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John Nevison was born in a time of upheaval, when England itself seemed torn in half, a land divided by loyalty and faith, where neighbours fought neighbours and the drums of civil war still echoed in the valleys of Yorkshire. It was a century of uncertainty, and record keeping was as fragile as the peace that followed it.

Even the exact details of Nevison’s birth are now obscured by the dust of time. The few parish records that have survived are so faded that they raise more questions than answers.

The old register of St. Leonard’s Church in Wortley offers one possible lead: the baptism of a John Nevison dated 10 September 1648. If this entry refers to the notorious highwayman, it suggests he was only in his mid-thirties when executed, challenging the widely held belief that he was in his forties.

The cottage long believed to be his birthplace was Tividale Cottage in Wortley. Built about 1600, small and weathered, it stood proud on the slope above the village. In later years, it served as the headmaster’s house, and in the early 1700s a man named William Nevison was recorded as living there. Whether he was kin or coincidence, no one can say for sure, but at the time when the rogue claimed his fame, villagers whispered that this was the house where John Nevison first saw daylight.

Oliver Heywood, a Nonconformist Minister of Wakefield, and a notable figure of Nevison's era, offered another fragment of truth in his diary when he wrote that Nevison was born at Wortley between Penistone and Rotherham.

He stated that Mistress Cotton, his own housekeeper knew Nevison's parents and the  outlaw when he was in his youth. He added, they were brought up profanely, and he later married a local woman in an alehouse close by.

However, the Reverend S. Barnett, recorded in The Story of St. Leonard’s Church Wortley, that Nevison’s place of birth was at Pontefract in 1639, calling the town a proud old market town whose castle had fallen to Parliament’s guns only a few years before. Even the highwayman’s name is a matter of debate. Some early newspapers, chapbooks and pamphlets choose to call him William Nevison, and others John.

The Criminal Chronology of York Castle refers to him as William, while other historical records and Yorkshire folklore favour the name John. The confusion is hardly surprising, in the seventeenth century, spelling varied widely and was far from standardised. The same man might see his name written half a dozen different ways in as many documents, for example,  “Nevison,” “Nevinson,” “Niverson”, all appear in the records. In addition he may well have been named John William or William John, after his father or grandfather as was customary in the 1600s.

Whoever he truly was, his upbringing was neither wholly poor nor richly privileged. His parents were people of some substance, perhaps small landholders or tradesfolk, for when their son came of age he was sent to school, a rare opportunity for a country boy in those days.

One school in particular which laid claim to his education was the little grammar school in Pontefract called All Saints, which was re-founded in 1549 after the Dissolution of St. John’s Priory.

However, wherever he studied, young Nevison showed wit and quickness beyond his years. He read fluently, wrote a fine hand, and was said to have an extraordinary memory.

Yet beneath this intelligence lay a restless spirit, a spark of mischief that no rod or reprimand could quite extinguish. His father called him gifted, his teachers suggested he was trouble waiting to happen. And in truth, the England of Nevison’s youth offered little to contain a lad of his daring. The old order had fallen, the monarchy was in exile, and soldiers roamed the roads in search of pay or plunder.

Law was a matter of distance; strong in London, but uncertain in the countryside. A clever man might make his fortune by his wits, or lose his head by the lack of them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – The Runaway
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Young John’s parents, though not of the gentry, must have lived with a comfortable level of affluence for when the boy came of age to learn his letters, they sent him to a school, hoping he might rise above his station and make something of himself. For a time, he did well enough quick with his numbers, neat with his script, lively with his answers and an aptitude for reading. His master's praised his eagerness to learn, his friends admired his humour, and his mother boasted that he was destined for great things.

But as the seasons turned and childhood gave way to youth, that bright promise began to sour. The same sharpness that once won his tutors approval now turned against them. He was punished for answering back, mocking their discipline, and he grew restless due to the boredom of the strict institutionalisation. The school master scolded Nevison for his impertinence, stating he was too clever, and suggesting he found amusement not in study but in mischief, often testing how far his cunning might carry him before he was caught.

Young Nevison soon fell in with a rough company, a band of local boys who met early evenings behind the hedgerows or down by the liquorish fields. They called themselves The Castle Boys, though their exploits were more devilish than honourable. At first, it was all impish fun, knocking hats from passers-by, pelting the town fool with clods of dirt, or slipping frogs into girls baskets, but the mischief grew with unsatisfied indulgence. Before long, they were raiding orchards, stealing from the market and bullying the younger children into giving up their prized oddments and collections of worthless curiosities, all the time boasting of their feats as if they were great men of adventure.

Nevison, being quick of tongue and bold of heart, soon became the gang's ringleader. It was he who began to plan their schemes, and it was he who dared to act whilst the others were held back by fear.

One dusky evening, as they gathered beneath the school yard oak, he proposed a new prank.

“Gentlemen,” he said, grinning, “there’s more sport to be had in outwitting fools than in scaring them. The world is full of dullards, and we are born to make them dance.”

His followers, Ned Lacy, Davy Pinder, and a small lad called Tadpole, all wide and eager nodded.

“What’s your plan this time, Johnny?” asked Ned, nervously, but still in awe.

“Everyone round here relies on the church bells on a morning. Who says we stay up all night and ring them. Instead of ringing four, we ring five bells.”

The prank was carried out that very morning and as expected it took a great while before the moans and confusion crept through the town lanes.

With much hissing and muffled laughter everyone suspected the Castle gang of the mischief, but as usual with all their escapades there was no proof it was them that awoke the whole town up for work an hour too soon.

After that caper John renamed the gang ‘The Bellrope Boys’

The following week the whole class had to suppress their laughter when every time the headmaster moved his head a soft cloud of flour puffed into the air and fell about his shoulders.

Although he remained unaware of the pupils strange behaviour everyone else knew the boy who had the bravery to sneak into his room and laden the wig with flour had to be John Nevison.

Success emboldened him. The tricks grew bolder, crueller. They greased the schoolmaster’s chair with lard so that his robes were stained, tied two cat’s tails together, and once, when a pedlar came to town and asked for directions, they stole his haberdashery whilst John distracted him with lengthy and confusing instructions.

But Nevison’s most daring prank was yet to come. One market day, bored and hungry for sport, he slipped into his mother's kitchen and took from a drawer a silver spoon, the finest in the house which had been passed down as a wedding gift. He admired its gleam, thinking how fine it would look in his pocket. That afternoon at the market, he approached an old woman selling apples and pears.

“Good lady,” he said with a confident smile, “I found this by the roadside, might it be worth a few shillings to you?”

The woman squinted at the spoon, rubbed it on her apron, and said, “Found it, did you? A fine thing for a boy to find.”

Nevison shrugged. “The world’s full of treasures if one knows where to look.”

They struck a bargain—four shillings’ worth of fruit for the spoon. John returned home triumphant, his basket heavy with apples and pears, his heart light with the thrill of deceit. When his father asked where such bounty had come from, the boy proudly told of the trade he had made, boasting of his cleverness. Suspicion darkened the elder Nevison’s face.

“Show me this woman,” he said grimly.

Together they went to the market. The old fruit seller, seeing the stern man beside the young boy, guessed the truth at once and producing the spoon she said, “Aye, he told me he’d found it, but I thought as much.”

Nevison senior's fury was swift and terrible. That evening the silver spoon lay on the table, and John felt the lash across his back until it was raw and bloodied. Yet even as the pain seared him, a defiant thought burned brighter, his mischievous spirit would not be broken.

The following day at school, his master, hearing of the theft, resolved to make him an example. “We’ll hold court,” he declared. “Let every young man see what comes of deceit.”

A makeshift trial was arranged, the pupils cast as judge and jury. Nevison stood pale, yet still roguishly proud before them as the charges were read aloud. “Theft, lying, and mischief.” Shouted the school
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