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Foreword


by General the Lord Richards of
Herstmonceux GCB CBE DSO


The more I got stuck into this engrossing book, the more fascinated I became by its subject, Field Marshal the Lord Ironside. Like the field marshal, I too am a ‘Gunner’. Through proud regimental folklore I had long been aware that the Royal Regiment of Artillery had produced two of the three chiefs of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) that served this country during the Second World War, one being Field Marshal the Lord Alanbrooke. Everyone seemed to know of Alanbrooke but few people outside the regiment appeared to be aware of the other, ‘Tiny’ Ironside. What made Ironside tick? What was his background and character? How did he reach such exalted rank at such a critical time and what happened to him?


Almost uniquely, Ironside kept a diary through much of his life so the author, his son, uses it with great authority to explain all this and much more. In my judgement, Baron Ironside does so most successfully. The book is highly readable, well-constructed, simply expressed and yet full of important detail. He captures, in a delightfully understated way, the challenges and variety of the era in which his father lived. An era for which Tiny Ironside was tailor-made and one in which he clearly prospered, yet was marginalised at the height of his influence and power.


Born in Edinburgh, the son of an army surgeon who died in 1881, Ironside was brought up by his widowed mother. Educated at Tonbridge School and RMA Woolwich, he was commissioned into the Royal Artillery in 1899. His first operational posting was to the Boer War where, amongst other roles, working with John Buchan, he spied on the Germans in South West Africa. It is said that Buchan modelled John Hannay of The Thirty-Nine Steps fame on Ironside, so taken was he by the latter’s character and bravery. In the period before the First World War, he had a pretty conventional career but exceptionally played rugby for Scotland and won the army heavyweight boxing championship. Clearly here is a young officer with courage and, at 6ft 4in height, considerable physical prowess. As his career progressed, it was these ‘extras’ that increasingly distinguished Ironside from most of his peers. During the First World War, this included the award of no less than six Mentions in Despatches; a DSO; command first in the Machine Gun Corps and then of an infantry brigade, both of which were out of the ordinary for a Gunner; a posting to North Russia, and at the war’s end a knighthood and promotion to substantive major general at the tender age of 39. Clearly Ironside had had a ‘good war’ and no doubt was already marked out as an officer of exceptional promise by the military secretary’s office.


The variety and demands of Ironside’s interwar career follow in the same mould. It includes being commandant of the Staff College Camberley. Here he advocated Boney Fuller’s radical doctrines, a brave line in an era when many members of the Army Board considered Fuller a dangerous eccentric. He commanded 2nd Division in Aldershot and Meerut District in India before being promoted to lieutenant general and, after a period on half pay, returning to India as QMG (quartermaster general). In 1936, he was promoted general and appointed GOC-in-C (general officer commanding-in-chief) Eastern Command.


In 1938 Ironside became governor of Gibraltar, a job that conventionally presaged retirement. In his case this was not to be. My experienced eye wonders what changed No. 1 Board’s collective mind. The threat of war with Germany certainly would have focused their attention on the need for genuine talent in the top jobs, if necessary at the expense of orthodoxy. ‘Tiny’ Ironside clearly met their criteria and was ordered back to the UK to take up the post of inspector general of overseas forces and commander designate of the field force due to go to France in the event of war.


That this did not happen, the CIGS Lord Gort himself taking the post, must have been a considerable blow to a man of Ironside’s character and instincts. His consolation prize was that he was appointed the CIGS. But this was a post for which, of his own account, he was ‘not suited in temperament’, a feeling for which I have much empathy! And the historical consensus is that Ironside’s self-analysis was typically perceptive. His nine months as CIGS were mixed at best. The author explains this most challenging of times well and I am not going to reach a judgement here. Suffice to say, Ironside could not have been in this vital post at a tougher time, politically or militarily. It is interesting to speculate if any CIGS would have survived this period with his reputation intact. My instinct is not; whoever was CIGS during this period was not destined to be in the post for too long, as the nation, its political leaders and the army settled down for the long haul ahead.


This captivating book describes the life of an exceptional officer, and his journey through a remarkable series of overseas postings and commands, even by the standard of the day. Clearly his own man, Ironside served his country bravely and imaginatively at a time when orthodoxy was the order of the day. He was, most importantly, a soldier’s soldier and I cannot do better in concluding this short foreword than quoting from Ironside’s obituary in the Glasgow Herald of 26 September 1959:




Ironside, his troops felt, was an ideal leader, a big man physically as well as in character. In his Arctic kit and thigh boots he was an impressive figure, and he had the common touch which is part of the gift of leadership. A famous military historian wrote of him that he might well become a national hero; while that forecast was not fulfilled, he certainly made his own legend with those who served under him.





This is high praise indeed and is the type of judgement that matters most to all good officers, not least Tiny Ironside. This sympathetic but perceptive biography is historically important and will usefully correct some unwarranted myths and misjudgements.
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Introduction


In the history of the British Army in the last century, the name Ironside seems to be mentioned only infrequently. Yet my father, Field Marshal William Edmund Ironside, 1st Baron Ironside, had one of the most active careers imaginable for a general officer of his day, serving in three major wars, rising through the ranks to eventually hold the post of CIGS, and ending his active career as the man directly responsible for defending Britain against a German invasion which, in 1940, seemed all too imminent. It must be questioned, therefore, why so little has been written about the man and his career, to the extent that his name is often passed over, even in histories dealing with events with which he was heavily involved.


The answer, I suspect, stems from the fact that he made few friends amongst his contemporaries and peers, and it has been around the stories of these men – the likes of Gort, Dill and Alanbrooke – and of the younger generation of generals who followed them after 1940, that much of our understanding of events before and during the Second World War has been shaped. My father recognised from an early age that successful service in the British Army depended on falling into line with your superiors and stepping out of line with your equals. Opportunity and good fortune allowed him to display his talents at an early age, which led to rapid promotion but did little to endear him to those over whose heads he jumped in the process. This biography, therefore, sets out to redress the balance and tell my father’s story from his own point of view, and to bring to life a character who is too often written off with the briefest of pen portraits.


His real story is not only worth telling to redress the historical balance and give him his rightful place amongst Britain’s military leaders of the twentieth century, but also because, as life stories go, it is as eventful as anything one might find in fiction. Indeed, while my father gained a fictional counterpart in John Buchan’s Richard Hannay, it is doubtful whether even Hannay managed to pack quite so much into his life as did my father. He was blessed by a number of attributes that set him up for a career as a soldier. His physical stature was there for all to see, although army humour being what it is, he inevitably acquired the nickname ‘Tiny’. Coupled with this was the ability to get on well with the men under his command and win their support, and, if he jarred in his relationships with his peers, he was generally able to impress his superiors, thanks to a mind that was quick-thinking both in front of the enemy and behind a desk. Above all, he had a natural ability with languages which, cultivated throughout his youth, rendered him proficient in French, Dutch, Russian, German and Afrikaans amongst others. This skill took him across the world as an intelligence officer and spy, and as peacemaker and peacekeeper.


Although there were times when peacetime cutbacks found him placed on half pay, my father’s military career was one of steady progress, and he mastered in turn the three steps needed to reach the highest office. The first, after distinguished service as a subaltern of artillery in the Second Boer War, was from the regiment to the staff. The second, after graduating from the Staff College in 1914 as chief staff officer of 4th Canadian Division, was from staff to command, as a brigadier on the Western Front and then an independent command in North Russia. Having flown his flag as C-in-C afloat in the White Sea, he returned home to a knighthood at the age of 39, and was thereafter entrusted with diplomatic action by Prime Minister David Lloyd George, to supervise the departure of the Romanian Army from Hungary and the Turkish Army from the Izmir Peninsula.


He went on to perform a military-diplomatic sleight of hand in clearing away the Russian officer influence in Persia from the bodyguard at the court of the Shah. This highly important exploit was instrumental in keeping the gateway to India properly defended and made way for Winston Churchill, then colonial secretary, to take him under his wing with a view to giving him a senior command in Mesopotamia. In this he was thwarted by injuries sustained in a plane crash, which brought him home to recover. This, however, turned out to be the watershed in his professional career and served to line him up as commandant of the Staff College Camberley, which allowed him to make the third major step into a position where he could actively influence the future development of the army. In this role, he championed aviation and mechanisation, working with the likes of ‘Boney’ Fuller to turn out a new generation of staff officers, many of whom would go on to high command in the 1940s.


After Camberley, peacetime stagnation slowed his rise, but rise he continued to do, commanding a division at Aldershot and a district in India before being selected to work hand in hand with the viceroy and GOC-in-C India as quartermaster general to modernise the Indian Army.


Returning home, he made the final step to high office with an appointment to head Eastern Command, during which time he gained some astonishing insights into the power of a resurgent Germany when he was invited to attend the German combined manoeuvres in 1937 as the personal guest of Generalfeldmarschal von Blomberg. For a moment, it seemed as if this might be the pinnacle of his career as, with the retirement clock ticking towards the age of 60, he found himself seemingly sidelined to the governorship of Gibraltar. Even this proved no sinecure, with the Spanish Civil War in its final stages, and carried with it the implicit promise of appointment as C-in-C Middle East had war broken out. In the event, after less than a year on the Rock he returned to the War Office as inspector general of overseas forces to prepare the British Army for war, and on 3 September 1939 he was appointed CIGS. After retirement in 1940, he was made a field marshal, and created a peer of the United Kingdom by Winston Churchill as his reward for organising the defence of Calais as a shield for the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) withdrawal from Dunkirk, and for his final service as C-in-C Home Forces when the threat of invasion was at his highest.


Undoubtedly, then, the story of his life and career is worth telling. What I believe makes this book exceptional, however, is the fact that it is possible to tell the story using so many of my father’s own words, ideas and opinions. From an early age, he was an inveterate diarist, and his collected writings fill an entire case with beautifully bound foolscap volumes. In his retirement, my father began using these papers to prepare a memoir of his career, filling in those gaps when circumstances during his early life had prevented him maintaining a daily diary. For this reason, his recollections up to 1918 take the form of a memoir, and contain his later reflections as well as his impressions of the times. Further memoirs, covering his command in North Russia and his overseas missions during the early 1920s, have already seen publication; the first in his own lifetime, the second – edited for completion by myself – after his death. Also published is a selection of extracts from his later diaries, covering the period 1937–40 and edited by his former staff officer, the late Colonel Roderick Macleod, and Denis Kelly. This published selection, however, represents only a tiny fraction of the surviving diaries, which run from late 1918 to the year of my father’s death. This book is the first study to use this source in full, and I believe that the insights contained within the diaries will add much to our understanding of the man and his times.


Nevertheless, it would be folly to base any biography on a single source, and many other important original sources have also been employed. My father’s papers contain many letters to him from leading figures of the day, and I have been fortunate to have access to the substantial correspondence between himself and his good friend, the broadcaster Christopher Stone. It is clear he realised that a word or two from the lips of the media man of the time was likely to improve his prospects of advancement: as a diarist, my father knew that he was writing for himself, but his correspondence with Stone – who had served with him during the First World War and been awarded a DSO – indicated those views that he wished to receive a more public airing. It has therefore been intriguing for me to have an insight into his two modes of expression: research which, I am sure, will help to make this a fitting memorial for my father’s military mindset. I am grateful to Stone’s late daughter Felicity for her gesture of goodwill, following her father’s death, in returning to me all those letters written to my father.


A substantial amount of material relating to my father is now contained in the National Archives at Kew and this has been used to help fill some of the gaps in my father’s own narrative or to add another angle to the story. For the same reason, the diaries and memoirs of several of his contemporaries have also been drawn upon – it is, after all, as important to know what others thought of my father as it is to know what he thought of them.


Lastly, it is both a necessity and my pleasure to acknowledge the assistance of a number of individuals without whose assistance this book would never have seen publication. Special thanks are due to my late wife Audrey, whose constant support and encouragement over many years has made this book possible. I offer my grateful thanks to Wendy Sanford, who typed out the entire manuscript with cheer and efficiency.


Despite a long acquaintance and many changes of tack, the decision of Michael Leventhal, formerly with The History Press but now with his family firm, Greenhill Books, was an act of faith, which has resulted in my father’s story being published as a readable piece of military history. I owe him and his team a great debt of gratitude. Mervyn Bassett, the Beadle of the Skinners’ Company, also deserves my sincere thanks for his unceasing ability to transform problems into solutions.


I would like to thank the Royal Artillery and all its regimental resources for their record searches and Major General John Moore-Bick, when he was head of United Kingdom Support Command Germany, for his assistance in accessing German Army records relating to German South West Africa, the scene of one of my father’s early exploits as an intelligence officer. I would also like to thank Gerhardt von Estorff for his kindness in providing access to his great-uncle’s biography covering his colonial service, during which time, unbeknownst to him, he engaged my father as his transport adviser when in charge of operations in German South West Africa.


General Lord Richards, former Chief of the Defence Staff, deserves particular thanks for having done me the honour of writing the excellent foreword to this book. Most of all I am indebted to the late Dr Anthony Holmes-Walker, Senior Past Master of the Worshipful Company of Skinners who acted as my literary agent. Deserving of special thanks is the military historian Dr Andrew Bamford who has carried out much of the important archival work for the project. He has worked with skill and imagination to put my father’s words of military wisdom into context for the present-day reader. Both Anthony and Andrew have proved an invaluable source of additional research which has helped to ensure this book will serve as a fitting memorial to my father’s military mindset. Final responsibility for all content and opinions, however, remains mine alone.





1



Early Days


Genealogists tell us that the Ironside name, in its Scots form, comes either from Ironside in Aberdeenshire, or Earnside in Fife, and is a parallel evolution to its English homonym made famous by the Anglo-Saxon king, Edmund Ironside. My father, for his part, preferred to believe in our reputed descent from Margaret, granddaughter of King Edmund Ironside, who was born during the family’s exile to Hungary and who eventually married Malcolm Canmore, King of Scots, in 1068.1


In either event, tracing the family’s more recent line of descent in Scotland is difficult, following the destruction of most of the records in fires at critical times in the public record offices in both Edinburgh and London, but, with the help of the Poll Books and Church Records, my father was able to trace our more recent family history back to his own great-great-grandfather who farmed at Lonehead, Old Rayne, in Aberdeenshire and was born in March 1733.


His son, William, also a farmer, was born on 21 October 1766. William’s wife, born Elspeth Mitchell, bore him four girls and five boys. The three middle sons died without issue, and the youngest remained all his life on the family farm. The eldest, also William, lived until 1843 and in November 1806 fathered another William, my great-grandfather, who married Grizeal Garden and died in August 1879.


My grandfather, yet another William, was one of five children. He was born in 1836 and sadly died after contracting pneumonia following a fishing trip on 16 January 1881, aged 45, while he was a surgeon major in the Royal Artillery serving as army medical commandant in Edinburgh, leaving my grandmother widowed for fifty years and more, after a married life of only nine years. At the time of his own father’s untimely death, my father, the subject of this biography, was less than a year old, having been born on 6 May 1880.


My grandfather’s unexpected death in 1881 brought a year of sadness to the Ironside family and, being newly widowed, my grandmother had to make up her mind where to live after losing her entitlement to army quartering. She decided to settle in Scotland at St Andrews, rather than in England at Rochester and near to her sister. So, with a small inherited income from her father and an army means-tested compassionate allowance, she was able to employ a nursemaid and to rent a large flat at Lockhart Place in the middle of town, which allowed her to enjoy trips by boat with her family from Leith to Antwerp to visit favourite haunts in the Ardennes on the back of highly profitable holiday lets to visiting golfers.


My father attended St Salvator’s School as a day boy, which overlooks the first tee at the Royal and Ancient and, like all boys of his age, he learned to play golf there. The ritual was, after doffing their caps for a moment to the monument of the protestant martyrs, Patrick Hamilton and George Wishart, facing the school gates, they would play a few holes before breakfast each morning. With the most expensive club costing 4s 6d and a ball at 6d, the citizens of the town had the privilege of playing for free. The boys swam from the Step Rock near the school and played football as juniors, before going on to play rugby football in their last two years as seniors at the school. They also boxed and learned to ride.


During my father’s six years at St Salvator’s it was only in his last year that he began to think seriously about the future. A civic visit of the Channel Fleet to St Andrews Bay allowed him to go on board HMS Camperdown to see what life at sea was like, but the Royal Navy held no attraction for him. It perhaps did not help the senior service’s cause that this same battleship had been involved in the collision that had led to the sinking of HMS Victoria while on exercises in the Mediterranean, a scandal that was still fresh in the public mind. So, he was not persuaded to join the Royal Navy and in due course opted instead for entry to the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich and then to become a Gunner.


This preference for the Royal Artillery no doubt owed more than a little to the influence of his two godfathers, both of whom were officers of that corps and who together inspired my father to seek a commission with the regiment that stood on the ‘right of the line’. One of them, Major General Stuart James Nicholson, CB, had for many years commanded the Chestnut Troop and the other, Major General Sir John Ramsay Slade, KCB, had distinguished himself at the Battle of Maiwand in Afghanistan and had taken part in the march from Kabul to Kandahar. On his death in 1913 he bequeathed the star of his knighthood to one of his godchildren and his three medals to my father, his other godchild. They are the Khedive’s Star, Ashanti Star and Kabul to Kandahar Star, which I have in my possession now.


I think the greatest impression that arises out of accounts of my father’s boyhood is his gift for learning and speaking foreign languages, which grew through the foreign trips shared with his mother, and showed itself long before he went to St Salvator’s School. He was clearly blessed with a good ear for a foreign tongue, but he developed a system for increasing his vocabulary whereby he sought a colloquial translation for the first half a dozen thoughts that came into his head each morning, thus quickly developing a familiarity with the everyday use of an unfamiliar language. With respect to the northern European languages, he also felt that he had an advantage in that Dutch and Flemish, early command of which gave him in turn an easy route into learning Afrikaans, shared something in terms of accent with the Scots dialect that he had grown up with. This skill was developed over successive trips abroad with his mother. Although my father’s many and varied overseas appointments in his career as a soldier did not depend upon his ability to speak the appropriate foreign language, nevertheless it is clear that he achieved so much more by being able to do so when he was a subaltern in South Africa, and again as a general officer successively in Russia, on mission in Hungary, commanding in Iran and, much later, as governor of Gibraltar.


For very good reasons, having been through the English educational mill herself and having an intimate knowledge of what such a grounding had done for her seven older brothers, my grandmother wanted a public school education for her son in England. For her to be able to afford to send him as boarder, however, scholarship backing was crucial and attempts to make the grade at Wellington, Bradfield and Bedford all ended in disappointment. Fortunately, her sister came to the rescue: her own son, Robert Arnold, had been to Tonbridge School and, on her advice, my grandmother applied for a foundation place there for my father by taking up residence within the 10-mile qualifying reach of the parish church, at Cage Green Farm.


My father arrived at Tonbridge School three weeks after the start of the 1894 Lent term and vividly described the first two days of class removes which paved the way for many more leaps up the classroom ladder. Armed with his admission papers, which marked him out as destined for the 16–18-year-old entry to the Royal Military Academy, he was ushered into the headmaster’s study by the school porter, arrayed in his livery and top hat. After a brief interview with the headmaster, which revealed my father’s shortcomings in Latin and Greek, he was assigned to ‘Modern F’ and sent to his new classroom:




The form-master was the Rev. William Rashleigh, a very famous Kent County bat at that time who appeared to be giving a German lesson. All the boys in the class quite naturally turned their eyes on me, glad to see something to relieve the boredom of the lesson. The Rev. William nodded and pointed to a seat at the back of the room. Within a minute of sitting down I realised by his accent that he knew no German and my attention soon wandered, but I was suddenly brought back to life by hearing my name being called. As I had always been taught, I answered in German, saying that I had not quite caught the sense of the question. Suddenly there was a deadly silence and again everybody stared at me. Rashleigh paused for a moment and then moved on to question some other boy. After the lesson was over he questioned me and I told him that I spoke three languages fluently, including German. All he said was, ‘This is no place for you. Come back after lunch and I will tell you where to go.’ When I came back I found I had been given a double remove to ‘Modern D’ next door, run by a man called Pattison. The class was doing French repetition and the boys were repeating by heart the lines that they had just learnt. When I repeated my lines in a truly French accent, it created roars of laughter and I was told to catch up on the work that I had missed. […] The next morning I repeated what had been done over the previous three weeks, which was not greeted with any pleasure by the rest of the class. After the lesson was over, I was told that I was a prig – which was probably true – and as I had spoilt the market, I was to appear in a fight with gloves on to have the stuffing knocked out of me. I didn’t have any idea of how to box and when my opponent came running at me I clipped him on both ears and gave him an uppercut on the chin. He collapsed on the ground and the boys watching looked at me in astonishment. I was never molested again, but had learnt my lesson and didn’t spoil any more markets.2





In retrospect, my father’s size and power as a fully grown man, which must have been apparent in him even as a youth, suggest that the attempt by his new fellows to administer physical chastisement was decidedly unwise!


Notwithstanding his prowess at modern languages, my father lagged behind in Latin and Maths and some other subjects; he nevertheless moved up to Modern C for the 1894 summer term, which brought him into contact with Edward Goldberg, who was the head of the Modern side of the school and spoke French and German like a native. My father kept in touch with him after leaving Tonbridge, and later said:




Seldom could a school have found such a good foreign language master as Edward Goldberg. In French and German his accent was without fault. Curiously enough, he kept his French up to a higher state than his German. Long after I came back from my wanderings in South Africa I found him starting to learn Russian, so I lent him my dictionary and grammar. I don’t think he ever learnt to speak the language fluently, but well enough for reading.3





For his summertime sport my father chose, instinctively perhaps, to shoot and to join the school Volunteer Corps, thereby being able to excuse himself from the cricket field on which the school’s sporting reputation had largely been built. Even though he did not take to cricket, records show that, still being under 14 in April 1894, he competed in the broad and long jump heats and was placed first in the 100 yards sprint. In the 1894 Michaelmas term he took naturally to rugby football and ‘Sapper Ironside’ was seen shooting for the school against St Paul’s in December of that year.


All in all, my father could look back with some pride on his first months at Tonbridge; but, in looking ahead, he realised that it was important to make sure that his curriculum was tailored towards the entry requirements for the Royal Military College (RMC) as opposed to the needs of university entrance or commercial qualification. So far, he had advanced rapidly up the Modern side of the school, but he realised that if he was to make the grade for a Regular Army career, he had to change course. Goldberg, who was now his form master, promised to put things right and for the summer term he found that he had been moved up another peg to Modern B. But, despite his unique position in the school, being the only boy wanting to read for the RMC entry, he still felt the pressures on him to delay sitting the exam and fall in line with the general pattern of school life. As this was spoiling his plans to win the coveted army cadetship at the earliest opportunity, he went on badgering his form master to put things right.


Equally, after joining the school Volunteer Corps and putting so much of his energies into shooting, attending drills and camping, he did not want to see his army career ambitions being thwarted by a trivial curriculum deficiency. In the Lent term of 1896, still under 16, he found he had been moved up to the top of the Modern side of the school into Modern A; he was also selected for the 2nd XV school rugger team, and won the Volunteer Corps first prize for achievement.


Nevertheless, there was still no change in the teaching timetable. This drove him and his mother to visit that famed faculty of last resort, a ‘crammer’ called James, Carlisle & Gregson in London’s Lexham Gardens, to seek help from the redoubtable Captain James to ensure a successful placing in the RMC entry examinations. The answer was simply and plainly put – ‘If he comes at once I will guarantee to get him into Woolwich. If he delays, I cannot promise.’ This put the seal of approval on ‘Jimmies’. On returning to Tonbridge, he and his mother confronted Goldberg with her decision to withdraw my father from Tonbridge School immediately:




My mother’s statement almost knocked him out. He was struck dumb for several minutes. Then he began by saying he could not understand how we could be so rash. I was throwing away all the advantages of my last year at a public school. What would we do about payment of fees, if I didn’t go back? I had been promised trial exams and nothing had happened. Nothing but promises, never fulfilled … I didn’t go back for the next term and nobody sued us for the term’s fees.4





So, my father’s schooling at Tonbridge was brought to an abrupt halt after nine terms. Certainly, he made the most of his time at the school and I believe that his entry plans for the RMC would have been frustrated, together with his army career prospects, had he stayed on. He felt that the school had done well in teaching him languages and mathematics, but had failed with respect to the humanities. When he reflected in 1957 on what happened, he said:




The truth is that schools do not like to specialise. They like to have a boy up to age of 18 and then send him on to university. That is easy for them and does not take them out of their stride. They are oblivious to the wishes of the parents and reply that they do not like their curriculum being pushed out of its stride.5





No school, he felt, could compete with such a place as Jimmies in preparing boys for a service that had a stiff and highly competitive entry exam.


At Jimmies, still under 17, my father found that he was not alone in his struggle to qualify for the RMC. As well as potential candidates seeking entry to Woolwich, Jimmies was also geared to helping officers pass their promotion exams and preparing them for entry to the Staff College at Camberley. While a specialised training to prepare candidates for Woolwich was no bad thing, the idea of cramming to pass these latter exams served to rather defeat the object of the Staff College, which had been established as ‘an institution devoted to the instruction of the future leaders of the army after they had been commissioned’.6 My father would in due course attend as a student and later head the college as commandant.


All this was yet in the future, however, and so having taken up lodgings nearby in Eardley Crescent, he started at Jimmies by having his timetable tailored to his exam needs. His daytime studies were not onerous, but were clearly focused on the single purpose of winning one of the forty coveted cadetships, selected from some 400 applicants openly competing for entry. In the winter months, he found time to play rugger for the London Scottish at Richmond and in the summer to play golf. As sitting the exam meant sacrificing a week of tuition, his teachers preferred him to skip his first entry shot to shorten the odds of winning at either the second or final attempt. The outcome of his first sitting was to qualify in fifty-first place, followed by taking forty-first place on his final sitting. This, sadly, seemed to indicate that he had missed out on selection by one place: then, to his astonishment, it was announced that a revised contingency plan to take account of the ongoing expansion of the army had led to an increase in the number of places to sixty-six. To his great delight he was at last gazetted a gentleman cadet: inwardly he exclaimed, ‘Gosh and good fortune!’


A hangover from the days when the ordnance remained separate from the rest of the army, the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, known to all Gunners as ‘the Shop’, was the well-respected feeder college for future officers of the Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers, and remained so until closure in 1939. Unlike the more rarefied ideals of the Staff College, the purpose of Woolwich was to provide a ‘sound scientific education’ for the future officers of the army’s most technically demanding branches.7 Gentleman Cadets of the RMC spent eighteen months at Woolwich before being commissioned as 2nd lieutenants within their designated or chosen branches of service.


The fees being charged in January 1898 when my father joined were £200 per year, but my grandmother, as a surgeon major’s widow, only had to pay £40. A cadet’s pay was 3s per day, all found, which was enough to cover all incidental costs. In my father’s first term as a ‘snooker’, he shared a room with three others and most of the time was spent on small-arms drill and exercises. Academically, he did well in every subject except for higher maths, but with extra private tuition he was still able to ‘accelerate’ in his second term to pass out with all his friends in three months, thereby gaining six months’ seniority.


As a ready reader of military history, he felt that the greatest blot on the teaching curriculum was the lack of military history studies. He always supposed that this was a continuation of the methods of the old ordnance days, when an artillery officer was first and foremost a technician who did not need to know anything about military history and was not generally eligible for the command of mixed forces. In passing, it should be noted that it was while at Woolwich that he acquired the nickname ‘Tiny’ – a mocking compliment to his 6ft 4in and 17 stone – which stuck with him for the rest of his military life.


Discipline at the Shop, like discipline in any cadet establishment, was centred on timing and turnout, which meant that punishments were designed to remedy the cause. So, a failure to deliver on time was invariably penalised by a time-consuming dressing down drill, while a lack of turnout was usually penalised by some pointless dressing-up task. Such perils notwithstanding, my father always looked back happily at the months he spent at the Shop, especially after all his exertions at school to realise his ambition of winning an entry into the army.


In fact, he records that he only had one bad encounter with authority, but it was one that very nearly killed off all his ambitions to make a life for himself in the army. Unexpectedly, in his last term, he was confronted by the Shop subaltern, Charles Vereker, with the prospect of his being commissioned into the Royal Garrison Artillery (RGA). This was at a time when the Royal Artillery was in the process of being split into two corps, separating the static heavy guns from the mobile batteries comprising the Royal Horse Artillery (RHA) and Royal Field Artillery (RFA). Naturally, service in the latter branch was far more appealing for, aside from including – rather oddly – the batteries of mountain guns, the RGA was restricted to siege and fortress work.


The role of the Shop subaltern was to oversee the daily lives of the cadets and, as such, Vereker – who had himself come from the Garrison Artillery service, and may not have viewed it in quite such a negative light as my father – was in no real position to influence my father’s eventual appointment. Nevertheless, when my father retorted that he would turn down such an appointment as Vereker was proposing, he was accused of insubordination! The incident was regarded seriously enough for him to be brought before the assistant commandant to explain himself, as a result of which he pondered over the prospect of resigning and seeking an alternative career in the colonial police service, going so far as to enquire for details and complete, but not post, an application to the London office of the Cape Police and the Bechuanaland Border Police:




The little Colonel reasoned with me that I might be ruining my whole life by refusing a commission. I told him that I was certain I should be ruining my whole life if I did join the RGA. I wasn’t going to be forced. I thanked him for being so kind to me and for having had patience with me. I told him that I had already decided upon what I should do if I were not posted to the Mounted Branch. I had already made all my preparations to go out and join the Bechuanaland Border Police as a Pte. Again they held up their hands in despair at having no power to make me change my mind. […] I have often looked back on this little struggle I had had with Military Authority. I am sure that I was right. Had I given in, I would have resigned my unwanted Commission in the Garrison Artillery within six months & thus have been so many months behind in my new career. I should have been quite happy as a Police Officer in Africa.8





While one can sympathise with my father’s preference for a life of dash and adventure in the Field or Horse Artillery, not to mention the far better prospects for promotion associated with that branch, it seems most likely that Vereker was using the threat of a possible posting to fortress duty as a reaction to a stroppy cadet, in the hope that the threat of relegation to a less appealing branch of service would put a stop to further unruly behaviour. Quite possibly, it was said only to test my father’s reaction. Certainly, his response showed considerable strength of character, but it also served to blow the whole affair somewhat out of proportion and it is rather unlikely that it was truly the case, as he seems to have believed, that it was only his robust response that saved him from an unwanted posting. In all events, though, he need not have worried, for when his commission duly came through on 25 June 1899, it was as a 2nd lieutenant in the RFA.


Second Lieutenant Ironside’s first posting, effective from 1 July 1899, was to 44th Field Battery, stationed at Colchester. Here he joined a garrison consisting of a cavalry regiment, two field batteries and two battalions of infantry, under the overall command of Major General Sir William Gatacre. Having just turned 19, his first taste of regimental life must have been very frustrating for the newly joined junior subaltern as he was immediately sidelined as a spectator in the battery’s visit to Okehampton Artillery Practice Camp on Dartmoor because it was feared that his inexperience might spoil his battery’s chances of making a favourable showing.


However, if the change from the busy cadet routine to boring barrack life had its disappointments, there were strong rumours of impending war, and the prospect of service in South Africa served as a spur that kept my father’s career ambitions moving. Thoughts of a more financially rewarding life in the Bechuanaland Border Police were still lingering in the back of his mind, but were finally put aside for good when 44th Battery was mobilised on 24 December 1899. This, I believe, was the first watershed in his army career, when he discovered the excitement of command, coupled with his ability to take responsibility for the men under him.


For himself, though, my father realised that active service would shorten his path to promotion and bring greater financial reward in the meantime. There was little margin for play in making ends meet on a junior subaltern’s pay of under £12 per month, but for the time being all thoughts of switching careers evaporated. In the short term, though, mobilisation brought with it substantial costs, as there were bills for khaki uniform, helmets, new boots and, to cap it all, a subscription to campaign messing to ensure that the five battery officers did not suffer in isolation because they were too few to mess on their own. Exceptionally, the only extravagance he allowed himself was to keep a pet bulldog called Bill, who stayed at his heels throughout his subaltern days in South Africa, remaining with him even when he was detached on special service in German South West Africa, until Bill’s death some six years later in Ambala.


Leading 44th Battery to the South African War was Major Bernard Francis Drake, aged 39, a horse master who seemed to think more of his horses than of his men and who had plenty of foreign service to his credit. The fact that he had married a girl from Natal while serving there some fifteen years earlier, and knew exactly what the South African veldt was like, was only revealed after arrival in Cape Town. As a subaltern, he had survived anti-rabies injections after being bitten by a mad dog, and later his son had been killed in a hunting accident, so he was not the easiest sort of character for his fellow officers to befriend.


His second in command, replacing Captain C.C. Owen who had held the post while the battery was at Colchester, was Captain Dalrymple ‘Dally’ Arbuthnot, aged 32 and another veteran of foreign service. He was the only man in the battery wearing a campaign medal, which had been awarded for taking part in the relief of Chitral in 1895. Arbuthnot, who eventually retired as a lieutenant colonel in 1916, was later himself replaced by Captain A.H.N. Devenish for the later stages of 44th Battery’s time in South Africa. The other two subalterns, together with my father each responsible for a two-gun section when the battery went into action, were H.A.L. Mundy, aged 22, who became the lame duck of the battery through failing to pass his promotion exams, and Barton B. Crozier, son of the Archbishop of Armagh, who was the most likeable and popular man and who rose to be a major general. He remained a lifelong regimental friend.


When 44th Battery set off from Colchester on 21 January 1900 by train bound for Woolwich Docks to embark for South Africa, the bands played and the whole garrison turned out to say farewell. Transporting a mounted battery by sea to an overseas base may have been a commonplace exercise for the army at the turn of the nineteenth century, but my father’s description of the voyage does shed some interesting light on what life on board a horse transport was like. The troopship St Andrew, which left harbour the next day, was one of the western ocean ships designed to take large cargoes of horses, mules and cattle across the seas in all kinds of weather with little or no creature comforts, and for this voyage had embarked the horses and men of two artillery batteries and one ammunition column. Horses stood on a concrete-surfaced floor laid with coconut matting, in stalls set up between decks so that they could not sway about in rough seas. Each one had a sling under its belly, just touching, to prevent a fall, and all shoes had been removed. In front of the stalls, a coconut-matted track ran all around the ship and every horse was led by its groom for exercise lasting at least an hour every day. After passing through the Bay of Biscay, the horses were all clipped to get their coats ready for the southern summer weather: luckily, Major Drake, who had been on a troopship with horses before, had the forethought to bring several pairs of clippers with him.


The twenty-one-day voyage was uneventful in every way and daily stable duties lasted for five hours or more. There were only four fatal casualties to the horses on board and the vet kept the stalls well aired to avoid cases of pneumonia in the climate change en route. At Las Palmas, the ship stopped to take on fresh water and passed by the wreck of a steamer which had been shipping traction engines to South Africa for trials by the Royal Engineers. At Walvis Bay, they passed the wreck of the troopship that had carried 63rd Battery to Cape Town earlier, in which all the horses were lost.


On any voyage, it is always hard to keep up the tempo of everyday working life, and this voyage was no exception, especially as there were few incentives to get out into the open air on the upper deck. Instruction took place on fixing tents and packing saddle wallets, and there was practise firing revolver shots at towed kites. All personnel were given newly developed enteric fever inoculations. The only fun time had by all was during the traditional crossing-the-line ceremony, which helped to relieve some of the boredom of the journey. But what my father, as a junior subaltern, felt was most lacking during the trip was a failure to familiarise everybody with the wartime conditions in South Africa and to say what was expected of them.


There is no denying that such a briefing would have been invaluable to the officers and men of 44th Battery and, indeed, to those of other units heading out to join the growing conflict. The fact remains, however, that the early months of fighting the Boers showed that the British Army of the day was very much out of step with modern warfare in general and with its application to the terrain of southern Africa in particular. Much that was held as dogma would be proved, through bloody experience, to be flawed, and only by trying and failing were the correct lessons being learned, albeit at the price of losing men and horses. Quite simply, the means did not exist to pass on the lessons of the early battles – which, in any case, were still being fully absorbed – back to troops on their way to join. Only when the battery joined the forces in the field could the process of relearning how to fight a modern war begin.


By the time the St Andrew arrived in Cape Town on 12 February 1900, the war had been underway for four months. In its opening weeks, the Boers of the Orange Free State and Transvaal had opted for attack as the best form of defence, striking hard against the British frontier posts in Natal and Cape Colony, where much of the available British forces had unwisely been concentrated. The majority of the Natal Field Force was shut up in Ladysmith, while in Cape Colony smaller garrisons were cut off at Kimberley and Mafeking. Thus, when General Sir Redvers Buller brought his newly mobilised army corps to the theatre he could not strike against the Boer capitals of Bloemfontein and Pretoria because political pressure required that he first relieve the besieged garrisons. This in turn required him to split his forces between the Natal and Kimberley fronts, and forced him and his subordinates to attack the Boers on ground of the latter’s choosing. The result was a series of battles that were either pyrrhic tactical victories won at great cost, or out-and-out defeats for the British.


Buller, who had led the offensive in Natal, found himself sacked as commander-in-chief and relegated to command in that province, with overall charge being taken by Field Marshal Lord Roberts who arrived on 23 December 1899 with the backing of substantial reinforcements and with Major General Lord Kitchener as his Chief of Staff. Roberts and Kitchener then mounted a ponderous but ultimately successful offensive that would in due course relieve Kimberley, three days after 44th Battery landed, and then go on to capture Bloemfontein on 13 March. Isolated Mafeking would be left a little longer, but was finally relieved in May. Meanwhile, Buller had applied the lessons learned in his previous defeats and successfully fought his way across the Tugela River and to the gates of Ladysmith, which were reached on 1 March.
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Southern Africa in the first decade of the twentieth century.


On the face of it, therefore, the war was seemingly a good way towards being won, with only the capture of the Transvaal capital, Pretoria, required to complete the job. However, the British commanders had failed to take account of the Boers – who they had mistakenly written off as demoralised after their series of reverses – resuming the offensive. This, however, is what happened, and just as the British Army and its leaders had begun to master the techniques of modern pitched battle, they now found themselves faced with a new and very different challenge. The younger and more active Boer field commanders, men like De Wet, De La Rey and Smuts, had quickly grasped that they could no longer fight the British in the field and hope to win. Instead, they threw their energies into a guerrilla campaign that would serve to drag out the conflict for months to come, and give it a bitter quality that had largely been lacking from its earlier exchanges. It was this war that my father and his battery would find themselves embroiled in when they completed their disembarkation.


At the time of the Second Boer War, there was no permanent organisational element of artillery above the battery level. Batteries were grouped, generally by threes, under the command of a lieutenant colonel, to form a brigade division. Later, in time for the First World War, the title was cut down simply to brigade, but the function, to provide artillery support to an infantry division, remained the same. By the time 44th Battery arrived in South Africa, however, all the divisions of the field forces had guns enough of their own and although 44th Battery was grouped with 2nd and 8th Batteries to constitute XIII Brigade Division, this remained essentially a paper formation and the component units found themselves split up amongst the various columns sent out to try and curtail the activities of the Boer commandos. In the case of 44th Battery, my father was told that plans were in hand to move up country by train to the Cape Colony border with Griqualand West and to be ready to resist the incursions of marauding Boers coming across from the Transvaal.


First stop after landing was the Maitland Base Camp, which was just as wretched for the horses as it was for the men. Nothing could have been so badly chosen as the open stretch of grassland by the coast for quartering mounted troops with its exposure to the sandblasting offshore winds mixed with the stench of seaweed. To keep the horses quiet, special headrope tie lines stretched between limbers had to be rigged, instead of the usual heelrope ties secured to pickets driven into the ground. At the same time, a mass of surplus harness had to be returned to store, together with the officers’ swords. Thus, the patterns of good practice taught at Woolwich and put into place at Colchester had to be redrawn to suit the needs of the mounted Gunner in the new war on the veldt. A new landscape and climate, new inhabitants with their own language, all contributed to the uncertainties in the minds of many of the soldiers. Although they were achieving success in the field, Roberts and Kitchener had failed to make adequate arrangements for supply, commissariat and the rear areas, and my father’s first glimpses of the dockside at Cape Town were enough to show him just a few of the many shortcomings. In due course, he would begin to absorb the more subtle lessons that the staff and command network were already learning about their new enemy from all the skirmishes that had already taken place in the opening months of hostilities.


After dockside cranes had unloaded the guns, limbers and wagons, along with all the rest of the gear, many hours were then spent – wasted, my father felt – in matching wheels to platforms before the newly shod horses were landed, all looking extremely fit after their long voyage from England. On 18 February, they were all put into trucks for the train journey to De Aar and packed tightly to stop them falling and breaking their necks, which they might have done if tied to a halter and headrope. Any fallen horses could then easily be picked up at one of the halts. My father spent the journey in a rather more pleasant and productive way:




We sat in our trucks with our legs dangling out of the doors as we watched the country. On the way at a tiny platform someone would put in a bunch of grapes and wish us a good journey. Even the Dutch did this. I had sworn to myself that I would learn the language properly. I was already supplied with an extensive vocabulary and all I had to do was to listen to the pronunciation and to learn which words were current in ‘Afrikaans’ and which were not. No one in the Battery thought it was peculiar that I could already make myself understood. No one ever asked me how I had been able to pick the language up.9





At De Aar on 21 February, 44th Battery set up camp close to the desolate railway junction and after enduring a tropical downpour in the night awoke to the news of an approaching Boer commando some 300 strong. Talking to people in the winkel, or local store, my father heard rumours that a force of Transvaal Boers was making its way south from Griqualand, commandeering meat and fodder. Although militarily insignificant, the appearance of this force had facilitated a rebellion by pro-Boers within Cape Colony, with its centre in the Prieska district, bringing to life one of the main nightmares of Britain’s high commissioner in South Africa, Sir Alfred Milner. Milner, in turn, leant upon the army to act swiftly against the twin threat posed by Boers and rebels, whose combined force amounted to 600 men with two pieces of field artillery. Direction of these operations was given to Lord Kitchener, who in turn divided the available troops into several smaller columns. My father, along with the rest of 44th Battery, was assigned to the column commanded by Colonel John Adye, an artilleryman who was a Kitchener protégé from Egypt and lacked any experience of command. The remainder of this force was composed of detachments from the City Imperial Volunteers (CIV), a recently arrived volunteer unit, and of Regular mounted infantry.


Intending to make a reconnaissance in force, Adye made plans to attack the Boers at Houwater, some 15 miles north of Britstown, on 7 March 1900. After a three-week voyage from England and within a week of landing, the very unfit CIVs had to struggle with a 30-mile, or two-day, march in the hot weather from De Aar to Britstown and were then called upon to fight the enemy without any rest. They were, of course, in no condition to do this so the mounted infantry had to march on some 15 miles further with 44th Battery in advance of them to shell the Boer positions from a line of kopjes (hills). My father described what happened after the first ranging shots were fired at the enemy:




Suddenly, in a small saddle or nek as the Dutch called it came a small gun with four horses pulling it came out and came into action. It fired a round and to our immense surprise it was firing smoky powder. The whole Battery burst into roars of laughter. The Major ordered my Section to fire a couple of rounds of shrapnel which landed on the [gun] team and knocked it out.10





He then went on to explain how the exhausted CIVs arrived in the early afternoon, ‘but when they reached their jumping off point, they lay there incapable of going forward another yard’. With his troops in no fit condition to make an attack, Adye found himself at the mercy of the Boers and was compelled to retreat. 44th Battery was assigned to cover the withdrawal back to Britstown, with the Boers soon remounting and moving in pursuit. My father recorded how the Gunners ‘gave them some twenty rounds of shrapnel a mile away, which drove them back helter-skelter’. No doubt, subalterns through the centuries have always known better than their commanders, but on this occasion the analysis of the raw 2nd Lieutenant Ironside, thinking back over his first time in action, has a ring of truth and sense to it:




Even to my untutored eye the whole manoeuvre had been a miserably amateurish show. Our casualties except amongst the MI amounted to nothing. We had never looked like doing anything. The Reconnaissance in Force was busted.11





In view of Adye’s failure to dislodge the Boers from Houwater, Kitchener came back a few days later with a larger force of Regular troops, determined to chase the Boers completely out of Cape Colony. This he achieved, with the Boer commandos driven back across the Orange River and the Cape rebellion nipped in the bud by the application of overwhelming military force.12


His mission accomplished, Kitchener left the area on 21 March. Thereafter, 44th Battery were left at the little dorp (village) of Prieska on peacekeeping duties, along with a Yeomanry company and part of the locally raised Nesbitt’s Horse, working up as far as Upington where the Orange River turns towards the sea. With nothing much to do, my father was given the task of going out on reconnaissance with the natives who came into the camp with snippets of news and to monitor what was happening in the area. As he had improved his grasp of Afrikaans so that he could speak the taal with some fluency, he reasoned that he could make better use of his time by going out with one of the battery’s cape boy wagon drivers to gain specific intelligence about Boer movements, but his proposal was turned down by Major Drake.


Nevertheless, even if he felt thwarted in his military ambitions, it is clear that he had fallen in love with Africa:




From the moment we left Maitland Camp I began to revel in South Africa. I liked the air and the bright sun. The broad open veldt. For years we slept in the open under a wagon or Cape Cart with a waterproof sheet against the wheel to keep the cold out. […] I turned to smoking Boer baccy, which one carried in a little bag which shut with a string. It was dry stuff and only fit for a dry country. One had to have a longish deep-bowled pipe to take the baccy. […] I mixed with the Boers in the Colony because I could speak their language. I blessed the day that had made me do this, which gave me power over them. I realised how one gained in strength if one could speak to a man in his own language.13





This last realisation was an important one, something that would stand him in good stead in years to come, but which for the moment set him to redouble his efforts to master foreign tongues. The interest in and taste for intelligence work, first awakened by his dealings with the local Basuto scouts but for the time being supressed by Major Drake, would also become a key element of his future career, but not quite yet: for the moment, there remained a war to be won.


Duty at Prieska was a waiting game for 44th Battery. The dorp at the railway halt was made up of a dozen or so houses grouped round the Dutch Reformed Church with two local stores, and Major Drake had set up an officers’ mess in one of the houses used by all detachments. The battery camp was about a mile away and that was where the subalterns slept, out in the open. Prieska was also known as a river crossing place, which had its own ‘pont’ – a flat-bottomed pontoon – for carrying ox wagons and beasts across the Orange River. A large pulley wheel on a line attached to the pont ran along a wire rope strung across the water between concrete posts, so that it could shuttle back and forth on demand. In the dry summer season, the water level was usually low enough for animals to walk across, but the pont became indispensable in the winter months when the rains from the Transvaal and the Orange Free State could make the level rise 40ft.


The six-week camping break at Prieska gave 44th Battery time to adapt its stable routines to fit in with the South African climate, as the peacetime practices put in place by Major Drake needed considerable revision to match up with the demands of trekking and fighting on the veldt. In May, after idling away their time for more than a month in camp at Prieska, news was received that some 300 Boers had come out of Griqualand and had taken up post on the far side of the river, some 80 miles away at Kleis Drift. This time they had no guns with them, but they were commandeering stock and fodder in their usual manner and pressganging supporters as they moved along. Colonel Adye still had charge of the mounted infantry column, including 44th Battery, and immediately decided to move north to Tesobe Drift, 10 miles from the Boer position.


The river was low and a man on horseback could easily cross the 200-yard stretch of water. The colonel’s plan was to position his artillery to cover the river between the two drifts, making a feint attack at Kleis Drift and his main attack with the mounted infantry crossing the river at Tesobe Drift and moving along under the ridge on the far bank to attack the Boer laager (encampment). Adye had clearly learned from his earlier failure at Houwater, for the operation was highly successful and practically everybody in the commando was captured. British casualties were six killed and twenty wounded. All the stolen livestock, including some good riding horses, were recovered together with all the wagons and 278 prisoners. Nesbitt’s Horse were left to sweep up what was left and hand over to the police.


The army’s traditionally held suspicion of putting artillery officers in command of mixed forces may have been allayed on this occasion by Adye’s dispositions, as all the detachments were mounted and the operation depended on the effective positioning of the guns above Kleis Drift. For my father, this operation again saw his obvious tendency to think for himself bring him into conflict with the authority of Major Drake. The battery’s subalterns had found that on an early morning watering parade their lines of horses would only sniff at the surface and curl up their lips at the thought of drinking any water at that hour of the day in South Africa, because it was too cold for their palates. When my father pointed this out to Major Drake, the battery commander insisted that he would not give in to the opinion of any subaltern and he was told, perhaps as a lesson, to take the watering order at dawn after their arrival at Tesobe Drift. So, my father having filed his horses away after their refusal to drink, his section came under heavy rifle fire from the other side of the river causing the horses to bolt. Luckily, the low-lying mist on the surface of the water just about concealed him, so he avoided being shot and managed to escape into the bush after lifting two wounded men onto his own horse and helping them to get away.


Although 44th Battery remained in the theatre for the remainder of the war, this action was the last occasion in which my father and his comrades were actively engaged. They had taken no part in the war’s major battles and sieges, but they had taken an active part in several important minor operations and experienced both defeat and victory. My father certainly recognised the value, so far as his own career was concerned, of having been blooded in this way and his reflections on his war service reveal how determined he became to pursue his career in the army and how much he enjoyed himself on active service in South Africa:




War had become a habit to me and I liked it. I had few expenses and could not only live within my income but I could save a little. I had no money with which to enjoy myself at home with hunting and shooting. I didn’t want the war to stop. My brief experience of soldiering at home had not made me like it very much and I didn’t want to return to that. I liked Africa and the free and easy life out there and I intended to stay there if I could. There could doubtless be other wars and that was what I wanted.14
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Undercover Subaltern


As even the most resolute of the Boer leaders came to accept that they no longer had any hope of obtaining any sort of favourable settlement by further resistance, a favourable response was at last received to the peace feelers that Britain had for some time been putting out. Accordingly, talks were arranged at Vereeniging, and safe conduct was promised to those Boer delegates who attended to represent the two former republics, both now annexed as Crown colonies. One such delegate who received a free pass was Jan Smuts who, like my father, would one day obtain the baton of a British field marshal. The despatch of Captain James Jardine to find Smuts and bring him in caused my father to again reflect on the lack of use that the army had thus far made of his own linguistic skills and local knowledge:




Jardine in the 5th Lancers was chosen to go out with a White Flag and see if he could get in touch with Smuts and give him Kitchener’s message. I never thought about it at the time, but here was I who spoke Cape Dutch fluently and I was never once employed where my Dutch could have been of any use. I had a mild sort of desire to be in Intelligence, but I was so proud of my Section of Artillery, an independent command, that I never bothered much about it. Intelligence in war is a curious business. It is very much a laborious piecing together of scraps of news that have filtered in from various sources. But, a knowledge of the people with whom one is dealing gives one a much better chance of drawing conclusions. Our Intelligence never seems to draw these conclusions. I believe that I could have become a very capable Intelligence Staff Officer but I never got the chance. Fate ruled otherwise. Luckily for me. Anyway, I would have given a lot to have gone out with Jardine.1





The assembly at Vereeniging, which would in due course culminate in the signing of the peace treaty on 31 May 1902, was only just the beginning of a long trek to union in South Africa, but it did at least bring peace to the British colonies and the Boer Republics. My father’s wartime service qualified for the award of the Queen’s South Africa Medal with ‘Cape Colony’, ‘Transvaal’ and ‘Orange Free State’ clasps, as well as the King’s South Africa Medal: the latter decoration, as well as recognising the accession of King Edward VII, was intended to help iron out the differences between the trekkers on the veldt and the heroes of Kimberley, Mafeking, Ladysmith and the famous early battles of the war. To qualify for a campaign medal, one simply had to be present during the operations in question: however, my father also received a formal Mention in Despatches as someone who had ‘rendered special and meritorious service’, a clear mark that he had already been identified by his superiors as someone to watch.2


My father was now obliged to consider what he might do next, for he had some years still to serve as a subaltern before he could expect further promotion, and in the back of his mind other opportunities still vied with his military ambitions. As a personality, he had moved on from being a spirited schoolboy and stroppy cadet to being a pushy subaltern, and I think it becomes clear that his superiors had a bit of a problem containing his energies without damping his enthusiasm for a long-term career in the army.


Guidance at length came via a long talk about his future with his one-time column commander, Colonel Charles Callwell, a fellow artilleryman, who advised him to stay on and serve in South Africa until he was promoted and could qualify for the Staff College as, in his opinion, he was destined for the top.


Callwell was not the only one who had appreciated my father’s talents: another who did so, at this time and later, was the author and academic John Buchan, private secretary to the high commissioner, who was heading up negotiations with Smuts. The two men struck up a friendship, but the full extent of Buchan’s interest in my father’s activities did not become apparent until The Thirty-Nine Steps was published in 1915.


Buchan had employed him as an interpreter at the time of the Vereeniging Conference to listen in to the Boer deliberations. As my father later explained, unbeknown to the Boers, early versions of Marconi recording equipment had been installed in the tents. Effectively, the proceedings had been bugged, and Buchan needed someone by his side who was more than just an interpreter, when he was in discussion with Smuts and his associates. Specifically, he needed someone who not only knew the language but someone with an intimate understanding of the way the Boers lived and thought, who was able to judge their reactions to proposals made across the negotiating table. My father fitted the bill perfectly and his insights aided Buchan’s negotiations by enabling the latter to foster an atmosphere of trust between the negotiating parties, with the odds running in favour of the High Commission.


The peace conference over, and with Callwell’s advice in mind, my father got himself fitted out with a new uniform in Cape Town and met up again with Major Hugh Jeudwine, who he had met when Jeudwine was serving as assistant quartermaster general for Cape Colony, and asked for his help in finding a job to help fill in the years of waiting before he might hope to get a more interesting appointment. Help was not long in coming and he was called in to see Major General Sir Henry Settle in Cape Town. It was clear that the general was quite aware that my father spoke the taal like a native and used to lead his section so effectively while trekking in the veldt.


Settle then outlined the job he had in mind for him and asked him whether he was prepared to tour the isolated districts either side of the Orange River to search out the Bittereinders, the embittered Boers unprepared to accept the Vereeniging settlement, who were refusing to take an oath of allegiance to the Crown. By passing word around that they could return to their farms with a free pardon, the authorities thought that they could buy off further trouble. My father’s role would be to make a tour around the countryside, passing himself off as a Boer, to discreetly and officially advise any of the 600 or so Bittereinders to mend their ways without suffering any penalty.


The remaining Boer holdouts were mostly destitute and hungry and wanted to go home, but were afraid of going to the police to seek asylum: instead, they were pestering all the farmers for food and facilities. My father recognised that trying to bring any of these desperate men in would be a tough and daring assignment, but after twenty-four hours to think it over and plan his way of working, he accepted the job. He already had the knowledge and experience of trekking in the Cape Colony border country where the bandit Boers were roaming, but he did not realise that his new work would lead him into the unmapped and lawless territory along little-trodden tracks on the borders of the Bechuanaland Protectorate and German South West Africa, having to continually judge the situation for himself and act on his own initiative. No time limits had been set, but he recognised that if the situation changed, he could always break off and return to civilisation whenever he wanted.


He arranged to pose as a travelling trader with two natives in a cape cart – a two-wheel carriage – with four mules and two riding horses, all to be supplied and maintained at public expense. His army pay was remitted to an account in Cox’s Bank in London and 45s a day was paid into the Nederlandsche Bank in Cape Town by a Dutch paymaster with no British connections. At his own expense, he stocked himself up with goods for sale and stood to gain or lose by his trading them.


It took him a fortnight to prepare for his trek and he arranged to send his reports back to headquarters via a retired doctor from the Indian Medical Service who had settled in Africa and ran a practice in Upington in the Northern Cape. As the doctor was sending documents weekly to Cape Town, he included any of my father’s reports with his own correspondence. The cape cart, together with the native drivers and animals, was delivered to a young farmer at Ceres, about 70 miles north of Cape Town, and picked up from there. For his Boer disguise my father went to a store on the outskirts of Cape Town and bought a longish coat with large pockets, bell-bottomed corduroy trousers, a wide-brimmed felt hat with crepe band stuck with ostrich feathers, Veldtschoen (specially stitched boots), two flannel suits, two cotton shirts, a couple of karosses – native sheepskin cloaks – for himself and his bulldog Bill, and two navy blue seamen’s jerseys. No socks were needed and little underwear, as water for washing was scarce in the veldt.


For protection, he armed himself with a combined Mannlicher rifle cum 16-bore ejector shotgun and ammunition. On the advice of a local Jewish pedlar he stocked up with a mixed collection of cloth, beads, knives, tinderboxes, tobacco, buttons, cotton, needles and miscellaneous trinkets for trading. He arranged to sleep on a mattress on the floor of the wagon with two long lockable boxes each side for stowing his goods, and he bought four canvas bottles for keeping drinking water cool as they hung in the open air at the side of the wagon.


His identification papers, written on old paper in faded ink, belonged to a deceased Transvaaler who had been born on a farm in the northern Transvaal. My father’s new alter ego had been educated for three or four years in Holland and had spoken Dutch and the taal with equal ease. Finally, to cover his tracks, he went to a small, out of the way Cape Town hotel to make an orderly changeover from Briton to Boer by undressing to shut out the old in one room and dressing up to bring in the new in the room next door. Ready for action, Lieutenant W.E. Ironside, RFA – alias Piet van der Westhuizen – set off, along with Bill the bulldog, who had escaped all the dressing-up process.


It has not proved possible to put a precise date on the change from battery officer to Boer, and as the assignment was supposed to be an undercover operation it is not surprising that there is no record of my father’s departure in 44th Battery’s paperwork. However, the inferences are that he must have set off during September 1902 after he had taken all the necessary precautions to hide his real identity, even going so far as to remove a family signet ring from his little finger.


With all the talk focusing on resettlement and settling down to peacetime pursuits, no one seemed to notice his being called away, officially on a mapping project. In fact, between September 1902 and his posting to ‘I’ Battery RHA on 13 June 1904, deliberate steps were taken by the authorities in Cape Town to conceal his movements. Only those with a need to know could make contact with him and, even then, they could only find him through his accommodation address in Upington. So, for a period of twenty-one months, the inner secrets of his undercover life have remained a public mystery.


When the day came to set off, my father took a train to Ceres Road to meet up with his farmer friend, who had the wagon ready with four bay mules and the cape boys with the two schimmel (roan or dapple grey) horses, both of which rode well and seemed to be well trained in spite of their uncared-for appearance. The cape boys did not impress him, speaking poor Afrikaans and looking sullen and dirty; furthermore, they were only willing to travel part of the way north.


Equipped with all the means for survival, he stayed for a few days at Ceres to get used to his new way of life and to make sure that he had all the right gear with him and that everything worked properly. Having already got used to trekking in the veldt, speaking and thinking in the taal, he felt that acting the Boer would come naturally, but above all he had to talk and behave like one and avoid making any giveaway gestures. The only uncertainty in his mind was guarding against a lapse into English if he became ill or was suddenly caught unawares. There was, of course, a risk of being recognised, but this seemed to be worth taking in such remote outlying areas where the population density was less than one person per square mile.


The Bittereinders were reported to be lurking around the most northerly Gordonia District of Cape Colony and menacing the farmers in the areas bordering on Bechuanaland and German South West Africa. As he knew this part of the veldt intimately from his wartime activities, my father decided to aim for Upington to touch base with his feeder, the retired doctor practising there at what became his accommodation address for the foreseeable future. So, working his way north through Clanwilliam, Van Rijnsdorp and Springbok to the remote settlement at Pella on the Orange River frontier with German South West Africa, he checked in first with the priests at the Roman Catholic mission there, who could be relied upon to reveal all the latest asylum trading news.


The daytime trekking routine started at 06.00, with pitstops every hour, covering 30 miles or more by nightfall, depending on conditions. The night-time routine was different, starting at 17.00 and outspanning after two hours to feed and water the animals. This was followed by pitstops every hour until daylight, before setting up camp in any shady place that could be found, until it was time to set off again. When camping, the rule was to string up cans of pebbles around the camp to sound off the alarm in case of intruders, which often included lions and even leopards. Bill was with him and he was always the first to raise the alarm.


During the trek to Upington, food and water were readily available in the winkels, but he had to change his cape boys twice, first at Clanwilliam and then at Pella. As cape boys chose their masters, they easily found substitutes each time, which spoke well of my father’s handling of them, notwithstanding his reservations about the original duo. Each pair was better than the last and he finally ended up with two Basuto brothers, Seiso and Motho, who spoke excellent Afrikaans and, in return, taught him to speak Sesotho. They had worked for a German copper company and had been sacked after falling out with the overseer. They had managed to escape across the Orange River with nothing but their lives and, after my father fitted them out with clothes like his own, they stayed on with him for the rest of his assignment.


At Pella, he was welcomed in French by the priests of the mission station there. My father responded in Flemish and broken French, passing himself off as a Belgian, and was then treated to a hearty breakfast. The priests, who were suffering from the cafard, or desert blues, were eager for news from their home country and introduced him to the bishop, who had been installed in 1898. It soon became clear why the Bittereinders were behaving as they were: most of them were well-rooted Transvaalers or Freestaters, and their resentment of British rule stemmed largely from their own history book, The History of our Land in the Language of our People, which portrayed them as peaceful, law-abiding and well-behaved inhabitants of the veldt, and attached all the blame on the British for the way in which they had been persecuted. Their refusal to accept constitutional change, which would blend the Boer beliefs with British rule, had turned them into a mix and match of travellers seeking the right to live according to their own rulebook and settlers seeking asylum from oppressions of their own making.


Gaining a greater understanding of the Bittereinders was certainly useful, but fell far short of meeting them face to face and spelling out the error of their ways. Fortunately, the bishop revealed that he knew places where they were hiding out either side of the Orange River and agreed to co-operate by passing on the message of a free pardon, whenever they sought sanctuary at the mission.


As he drove on towards the river, my father had his own first encounter with his quarry. This particular Bittereinder had lost all his possessions when his wagon had broken down during his search for new farming land in German South West Africa and he was making his way back on horseback to the mission at Pella to seek sanctuary. He was wet, exhausted and at the end of his tether. After venting his feelings about British rule and having a good meal and rest in camp for the night, he calmed down and gave my father the names of several others sheltering in German territory, who were ready to give themselves up as well. Further on, at Skerrit Drift, he encountered two more, with only their Khoikhoi boys – my father in his diary called them Hottentots – and stock of goats left, who agreed to give themselves up to the police in Upington. At the Aughrabies Falls, where the river waters fall spectacularly down into a narrow gorge, he was able to persuade others to turn themselves in and spread the word around. By the time he had reached the Dutch Reformed Church Mission in Kakamus he had persuaded more to surrender and it appeared that his propaganda campaign was working well.


When he reached Upington, being a newcomer, the eyes of all the other traders were upon him in case he turned out to be a potential threat to their own livelihoods. The local Cape Police Force had few resources and very little control over what happened in this part of the colony, so my father relied on Seiso and Motho with their assegais (spears) to protect him and had them keeping watch all the time to defend his interests. In fact, this became necessary after he was approached in camp by two English-born strangers and warned to leave town. When they returned at night to attack him for ignoring their warnings, he subdued them with the help of Seiso and Motho and handed them over to the Cape Police.


He easily found his feeder, the doctor, and queued as a visiting outpatient to be able to deal with the postbag from Cape Town within the privacy of his contact’s consulting room. It soon became clear that, having won over nearly 500 of the Boer misfits in face-to-face encounters and leaking the word of pardon, he had been altogether too successful for his own purposes, for if he brought his mission to a speedy conclusion then he would be obliged to give up his lucrative pastime as a trader and return to the monotony of a subaltern’s life in Cape Town. So, when reports came in to show that the remaining diehards were likely to respond to the German Army bids for wagons and trek oxen to service their emergency transport needs, he decided to seek permission from the staff in Cape Town to offer his own services to the German Army, as a way of finding out how they deployed and supported their troops and conducted their military operations.


In the meantime, while he awaited a response to his proposal, he planned to trek further north to Rietfontein, located in far northern Cape Colony on the 20° meridian, in a finger of territory squeezed between Bechuanaland and the German South West African border. His purpose was to assess the rising tensions on the border and monitor the Boer wagon movements at the frontier post. To cope with the waterless desert conditions, he returned to Kakamas to exchange his mules for a span of oxen and, having replenished his range of goods for sale, set off on the first 40-mile leg of his trek north to the bed of the Molopo River, taking careful note of frontier movements and water reserves on the way.


Trekking was mostly by night through the moving sand dunes, and constant watch was needed when camping within the magic circle strung with alarm cans. Groups of bushmen were encountered and sometimes police patrols mounted on their camels. Armed groups of Bondelszwarts tribesmen were seen criss-crossing the border at will, unchecked by the corporal and two patrolmen that he met on the German side. Neither of them could speak Khoikhoi or the taal and he had to converse with them in Low German. In any case, all natives on the German side of the border were expected to speak German.


My father spent three days at Rietfontein, meeting and talking to many different people who managed to exist in this remote settlement. He met more Boer outlaws, most of whom were ready to jump at any opportunity for resettlement and took his advice to return to their farms. Intelligence reports showed that they had had their eyes on farms in German South West Africa, and some of them had been given land in return for stealing and handing over wagons and trek oxen to the German Army. More ominously, events pointed to an impending rising by the native population in the German colony, provoked by a combination of racial tensions, enforced resettlement of the Herero people and unforeseen consequences to the Credit Ordinance of 1 November 1903, which had been intended to write off long-term debts owed by Africans, but which instead led to white creditors attempting to obtain payment in kind by force. At Rietfontein, the well-armed and mounted Bondelszwarts were boasting that they could easily overcome the company of German troops stationed at Warmbad, adding to my father’s expectations that matters would soon come to a head.


In this he was not mistaken, and by early 1904 the German colonial authorities were facing a substantial revolt. Once it was clear that the native insurrection had started, my father made his way back to Upington again to restock his wagon, where he found a letter giving him permission to cross the German frontier and offer his services to the German Army as a wagon driver. The letter was addressed to his Dutch name, care of the doctor, and ended with a handwritten postscript saying, ‘Have a care’.


He was thrilled at having this news, but electing to enter a foreign country while in the service of your own and masquerading in all respects as a citizen of a third took him from military intelligence to out-and-out espionage and I wonder if he really knew what he was trekking into when he crossed the border at Rietfontein. With his existing experience under his belt, it is not surprising that at the age of 22 he felt that this way of life had more to offer than life on the barrack square.


Luckily, the German attempts to contract out their transport services across the border were seen by the Boers as an open invitation to seek asylum, and he judged that in the German Army’s desperate haste to sign up wagon teams, they would not vet the bidders too thoroughly. Also, he had decided to offer a fully-manned wagon package at immediate readiness and knew that they would have difficulty in turning down his offer. Nevertheless, negotiations with the recruiting officer and his Boer assistant still took two days to complete.


Finally, after some hard bargaining my father obtained a signed and stamped authority, which secured the services of his four wagons and spans of trek oxen with his assistant and drivers for six months in a buyback deal, whatever the outcome, at the daily rate of £3 per wagon – £2 for himself, £1 for his assistant – all found at German ration levels for men and animals.


Germany had been a late entrant to the business of African empire building, and the colony of German South West Africa was only two decades old when my father took service with its military establishment. The German hold was hardly secure, with limited infrastructure and a small garrison of colonial Schutztruppen to protect the settlers and establish German control over the indigenous Herero and Nama peoples. Already, back in the early 1890s, there had been a major rising, and in late 1903 the Nama rose again against the colonists. The catalyst was a preventative measure by which the tribesmen were required to register their firearms; this was interpreted as a way of starting to disarm them and fighting broke out on 26 October 1903, in which some German soldiers were killed.


By early 1904, the Herero had joined the revolt, over 100 settlers had been killed and the Schutztruppen – less than 1,000 strong, including native auxiliaries – were hard pressed. With so weak a force at his disposal, it is hardly surprising that the German commander, Major Theodor Leutwein, had to hire Boer wagon men to give his army the mobility that it required to operate in 300,000 square miles of roadless and desert-like territory. Bereft of a staff or much in the way of administrative services, the German commander’s only advantage was the lack of co-operation between the Nama under Hendrik Witbooi in the south and the Herrero under Samuel Maherero in the north.


A relief force of 14,000 men under Generalleutnant Lothar von Trotha was on its way from Germany, and once the reinforcements were in the field a battlefield victory over the Herero was won at Waterberg on 11 August. Thereafter, a policy of extermination was pursued, but even the resultant genocide did not immediately restore German control, which was not fully established until 1908 after the loss of over 100,000 African lives.


Having crossed the border, my father was instructed to trek 100 miles westward to Keetmanshoop, which was the headquarters for the troops being deployed against an armed and mounted group of 500 Bondelswartz tribesmen. On arrival, he presented himself with his string of wagons to the leutnant in charge of transport, who was struggling to assemble wagon teams without any real understanding of what was required. At the briefing for Boer operators in the local bar, the leutnant nervously opened discussions with my father by admiring the studded collar on his bulldog Bill and the dreaded moment came when he caught sight of the nametag still bearing the name ‘Lt Ironside, RFA’. With a bit of quick thinking, my father said that he had stolen it from a British officer’s dog during the war and luckily the leutnant did not pursue the point, but went on to tell him that he had added another four wagons to his string. This gave him time to turn the collar round to hide the tag and after the briefing he took the first opportunity to remove it and bury it in the ashes of his camp fire. Looking back on his carefully laid plans to mask his identity, he had of course forgotten to put Bill through the screening process in Cape Town.


Even though he tried to keep a low profile in these mixed and unsettled circumstances, my father could not avoid being called on by the inexperienced transport leutnant to advise Leutwein about transport requirements on the veldt. In particular, arrangements had to be made for the field company based at Omaru under Hauptmann Franke to be moved south to support the garrison at Keetmanshoop. However, after a four-day forced march of 300 miles to Gibeon, Franke was ordered back to Windhoek on 12 January 1904 to assist in quelling the spreading violence in the north now that the Herero had taken advantage of the governor’s absence from their homeland to join the rebellion.


Pushed into returning to the capital, Major Leutwein quickly went out in a cape cart to meet the chieftain of the Bondelszwarts to stitch up a temporary deal, before taking a circuitous journey back to his headquarters in Windhoek, via Lüderitz Bay and by sea to Swakopmund, so as to take charge of operations in the north. In fact, it was only through the determined efforts of Hauptmann Franke to march his men from Omaru to Gibeon and back to Windhoek that turned the scales of battle in favour of the German forces. My father recalled that he saw Franke many weeks later and described him as ‘a small, modest and unassuming little man’.


The astonishing fact was that he left Gibeon on 15 January with his men and horses and completed the 300-mile trek to Windhoek in four days, the last two in a tropical downpour. After pausing for a day’s rest on 20 January, he entered the capital and the Herreros dispersed. Furthermore, after picking up more men and a field gun, he set off again and recaptured Okahandja on 27 January and Omaru on 3 February. While the governor was away, the north had been left without a military staff officer in charge over the crucial period of the uprising and, in my father’s view, Franke had shown himself to be a fine and courageous leader of men, who was directly responsible for the Herrero defeat.


Amongst the first batch of reinforcements to arrive by troopship from Hamburg was a Major Ludwig Gustav Adolph von Estorff of the German General Staff and, after some weeks of trekking in hot weather, my father was assigned to work under him. The major had been put in charge of a column operating with the main force in the west of Herreroland, alongside Major Glasenapp, who took charge of a column in the east to prevent the Herreros retreating across the frontier into the Bechuanaland Protectorate.


Working for a German staff officer in such circumstances was a unique and at times unnerving experience for a British officer, aged 23, masquerading as a Boer, and it would not have been possible for my father to have acted the part of Piet van der Westhuizen unless he had absolute confidence in his ability to think and speak in Dutch and Afrikaans and hold his tongue in front of German officers in their own language. He could easily conceal any nuances of speech amongst the people he met, as Dutch and Afrikaans were well mixed in with the Bantu-speaking tribes in the north and the Nama-speaking ones in the south, punctuated by the clicking of the Khoisan speakers thereabouts, although the governor and his administrators attempted to force the use of German onto the population. Just as long as he feigned an inability to speak any German, he had no difficulty in understanding what was being said or making himself understood without giving any secrets away.


Major von Estorff was 44 at the time he was appointed a column commander in the South West African Schutztruppen and most certainly had been chosen because he had served with them previously as a subaltern and also as a major on the staff in East Africa. Furthermore, by permission of Lord Kitchener he had travelled through South Africa during the Boer War to take up one of his earlier appointments in German South West Africa. After a distinguished career as an infantry officer, he retired as a generalleutnant in 1920 to manage his estates and write a family history. He was further honoured by being made a general der infanterie in 1939 and died on 5 October 1943, aged 83.


In my father’s view, his experiences of serving covertly with the German Army showed up many of the shortcomings of a military administration that lacked the traditions of colonial service, even though the Schutztruppen, at the outbreak of the rebellion, formed an excellent military unit. Its companies were highly mobile and capable of operating for long periods away from their bases. Its officers and men knew the country well, but the arrival of reinforcements, encumbered by bureaucratic machinery, destroyed most of this mobility and took away most of their initiative. When he was asked afterwards what it felt like trekking for an undermanned and overstretched garrison force for six months virtually as a vassal of the German Reich, my father said that he was held in respect by most of the young servicemen as he was larger than they were, but it was hard to stomach being called ‘a dirty bloody Dutchman’ by the officers, who did not know otherwise. On one occasion, when he had been summoned to a transport meeting at the Million Mark Haus in Keetmanshoop and was waiting outside, a Schutztruppen commander named Major von Deimling galloped to a halt in front of him, throwing the reins over his horse’s head in Boer fashion, as he jumped off his mount and said, ‘Here, you damned Dutchman, hold this horse for me!’


But, however patronising the German Army attitudes may have been towards their Boer transport staff, my father did command a degree of recognition as oberkonductor in the eyes of Major von Estorff, his column commander, who was twice his age. The logistical problems of maintaining a mobile force in the roadless and practically rail-less deserts of South West Africa were formidable. The trails that did exist were for the most part barely marked paths through the heavy sands, into which the wheels of the wagons would sink, making it difficult for the trek oxen to haul them along.


As von Estorff became more familiar with the wagon routines he came to understand the value of my father’s services and gradually put more trust and responsibility into his hands for sorting out the day-to-day problems arising mainly from the ignorant and overbearing behaviour of the junior leutnants towards their Boer konductors, which proved to be highly disruptive. So much so, that at one point my father had to get the major to harangue his own men in order to preserve discipline and prevent them from deserting. After that, von Estorff bypassed his own junior staff and dealt directly with my father. Nevertheless, the latter could still sense the major’s lasting annoyance at having to accept practices that were being forced on him by circumstances, and his reluctance to accept the Boer konductors and their native drivers as equals of his own men or to show any outward signs of friendliness towards them.


Indeed, at least initially, my father was even made to feel his own inferiority. At his first meeting with Major von Estorff he was brought into his camp tent for interview by the transport leutnant, who described him as oberkonductor. Laid back in his chair, the major made no attempt to move or say anything, but merely looked him up and down through half-closed eyes, while my father was left standing shiftily in front of him for a while – an unnerving experience for someone living between falsehood and fact. The major was a smallish, middle-aged man with fair hair growing grey at the edges. His moustache curled up at the ends and he was dressed in uniform, wearing the standard leather gaiters worn by all ranks. Then, in curt and slowly spoken German, questions were fired at my father about who he was, where he came from, what his military service was and why he had enlisted with the German Army. Answering in Dutch with German words thrown in, he told the major that he had been to military college and had been mobilised for commando service. Realising he could be understood, the major talked more rapidly, told him that the leutnant had spoken well of him, before dismissing him with a brief word of approbation.


My father stayed on with Major von Estorff’s column throughout the time he spent in German South West Africa, trekking into Herreroland, where he was involved with a number of successful skirmishes in February 1904. Having secured the major’s trust he recalled that he constantly had to be aware of the risks in giving himself away if he showed too much enthusiasm for his work and became overconfident. Also, he had to pretend to learn German, however well he already spoke it, and take care not to use the Hanoverian accent in which he had been taught it. Only one risky incident occurred, when he found two natives tied to a wagon wheel for a beating on a trumped-up charge as a lesson to others. He threatened to report the incident to the major if they were not released immediately and had to face the wrath of a young cavalry leutnant who tried to threaten him with beating if he continued to interfere. This incited him to answer back in German and, when he realised what he had done, he quickly reverted to Afrikaans. Fortunately, the leutnant was so enraged that he failed to notice the sudden switch to German and although he had the natives released he was then severely reprimanded by von Estorff, who sided with my father and ordered the leutnant back to Germany. The major thanked my father for his actions and the matter was never mentioned again.


Insofar as the intelligence element of my father’s activities was concerned, he sent his reports back to Cape Town concealed as letters to his wife, via different Boer operators on their way home through Walvis Bay, who then passed them to the British Consul for posting on. Amongst the recipients of his intelligence reports was John Buchan, still serving on the staff of the high commissioner. This material, pasted together with my father’s earlier exploits, helped Buchan shape the character make-up he needed for his fictional hero Richard Hannay, many aspects of whose character and career are based upon my father. This, however, was all in the future, for Buchan did not start work on what would become The Thirty-Nine Steps until he was back in England in 1914, convalescing from treatment in hospital.


The parallels only go so far: Hannay, for example, was not a Regular Army officer, although his later military career does bear some resemblance to that of my father; nor, conversely, did my father’s intelligence work take him to half the places that the fictional Hannay visited in the course of his adventures. Nevertheless, I was assured by Buchan’s son, the 2nd Lord Tweedsmuir, that it was an open secret in his family that Hannay was modelled in the image of my father, but my father probably did not become aware of this until it became public knowledge amongst his friends and contemporaries after the First World War.


As the fighting in German South West Africa progressed, my father witnessed the way that Major von Estorff’s tactics succeeded in breaking down the Herrero defences to such an extent that he was able to get the better of his opponents. Imitating the chanting of the Herrero women in support of their warrior folk fighting at Okahandja, who shrieked out, ‘Who owns Herreroland? – We own Herreroland!’, he was able to proclaim to his own men, ‘To whom belongs this place? To whom? This place belongs to us!’ After that, he was publicly praised by the Kaiser for all his efforts, no doubt in part to help hide from the public eye the series of defeats suffered by the garrison during the months of March and April 1904, before the main influx of reinforcements from Germany. Clearly, the major’s achievements boosted his standing in the eyes of the governor, which softened his manner noticeably towards the Boer konductors. He became more agreeable to my father, who had always made sure that the supply lines delivered the ammunition and victuals to him as required.


As the build-up of German forces continued after the arrival of von Trotha, my father had to face being dragged into the German colonial administration or sticking to his original plan of terminating his contract with the German Army and returning to Cape Town to pursue his career ambitions with the British Army. After a little thought, he decided that it was time to pull out of the dangerous and demanding life of a spy and make his way back to Cape Town. His resolve to do this was confirmed and justified one day when he was withdrawing money from the local bank. He overheard a German officer telling the bank cashier that there was a suspected British agent working with the German forces.


Such risks aside, he judged that his work in evaluating the German military presence in South West Africa to assess their strengths and weaknesses was complete and that it was time to leave. So, at the beginning of May, he requested an interview with Major von Estorff and was greeted cordially enough. He explained that all his savings were locked up in the German colony and that he had to return to his farm in the Transvaal to get married. He asked the German Army to redeem their pledge of buying back his wagons and trek oxen so that he could depart with his two cape boys and leave Gert de Wet, his capable assistant, to take his place. Finally, he finished by saying how honoured he was to serve under such a distinguished officer as the major, who had personally done so much to bring peace to the colony. To his surprise the major listened attentively to what he had said and endeavoured to make him change his mind about leaving by offering him the post of Chief of Transport to the Schutztruppen, working under an expert from Germany. My father steadfastly refused to change his plans and was told to wait a day for the governor to approve his contract settlement.


When he met the major on the following day, the accounting officer was there to present him with the cheque for the wagons, which he could cash at the Dutch bank in Cape Town. Seiso and Motho were included in the pay-out. Finally, before setting off, the major invited him to supper in his rooms at Okahandja, where he made a last plea to encourage him to stay, by offering him German nationality and a secure future in the German colony. For a moment, he marvelled at the idea, but turned it down at once. Then, for the first time, the major shook hands with him and said, ‘Auf wiedersehen’ pleasantly, before dismissing him.


My father never knew what thoughts were really running through the major’s mind, as he perceived that von Estorff had only a superficial understanding of the Boers and their affairs. Even so, he thought that he was a staff officer of high repute and far above the average for his rank, as well as being an able field commander who won the respect of his men. Von Estorff later became commander of the Schutztruppen in 1907, before returning to Germany in 1911.


My father departed for Swakopmund in the first part of May, armed with his discharge papers, before the arrival of General von Trotha’s staff on 20 May 1904. At Swakopmund he hired an ox cart to take himself and his cape boys to the border post at Walvis Bay and they all crossed into British territory without fuss. He immediately called on the British Consul, who arranged for a launch to take them out to the cruiser HMS Forte, lying at anchor in the bay. A dirty looking Boer, accompanied by two Basutos with their assegais, received little acclamation as passengers for the voyage back to Cape Town, but Bill the bulldog instantly became a favourite with the ship’s crew. Back at Cape Town, my father set off to re-join 44th Battery in Natal, before being posted, on 13 June 1904, to ‘I’ Battery RHA at Ambala in India. Having fought in the front line of one army and trekked behind the front line of another, his record of active service had already given him a good grounding for further advancement in due course.


On 19 March 1907, the Kaiser signed a decree authorising the issue of the South West Africa Commemorative Medal to all German military personnel serving there, and the governor was given permission to recommend foreigners for the award in either bronze for combatants or steel for non-combatants. By that time the newly promoted Oberstleutnant von Estorff was commanding officer of the Schutztruppen and was most probably able to nominate people for the award who had served under him at the time of the Herrero Uprising: as my father told me that he had received the award at that time, it is evident that the services of Piet van der Westhuizen had been officially recognised by the German authorities and that only von Estorff could have nominated him.


An issue of these medals to members of the Cape Mounted Police was made en bloc, and the medals given to the Governor of Cape Colony for distribution.3 This would seem to imply that any earlier awards made to foreigners must have been distributed in the same way, so it is feasible that von Estorff nominated my father for the Bronze Medal in mid-1907, which was then issued to him via the Cape Governor’s Office. This would have meant that he received it while serving as a staff officer at Roberts Heights in South Africa sometime after he was posted there in August 1907, following his return from India. Certainly, whenever it was that the medal reached him, it must have given him great satisfaction that he had deceived the Germans for so long. There is no evidence in von Estorff’s memoirs that he had any suspicions about the real identity of his oberkonductor, though he must have been very pleased to have had such a resourceful person working for him.4
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The Making of a Staff Officer


My father’s service in India with ‘I’ Battery lasted from August 1904 until February 1906, when the unit was ordered back to England. He found service there monotonous and was thankful to leave the subcontinent. His only regret was that he had missed out on serving with a mountain battery; ironically, these units, as earlier noted, were administratively part of the Royal Garrison Artillery, the thought of service with which had filled him with thoughts of resignation.


Upon ‘I’ Battery’s return from India, it was stationed first at Ipswich and then at Manchester, but little is known about what he did or how he amused himself during the year he spent as a subaltern on home service. He was a stranger to both places and when he had leave he used it to visit his mother, who lived in Rochester at a house in the cathedral precincts called ‘The Vines’. Otherwise, when able to escape from military duties, I believe that he usually travelled to the Continent to practise his languages. He was even able to join the temporary workforce of Fabrique Nationale in Belgium to earn a little pocket money and gain some military intelligence about their activities.


With four years of fighting and undercover service behind him, backed by fluency in five or more languages and dialects, it is not hard to imagine that the boredom of barrack life did not match up to the expectation of an accomplished RHA lieutenant in his mid-twenties looking for excitement. Increasingly, therefore, his eyes were drawn to South Africa and the possibility of renewed service in a theatre that he knew, and where his abilities were widely recognised. Besides that, he was strongly aware that being a master linguist was not seen in the eyes of his superiors in England as being such a shining example of military achievement as that which was reflected off the polished boots and brass work at Ipswich and Manchester.


With the new Liberal Government planning defence cuts following their landslide victory in the 1906 general election, my father felt that any officer who elected to remain in the UK was starved of opportunity to advance his career. He must have sensed that the odds were stacked against him unless he went overseas. In particular, the opportunities were lacking for the sort of staff service that would enhance his career prospects and help him secure a place at the Staff College. That being so, the logical conclusion all round was that South Africa was the best place for him. Luckily, he was able to arrange an exchange with Lieutenant C.T. Lawrence, effective on 27 August 1907, and secured an assisted passage to Cape Town to take up a posting with ‘Y’ Battery, which brightened up his outlook on life and gave him the military opportunity he wanted.


By the time my father returned to South Africa, the results of the Vereeniging peace settlement were beginning to be felt. The former Boer Republics had successfully transitioned into Crown colonies, and had been granted internal self-government as part of the Liberal policy of peace and retrenchment. Talks were already under way for the formation of what would become the Union of South Africa, although that entity would not come into being until 1910. There was little opportunity for either active service or a return to intelligence work, but my father was at least serving again at a station in which he felt at home, and where his talents were appreciated. By contrast, most senior officers disliked being posted to South Africa in its unsettled political state and not all the subalterns were thrilled by the prospect either, but my father was exceptional.


There is little record of how my father spent his time with ‘Y’ Battery, at Roberts Heights, Pretoria, where he came under the command of the Hon. Francis Bingham, third son of the 4th Earl of Lucan, who later rose to be a major general and Deputy Director of Artillery at the War Office during the First World War. This posting lasted until my father’s promotion to captain came through on 18 February 1908, after which he was appointed to command 90th Battery at Standerton in the Transvaal.


Although this appointment gave him his first unit command, it was short-lived as, on 24 September, he was posted as staff captain to the Cavalry Brigade at Potchefstroom, 100 miles south-west of Johannesburg.1 It was here that he met and became friendly with 2nd Lieutenant Arthur H.L. Soames of the 3rd Hussars, who in due course would be the best man at his wedding. This appointment was again of less than a year’s duration, for on 2 June 1909 he was posted back to Roberts Heights to serve as brigade major on the staff of the Transvaal District, headquartered at Pretoria. The district was commanded by Brigadier General Sir Robert Colleton CB, and it was Colleton who, in due course, recommended my father for the Staff College at Camberley when he left Roberts Heights after three years in the post.


During the four years of his peacetime service in South Africa, he was probably as much in demand for his extra-professional skills as his military ones. As the years went by these two sides of his character began to merge, instead of growing apart as they had been doing prior to 1902. His appointments as staff captain and brigade major helped turned him from being a gifted and rather unsettled personality into someone well on the way to becoming an accomplished and highly respected staff officer.
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