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The Cockshutt – Reynolds VC Connection
Although Lt Colonel James Henry Reynolds VC (Royal Army Medical Corps) is a very
distant relation, his story is remarkable from a family history point of view in several
ways. In this report I hope to tell his remarkable story and, at the end of the report, to
draw attention to some of the remarkable similarities between his story and the story of
my much closer relations.
Our Flack family is related to the Reynolds by marriage through the Cockshutt (my
paternal grandmother’s side of the family) to the Egan family of Tullamore in Ireland and
then, by marriage, to the Davys of Swords just north of Dublin, and then, by marriage, to
the Reynolds family as shown in the family tree on page 14.
James Henry Reynolds was born on 3 February 1844 in Kingstown (now known as Dun
Laoghaire), County Dublin, Ireland to Laurence and Margaret Reynolds, nee Kearney.
Kingstown is a busy commercial and tourist port about 7 miles south of Dublin where in
the 1860s James’s father, Laurence P Reynolds, JP, was a successful local
businessman and later in 1862, elected as an Alderman on the local Council. In the
1870s Laurence Reynolds is recorded as a land owner of some 936 acres at Dalyston
House, Granard, Ireland.

Kingstown (Dun Laoghaire) County Dublin Ireland

James was the 2nd son of 5 children born to Laurence and Margaret Reynolds –
•
•
•
•
•

Rose Evelyn Reynolds (1841-1898)
Laurence Patrick Reynolds (1843-1918)
James Henry Reynolds (1844-1932)
Ellenor Reynolds (1845- unknown)
Margaret Reynolds (1847-1856)
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It is not known when the Reynolds family moved from Kingstown to Dublin but by 1851
James was attending Castleknock College, a Vincentian private School for Boys in
1835. Castleknock College is a prestigious school and James attendance there indicates
that his family were reasonably affluent and well connected in Dublin at the time. James
then studied at Trinity College Dublin, graduating with a Bachelor of Medicine and
Surgery in 1867 aged 23.
In March 1868, the young Dr Reynolds joined the Royal Army Medical Service in Dublin
as an Assistant Surgeon after successfully completing the newly introduced Army
Medical Selection process.

Shortly after his appointment in the Army he joined the 36th Regiment of Foot that was
already in India and served with the Regiment while it was on garrison duties in
Peshawar, in what is now North Western Pakistan.
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Peshawar was an important strategic and commercial city at the eastern end of the
Khyber Pass, on an important trading route between Kabul and Islamabad.
Following the defeat of the Sikhs in the First Anglo-Sikh War in 1845-46 and the Second
Anglo-Sikh War in 1849, some of their territories were captured by the British East India
Company. The British re-established stability in the wake of ruinous Sikh rule. During the
Sepoy Rebellion of 1857, the 4,000 members of the native garrison were disarmed
without bloodshed; the absence of brutality meant that Peshawar was not affected by
the widespread devastation that was experienced throughout the rest of British India and
local chieftains sided with the British after the incident.
The British laid out the vast Peshawar Cantonment to the west of the city in 1868 and
made the city its frontier headquarters.
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The climate in Peshawar tends to be hot and dry with temperatures varying between
42oC in summer and 4oC during a short winter.
During the 36th Regt’s posting in India it was seriously impacted by outbreaks of cholera
with nine officers, seventeen corporals, two drummers and 307 private soldiers dying as
a result. Assistant Surgeon James Reynolds was one of those infected and, although he
survived, he was badly debilitated and was invalided home to Ireland.

He received the thanks of his Commander-in-Chief, Lord Sandhurst, for his services
during the severe outbreak of cholera between 1869-1870,

4

After several years on half pay, James recovered his
fitness and resumed his full-time career in the army
appointed as Surgeon in the 24th Regiment from 1
March 1873. He briefly served in Malta in 1873 and
arrived in South Africa in August 1874. He later
accompanied the 1/24th on the minor expedition to
the Diamond Fields in 1875. He served alongside
both the 1/24th and 88th Regiments during the
Eastern Frontier Campaigns of 1877-1878 and was
present at the action around Mpetu in January 1878.
“D” Company of the 1st Bn of the 24th Regt was
stationed at Mpetu as a garrison during tribal wars on the North-Eastern frontier of South
Africa. Following significant raids on nearby farms and villages by large bands of Xhosa
tribesman, the post at Mpetu was threatened and subsequently evacuated with the
garrison escorting large numbers of refugees to a safer area further south.

Skirmishes around Mpetu – January 1878

By the following year, continuing disturbances and inter-tribal warfare caused the
Colonial Office in London to back the Colonial authorities in South Africa in an all-out
military operation against the Zulu.
In 1879 two battalions of the 24th and 88th Regiments of Foot took part in the Anglo-Zulu
War, begun after a British invasion of Zululand, ruled by Cetshwayo. The 24th Regt took
part in the crossing of the Buffalo River on 11 January, entering Zululand. The first
engagement (and the most disastrous for the British) came at Isandlwana. The 24th Foot
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provided most of the British force and when the overall commander, Lord Chelmsford,
split his forces on 22 January to search for the Zulus, the 1st Battalion (5 companies)
and a company of the 2nd Battalion were left behind to guard the camp.
A Zulu force of some 20,000 warriors attacked a portion of the British main column
consisting of about 1,800 British, colonial and native troops and perhaps 400 civilians.
The battle, which was to become known as the Battle of Isandlwana, was a disaster for
the column with 52 British officers and 806 non-commissioned ranks killed. Around 60
Europeans survived the battle. 471 Africans died fighting for the British. Zulu casualties
have to be estimated and are set at around 2,000 dead, either on the field or from
wounds.
Perhaps fortunately as it turned out, Captain Surgeon James Reynolds was not at
Isandlwana but rather deployed as the Medical Officer in support of 2/24th at a
missionary outpost known as Rourke’s Drift.
Shortly after the battle of Isandlwana, some 4,000 to 5,000 Zulus headed for Rorke's
Drift, garrisoned by a single company, native levies and others under the command of
Lieutenant Chard, Royal Engineers, the most senior officer of the 24th present being
Lieutenant Gonville Bromhead. The Acting Assistant Commissary James Dalton
persuaded Bromhead and Chard to stay and the small garrison frantically prepared
rudimentary fortifications.
The Zulus first attacked at 4:30 pm on 22 January 1879. Throughout the day the
garrison was attacked from all sides, including rifle fire from the heights above the
garrison, and bitter hand-to-hand fighting often ensued. Surgeon James Reynolds found
himself in charge of the field hospital established in one of the buildings where he and
the wounded stoutly defended the Hospital until it was set alight and eventually burnt
down. Surgeon Reynolds was noted for his heroic defence of the wounded and for
passing ammunition to those who were able to fight on.

A depiction of soldiers of the 24th Regiment repelling the Zulu attack on
Rorke's Drift in January 1879
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The following is an account of the Battle written by Surgeon James Reynolds:
At 1.30 a large body of natives marched over the slope of Isandhlwana in our
direction, their purpose evidently being to examine ravines and ruined kraals for
hiding fugitives. These men we took to be our native contingent. Soon afterwards
appeared four horsemen on the Natal side of the river galloping in the direction of
our post, one of them was a regular soldier, and feeling they might possibly be
messengers for additional medical assistance, I hurried down to the hospital as
they rode up. They looked awfully scared, and I was at once startled to find one
of them was riding Surgeon Major Shepherd’s pony. They shouted frantically,
"The camp at Isandhlwana has been taken by the enemy and all our men in it
massacred, that no power could stand against the enormous number of the
Zulus, and the only chance for us all was in immediate flight." Lieutenant
Bromhead, Acting-Commissary Dalton, and myself, forthwith consulted together,
Lieutenant Chard not having as yet joined us from the pontoon, and we quickly
decided that with barricades well placed around our present position a stand
could best be made where we were. Just at this period Mr. Dalton's energies
were invaluable. Without the smallest delay, he called upon his men to carry the
mealie sacks here and there for defences. Lieutenant Chard (R.E.) arrived as this
work was in progress, and gave many useful orders as regards the lines of
defence. He approved also of the hospital being taken in, and between the
hospital orderlies, convalescent patients (eight or ten) and myself, we loopholed
the building and made a continuation of the commissariat defences round it. The
hospital however, occupied a wretched position, having a garden and shrubbery
close by, which afterwards proved so favourable to the enemy; but comparing our
prospects with that of the Isandhlwana affair, we felt that the mealie barriers
might afford us a moderately fair chance.
At about 3.30 the enemy made their first appearance in a large crowd on the
hospital side of our post, coming on in skirmishing order at a slow slinging run.
We opened fire on them from the hospital at 600 yards, and although the bullets
ploughed through their midst and knocked over many, there was no check or
alteration made in their approach. As they got nearer, they became more
scattered, but the bulk of them rushed for the hospital and the garden in front of
it.
We found ourselves quickly surrounded by the enemy with their strong force
holding the garden and shrubbery. From all sides but especially the latter places,
they poured on us a continuous fire, to which our men replied as quickly as they
could reload their rifles. Again and again the Zulus pressed forward and
retreated, until at last they forced themselves so daringly, and in such numbers,
as to climb over the mealie sacks in front of the hospital and drove the defenders
from there behind an entrenchment of biscuit boxes, hastily formed with much
judgement and forethought by Lieutenant Chard. A heavy fire from behind it was
resumed with renewed confidence, and with little confusion or delay, checking
successfully the natives, and permitting a semi flank fire from another part of the
laager to play on them destructively. At this time too, the loopholes in the hospital
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were made great use of. It was, however, only temporary, as, after a short
respite, they came on again with renewed vigour. Some of them gained the
hospital verandah, and there got hand to hand with our men defending the doors.
Once they were driven back from here, but other soon pressed forward in their
stead, and having occupied the verandah in larger numbers than before, pushed
their way right into the hospital, where confusion on our side naturally followed.
Everyone tried to escape as best they could, and owing to the rooms not
communicating with one another, the difficulties were insurmountable. Private
Hook, 2/24th Regiment, who was acting as hospital cook, and Private Connolly,
2/24th Regiment, a patient in hospital, made their way into the open at the back
of the hospital by breaking a hole in the wall. Most of the patients escaped
through a small window looking into what may be styled the neutral ground.
Those who madly tried to get off by leaving the front of the hospital were all killed
with the exception of Gunner Howard.
The only men actually killed in the hospital were three, excluding a Kaffir under
treatment for compound fracture of the femur. The names were Sergeant
Maxfield, Private Jenkins, both unable to assist in their escape, being debilitated
by fever, and Private Adams, who was well able to move about, but could not be
persuaded to leave his temporary refuge in a small room. The engagement
continued more or less until about 7 o'clock p.m. and then, when we were
beginning to consider our situation as rather hopeless, the fire from our
opponents appreciably slackened giving us some time for reflection. Lieutenant
Chard here again shined in resource. Anticipating the Zulus making one more
united dash for the fort, and possibly gaining entrance, he converted an immense
stack of mealies standing in the middle of our enclosure, and originally cone
fashioned, into a comparatively safe place for a last retreat. Just as it was
completed, smoke from the hospital appeared and shortly burst into flames.
During the whole night following desultory fire was carried on by the enemy, and
several feigned attacks were made, but nothing of a continued or determined
effort was again attempted by them. About 6 o'clock a.m., we found, after careful
reconnoitring, that all the Zulus, with the exception of a couple of stragglers, had
left our immediate vicinity, and soon afterwards a large body of men were seen at
a distance marching towards us.
I do not think it possible that men could have behaved better than did the 2/24th
and the Army Hospital Corps (three), who were particularly forward during the
whole attack
— James Henry Reynolds1
The battle raged on into the early hours of 23 January but by dawn the Zulu Army had
withdrawn. Lord Chelmsford and a column of British troops arrived soon afterwards.

1

Surgeon-Major Reynolds, contemporary A.M.D. Reports published in the Journal of the Royal Army
Medical Corps (1928)
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The garrison had suffered 15 killed during the battle (two died later) and 11 defenders
were awarded the Victoria Cross for their distinguished defence of the post, 7 going to
soldiers of the 24th Foot.
After the action, James was promoted to Surgeon-Major and was present in the British
camp at Fort Nolela for the final battle at Ulundi in July 1879.
He received the V.C. from Colonel R. T. Glyn, C.B., during a special parade of the 1/24th
at Pinetown Camp, outside Durban on Tuesday 26th August 1879. The following is the
official citation in the London Gazette on 17 June 1879:
“For the conspicuous bravery during the attack at Rorke`s Drift on the 22 and 23
January 1879, which he exhibited in his constant attention to the wounded under
fire and in his voluntary conveying ammunition from the store to the defenders of
the hospital whereby he exposed himself to crossfire from the enemy both in
going and returning”.
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Upon his return to Ireland, he was appointed Senior Medical Officer for the expedition to
aid Captain Charles Boycott, during the so-called Irish Land War of 1880.
Later that year on 22 September 1880, he married Elizabeth Mary McCormick, daughter
of a Dr George Mark and Anne McCormick at Ashford, Wicklow, Ireland.
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They subsequently had three sons and one daughter:
•
•
•
•

George Cormac Reynolds (1881-1916)
Percival Reynolds (1884-1916)
Henry Reynolds (1885- )
Elizabeth Anne (known as “Lily”) Reynolds (1886-

)

Following the death of his wife, Elizabeth, at their home in Arran Quay, Dublin on 8
December 1886, Lt Col. Reynolds was posted to the military hospital at the newly built
Shorncliffe Barracks in Kent. He took his newly bereaved family to live with him in
England.

The 1891 Census lists five members of the family plus a Governess, and a CookHousekeeper at 197 Cheriton Cliffe Road Sandgate, Kent adjacent to what was then the
large barracks complex, now known as the Shorncliffe Military Barracks.
He was promoted to Lieutenant-Colonel in April 1887 and appointed a brevet Brigade
Surgeon Lieutenant-Colonel in 1892. He retired from the army after 27 years’ service
with the rank of Brigade Surgeon Lieutenant Colonel in 1896. He was later Medical
Officer of the Royal Army Clothing Factory in London.
The Royal Army Clothing Depot was a factory and warehouse providing uniforms and
other items of clothing for the British Army. It was in Grosvenor Road, Pimlico, London,
England. The Depot employed up to 400 women in conditions that were reported on
favourably following reforms introduced in the 1880s.
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The 1901 England Census lists James H Reynolds, Widower, aged 57, Lt Col retired
Medical Officer, RAC Depot, born in Ireland, resident at 156 Cambridge Street St
George, Hanover Square, Belgrave, London.
In 1901, son, George Reynolds is listed in the 1901 Census as a “Boy” in Royal Military
School of Music at Whitton, Twickenham, Surry, England.
Lt Col. James Reynolds attended a special dinner to honour holders of the V.C. at the
House of Lords in November 1929.
He died on 14 March 1932, aged 88 years, at the Empire Nursing Home, London and is
buried in St. Marys Roman Catholic Cemetery, Grave no 504 R/C Section. His medals
are displayed at the Museum of Military Medicine, Keogh Barracks, Mytchett, Surrey.

Parallels in two men’s histories
Col. Reynolds story has a number of similarities with my own father’s story.
Although my father Lt Col “Douglas” H.E.D. Flack, Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC)
was not born in Ireland, his grandfather and great grandfather were. His great
grandfather, Captain “Billy” William Flack, had served in the British Army in India and
Australia and both he and Lt Col Reynolds had battled with the Cholera – Billy’s wife,
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Lucy Flack, having lost her first husband, Sergeant Francis Moran to cholera in North
West India in 1843.
My father, also a doctor, served in the RAMC in East Africa before deploying with his
East African Division to India and then to Burma in 1944. Lt Col James Reynolds served
in what was to become the RAMC in India and then South Africa in 1874.
While not in any way downplaying the heroism of Surgeon Major James Reynolds VC at
Rorke’s Drift in 1879, it is important to also recognise the heroism of my father Lt.
Colonel H.E.D. Flack, MID RAMC who was mentioned in dispatches for his brave
actions in defending casualties in his care at the Battle of Pagoda Hill during the Burma
Campaign against the Japanese in March 1944.
We thank them for their service. May they rest in peace.
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