family members for their own autograph collections. 

          Attempts to organise the archive had been made as early as 1800 when Bowyer Nichols began to annotate the family’s set of the Gentleman’s Magazine with the names of anonymous or pseudonymous contributors.  Although this set was one of many casualties of the fire that destroyed the Nichols printing house and warehouse in 1808, it was replaced in 1809 when Richard Gough bequeathed Nichols his annotated set of the magazine.  This became the main record of the family’s association with the magazine until 1856.
  It was not until the 1840s, however, that Bowyer Nichols seems to have systematically examined, annotated and arranged the majority of his family’s business and research papers into the series that survive today.  Family letters, financial accounts, his own diaries and travel journals and a wide range of printed ephemera relating to the Stationers’ Company and other bodies the family were involved with were pasted into twenty albums called ‘Family Records’ to form a central chronology of the family’s travels, fortunes and friendships since the late eighteenth century.
  Other letters from particular correspondents or concerning events and subjects, such as the fire of 1808, were collected and bound into volumes.  So far I have identified sixty such volumes in the Nichols sale catalogues of 1929 and 1951; many more are listed in the catalogues of Nichols sales at the end of the nineteenth century. 
          Bowyer Nichols’ annotation is crucial to our understanding of the papers.  He noted biographical details of the correspondents and cross-referenced significant letters across the collection.  His son, Gough Nichols, and his eldest daughter, Mary Anne Nichols (1813-1870), helped him and also formed their own collections from the family archive and their own letters and travel diaries; so the archive grew as it was being arranged.  When Bowyer Nichols died, in 1863, and Mary Anne Nichols died in 1870, most of their papers were bequeathed to Gough Nichols who incorporated them into his own large library.  After his death in 1873 the books and manuscripts were dispersed in a series of Sotheby sales which continued to the 1950s.  

          My involvement with the papers began by accident in 1982 when I discovered a diary in a bookshop that I later found had been written by Mary Anne Nichols between 1823 and 1834.  In 1991 my researches on this diary led me to four of her later travel journals in a private collection.  Five years later the course of my work on these papers was dramatically changed by the appearance at Bonhams of six volumes of Nichols ‘Family Records’, a further volume of letters received by John Bowyer Nichols from his family and my own discovery, in a number of private collections, of several thousand letters and papers of the Nichols family and business that had not been put in the Sotheby’s sales.  Largely undisturbed since the nineteenth century, these papers are shedding important light on the original arrangement of the archive.  The Nichols Archive Project aims to provide scholars with an analytical guide to this vast storehouse of printing history.  It will comprise a calendar of the family’s unpublished correspondence, a synopsis of the published letters and descriptive list of other documents they accumulated between the time of John Nichols and the death of Gough Nichols in 1873.  The calendars are stored on an Access database, allowing the original order of the undisturbed private collections to be preserved while permitting indexes to be made of the senders or recipients of letters.  Free-text searches allow letters relating to works such as the Progresses to be seen together even though the originals are scattered among repositories on both sides of the Atlantic or are in private hands.  There are also links from the Database to full transcripts of diaries, travel journals, other documents and a union index to people identified in all of these papers.  A link to a ‘Chronology’ traces events in the lives of the Nicholses from 1745 to 1873 and includes an itinerary of their travels, details of their research and a checklist of the works they printed or were associated with.  The first stage of the project is the calendaring of the documents in private hands; the second stage will concentrate on publicly held Nichols papers.  There are already over 5000 letters on the database.

          Evidence for how Nichols collected his material, clues to who helped him and details of how the Progresses were produced between the 1780s and 1828 will be found throughout the public and private collections.  As I hope to explore each of these areas in more detail in a future paper, a very few examples will be given to illustrate the range of material that is coming to light.  Volume 13 of Nichols ‘Family Records’, for example, covering 1821 to 1823, includes several letters from John Nichols to William Bray (1736-1832) historian of Surrey who, working through the papers of the More Molyneux family of Loseley Park near Guildford, was able to supply Nichols with numerous references to royal visits to the house.  Although Nichols credits Bray for ‘several particulars’ in the preface to Elizabeth (1823), these letters testify to the extent of his debt.
  On 22 January 1821 Nichols thanked Bray for his ‘Kind remarks on Loseley’ and asked who was Lord Chamberlain to Queen Elizabeth in 1602.
  On 3 February Nichols wrote again, thanking Bray for corrections that have enabled him to enlarge the account of Loseley and enclosing a proof with notes concerning Kingston and Putney.  This is typical of Nichols’ working method of sending proofs to local specialists to engage their interest and support.  He used the local knowledge of his correspondents to check facts, improve his narrative and uncover further materials.  

          Many of Nichols’ correspondents assisted his researches over many years.  Ralph Churton (1754-1831) of Brasenose College, Oxford, is a case in point.  Although Nichols thanks him in the preface to Elizabeth for supplying details of the Queen’s Entertainment by the Countess of Derby at Harefield, letters from him to Nichols now held by the Bodleian Library, Oxford, show that he had actually been supplying Nichols with a range of transcripts since at least 1784.
  On 9 September 1784 he sent Nichols the ‘Hermit’s Oration at Theobalds’ and ‘Babington’s letter from prison to the Queen’, adding that he believed the transcripts to be accurate having collated them with the manuscripts himself. 
  ‘The copy I hope is sufficiently legible,’ he wrote, ‘but it is not as fair as I could wish, the gentleman who wrote it not having attended to the spelling, and having other business on my hands, I thought it less trouble to correct the mistakes than to transcribe the whole.’  Churton goes on to say that, although the volume containing these pieces is styled ‘Miscellanea curiosa Hen. Spelman & aliorum’, he does not know if this part of the volume is in Sir Henry’s hand.  The leaf inside listing the contents is marked ‘William Howard 1637’.  He encloses an abstract of the contents and states that, ‘if Mr Nichols in his very various and useful labours for the public should at any time want a further account of them or extracts from them, his present correspondent will very readily give any information or assistance in his power’.  It is interesting to compare this letter with Nichols’ footnote to the ‘Hermit’s Oration’ which is clearly based on the supplementary details that Churton had supplied.  The letter also raises many questions concerning the reliability of the texts Nichols was using.  Though Churton claims to have checked the transcript before sending it to Nichols, he admits that he has not copied it all – which begs the question of how close Nichols really was to the sources he was printing.  

          The papers also chronicle the printing of the Progresses.  On 21 July 1822 Nichols, on holiday in Worthing, had eleven sheets of ‘Queen Elizabeth’ F to J and L and M but not K, and could take some more proofs if they were ready.
  On the 1 August he wrote again, returning the sheets ‘which, on account of an incredible transposition of a few lines from the second sheet to the first,’ he must see again.  All copy for the second volume of Elizabeth was now prepared and he hoped to get through it within the month.
  This rush to print and correct during August may be significant.  If Parliament was in recess Nichols might have used his own publications to occupy his compositors during a slack period.  Printing during ‘down time’ may have made sense to Nichols the printer but the price Nichols paid as editor was an often chaotic arrangement of his works and their protracted passage through the press. 

          The Nichols archive encompasses more than correspondence.  Diaries, commonplace books, library catalogues and annotated copies of their own books provide further useful clues to the history of their published works.  Although the library of John Nichols was sold by Sotheby’s with that of ‘another gentleman’ in 1828, the discovery of a manuscript catalogue of his books and papers, prepared by his daughters in 1826, is identifying the sources he used.  Tantalising references to ‘Sharpe on Coventry Mysteries 1 vol 4to’
 and ‘Speeches to Queen Elizabeth 1 vol’
 hint at the huge reference library he accumulated; but even this catalogue does not give the full story.  Although it lists the Progresses of both Elizabeth (valued at £6) and James (valued at £3.10s because still incomplete)
 we know that Nichols’ own copy of Elizabeth was not sold but passed to his eldest daughter, Sarah.  It is now in a private collection, still bearing her bookplate and containing a wealth of annotations and inserted material suggesting that, rather than seeing the 1823 edition as the ‘final’ version, Nichols might even have been preparing a further edition.  Several hands have been identified in these volumes.  Alongside John Nichols’ own corrections to the press there are notes by Bowyer Nichols and, more frequently, Gough Nichols.  Annotation by Anne Nichols suggests that Nichols’ daughters transcribed documents for their father.  This is confirmed by a letter of c.1827 held by the Bodleian Library, Oxford, in which Isabella Nichols asks her brother, Bowyer Nichols, to help her and her sisters complete their two sets of the Progresses of King James I.  They had ‘the clean sheets also as far as were worked off in November last’ but she wishes her brother to give them the remainder, ‘as in no work of my dear Fathers were we ever so much interested, & concerned; & when we have our sets complete we wish both copies bound up according to his directions.’
  Although much more work is needed to unlock the treasures of John Nichols’ library catalogue and the significance of his ‘personal’ copy of the Progresses, I hope that this paper has shown the importance of the Nichols family for our understanding of the history of works like the Progresses.

For more information about the Nichols Archive Project, or to contact Julian Pooley, please go to www.le.ac.uk/elh/staff/jpa.html 
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