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This book is dedicated to my fellow-citizens of the Commonwealth
of Australia, in grateful recognition of their loyal, continuous,
and successful efforts towards my release from an English
prison.

I have not attempted to defend the doings of the ill-starred
Bushveldt Carbineers, or the policy of those who employed them.

The methods of dealing with prisoners, which have been solely
attributed to that corps, were in active operation before the
so-called "Australian" officers went to the Spelonken
district—a fact which the English press, and a large section
of the Australian press, systematically ignored.

When I arrived in Australia, I found that the grossest
misrepresentations had been made by those primarily responsible for
the manner of the warfare which "staggered humanity," and that they
had succeeded in linking the name of Australia with the most tragic
and odious incidents connected with a mercenary and inglorious
war.

If the publication of the truth will in some measure cause
Australians, as a people, to take less on trust where their honour
is concerned, and in future to demand the most searching enquiries
and obtain definite proof before accepting the misdeeds of others
as their own, then this record of an eventful experience will not
have been written in vain.

GEORGE R. WITTON.

"THE ELMS."

LANCEFIELD,

VICTORIA.
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When war was declared between the British and Boers, I, like
many of my fellow-countrymen, became imbued with a warlike spirit,
and when reverses had occurred among the British troops, and
volunteers for the front were called for in Australia, I could not
rest content until I had offered the assistance one man could give
to our beloved Queen and the great nation to which I belong.

When the first Australian Contingent was being prepared for
active service, I was a gunner in the Royal Australian Artillery,
and was stationed at Fort Franklin, opposite Queenscliff, Victoria.
I was sworn to serve for five years in the Artillery, and this gave
me little hope that my wish to go to Africa would be realised. But
one day a notice appeared in brigade orders that a limited number
of artillerymen would be selected for service at the front, all
applicants to parade on the jetty at Portsea in full marching
order. Between thirty and forty attended. Soon the launch "Mars"
put in an appearance from Queenscliff with Lieut.-Colonel Charles
Umphelby, O.C.R.A.A., on board. (Lieut.-Colonel Umphelby was killed
on active service at Driefontein in 1900.) The O.C. inspected the
men, and picked out one here and there; when he came to me he
looked me up and down, and remarked that I was too "big and heavy,"
and all my hopes were dashed to the ground. We congratulated those
whom we thought were the fortunate ones, and hoped for better luck
ourselves should another contingent be required.

As time went on, and reports came to hand of hard fighting and
much tougher work than had been anticipated, I got more tired than
ever of barrack-room soldiering, and hankered for something more
real and exciting. Another call was made, another contingent was to
be sent; my prospects began to brighten, but only two men were
selected from the R.A.A., two quartermaster-sergeants. With the
third contingent no opportunity was given to me to join. Shortly
after a fourth contingent was raised, to be known as the Australian
Imperial Regiment. The qualifications for the Regiment were bush
experience, and that every man should be able to ride and shoot.
The "machines," or the men who could merely drill and move their
arms and feet as though they were worked on wire, without having
the above qualifications, had no place in this contingent. I was
among the successful applicants from the R.A.A., as I had been born
in the bush, could ride almost as soon as I could walk, and had
learned to shoot almost as soon as I learned anything. My actual
military experience was gained during the twelve months I was with
the R.A.A.

As soon as selected, I, with my comrades, was sent to the
Victoria Barracks, Melbourne, for examination and tests. While
there it was my duty to assist at the Mounted Police Depot,
receiving, breaking, branding, and trucking remounts prior to
sending them into camp at Langwarrin, also attending with horses at
the Domain for the riding test. This riding test seemed to be
looked upon by the general public as a kind of circus, and was
attended daily by thousands of spectators. The track was about half
a mile round, and the test was to commence at a trot, break into a
gallop, and negotiate three jumps. A man could judge fairly his
chance of success by the applause or "barracking" as he passed the
crowd. There were many good horsemen among the recruits, men who
could ride anything anywhere, and not a few who could rarely have
seen a horse, much less have ridden it over a jump. One little
recruit, with a very theatrical appearance, known by the sobriquet
of "Bland Holt," had a great struggle to get his halter on his
horse, and when it came to putting on the bridle, which was one of
the Mounted Police pattern, and rather a complicated piece of
harness to a new chum, he got terribly tangled up. After about ten
minutes struggling, panting, perspiring, and much whoo-whoaing, he
succeeded in hanging the bridle on with the bit over the horse's
ears. At this stage an Artilleryman went to his rescue and saddled
his horse for him. When his turn came to ride, he led his horse
before the examining officer, and with much difficulty succeeded in
climbing into the saddle, and started off at a walk. "Trot!"
shouted the officer. The horse quickened its pace, and "Bland Holt"
and his hopes of doing yeoman service for the Empire fell to the
ground.

This was one of many similar incidents which took place during
the fortnight the riding test lasted. About the end of March, 1900,
I received orders to go into camp at Langwarrin. During the
encampment there I acted as assistant to Camp
Quartermaster-Sergeant Creaney, of the Hastings Battery. My duties
were principally to requisition for rations and forage, and furnish
returns to headquarters of any lost or worn-out equipment. On 3rd
April I received my first promotion, and was made lance-corporal,
and posted to the squadron under Captain J. Dallimore. This officer
was very highly esteemed by all, and for bravery during the war he
was promoted to the rank of major, and earned the D.S.O. While I
was at Portland Prison, some years later, I learned, with the
deepest regret, that the major had been accidentally drowned while
fishing at Warrnambool shortly after his return to Australia.

Things went on apace in camp. The equipment department worked
night and day transforming the civilian recruit into the puttied
khaki soldier. Camp life was very pleasant at Langwarrin, for our
friends used to come by the score, and bring well-filled hampers to
picnic with us, and at night a large camp fire would be lighted and
a concert held, while there was no fear of the enemy coming upon us
unawares. On Sunday we were besieged by thousands of visitors, who
begged earnestly from the soldiers a button or badge or some little
keepsake as a memento. I myself was the recipient of several new
coins, of coins with holes in them and battered halfpennies, which
I was informed by the givers would bring me good luck. I am afraid
I was born under an unlucky star, for if there is such a thing as
luck, it did not come my way. I also received a presentation from a
few of my old friends of a very nice silver-mounted letter wallet,
with fountain pen and all the material necessary for a war
correspondent, in order, doubtless, to keep them posted up with my
experiences and doings and the number of Dutchmen I succeeded in
despatching. The time passed very pleasantly, but there was another
side to this—it rained in torrents for several days without
ceasing, and the camp and horse lines became a veritable quagmire.
It was then decided to move the camp and transfer the troops to the
show-ground at Flemington. It was a memorable "trek" when we moved
out for Flemington in the pouring rain; it damped the ardour of
many a "contingenter," and numbers "handed in their kits." I was
sent on with a fatigue party to prepare rations and forage for the
rain-soaked troops and horses. But this was only for a few days; we
had scarcely settled down when we were moved again to Langwarrin,
and by the end of April all was in readiness for embarkation.

Lieut.-Colonel Kelly, of the Victorian Field Artillery, had been
selected to command the regiment. We left Langwarrin in full
marching order about midday on 28th April and reached Mentone,
where we bivouacked. In the morning my horse's nosebag was missing,
but I found it some months later on the South African veldt. We
arrived in Melbourne about noon on 29th April, and expected to
embark the same afternoon on the transport "Victorian," lying at
the Port Melbourne pier. Through some hitch, the boat was not ready
to receive us, and we were again quartered at the show-ground at
Flemington. On Tuesday, 1st May, we broke up camp. It was a
glorious and never-to-be-forgotten day, and our march through the
city was signalised by an unparalleled demonstration of popular
applause. The streets were packed, and in places the troops could
only pass in single file. Handkerchiefs, sweets, and all kinds of
good things were pressed upon us as we passed through the
crowd.

On arrival at the pier, the work of embarking the horses was at
once commenced, and over 700 were shipped and stalled in less than
four hours. Getting the troops on board was a more difficult
matter, as there was so much leave-taking and so many good-byes to
say. The boat was cleared of visitors and put off from the pier,
anchoring for the night opposite Williamstown. All on board was
confusion and bustle, and many of the crew had been having a jolly
time and were incapable of performing their duties. We got nothing
that night in the shape of rations; fortunately we had our
haversacks to fall back on, which provided sufficient for the day.
Later on hammocks were brought out and slung. It was a new
experience for me to sleep in one, and I fancy I must have slung
mine too slack, for when I got into it my head and my feet almost
touched, and I think I must have resembled a mammoth wood-grub in
repose. We weighed anchor about 7 a.m. on Wednesday morning, and
passed the heads about 11 a.m. I saw many of my old Queenscliff
comrades signalling and gesticulating from the forts as we passed
through the Rip. The pilot was next put off, and we were soon under
way in earnest for South Africa. Cape Otway was the last glimpse we
had of the home land, and owing to the "Victorian" keeping well out
to sea, no more land was sighted until we were off the coast of
Madagascar.

As this was my first experience of a sea voyage, I fully
expected that a bout of sea-sickness would be part of the
programme, but such was not the case as far as I was concerned, and
when I saw scores of my comrades hanging limply over the side and
lying like dead men about the deck, I congratulated myself in the
words of the Pharisee, "Thank God I am not as other men are."
Everything on board was soon got into ship-shape order, and we
lived fairly well. A large quantity of fruit and butter bad been
sent on board as a gift for the use of the troops, and was greatly
appreciated as a welcome addition to the bill of fare.

My duties were to assist the regimental quartermaster-sergeant,
and superintend the distribution of the horse feed. This was stowed
in the hold, hoisted up daily, and portioned out to the different
squadrons. The horses were a splendid lot, and stood the voyage
remarkably well, only one dying during the trip.

When about three days at sea a batch of stowaways made their
appearance; they looked a motley and grimy crowd as they emerged
from the coal bunkers. They were paraded before the ship's captain,
who put them to work on the coal for the remainder of the voyage.
On arrival at Beira they joined the Mashonaland Mounted Police. A
little later we were paraded before the medical officers and
vaccinated; it affected some very badly, and for a time they were
quite incapable of doing any duty.

After about five days out I was agreeably surprised when I was
informed that I had been promoted to the rank of sergeant. I was
put in charge of a squad to instil into them the contents of the
"Red Book" on Infantry Drill. At times, when the boat gave a roll,
more turnings were gone through than were set down in the drill
book.
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It was now drill continuously all day and every day.
Sergeant-Major Oakes, of the Victorian Rangers, held a class of
instruction for non-commissioned officers every morning, and during
the day Lieut.-Colonel Kelly would read to us from the bridge
extracts from Queen's Regulations and Military Law, specially
impressing upon us those parts which referred to the first duty of
a soldier, "obedience to orders." Every Sunday church parade was
held on deck; the services were conducted by the Rev. Major Holden,
who accompanied us as far as Beira. Everyone had a good word for
the chaplain, who was always moving about among the men, providing
them with all kinds of books and writing material, and his many
kindnesses were greatly appreciated by all. He edited and published
a paper on board named "The A.I. Register," which was a great
success. The demand for copies was so large that the supply of
paper ran out, and publication ceased after the first issue.

Occasionally we would have a shooting competition between the
different squadrons; an empty box or fruit case would be dropped
overboard as a target, and when it was about 200 yards away we
would fire volleys at it. The results were watched by a party of
officers on the bridge, and points were awarded for the best
shooting. Almost every evening concerts were held on deck, a very
fine piano having been given for the use of the troops by the
Acting-Governor of Victoria, Sir John Madden. A phonograph was also
much in evidence, and at times a boxing contest would also be
indulged in.

When we began to steer north-west the weather became very hot,
and consequently trying for the troops, being almost unbearable day
and night. Beira Harbour was reached on the morning of 22nd May,
1900. The British gunboat "Partridge" came out and met us. We were
all very anxious to know how the war was going, as we had not heard
any news since leaving Melbourne. Mafeking had been relieved on the
17th, but there was still plenty to do. Pretoria had not then been
occupied.

We anchored in the harbour, opposite the town. The "Armenian,"
with the New South Wales contingent on board, had arrived a few
days before, and we were greeted with ringing cheers when we
dropped anchor alongside.

As there was no pier, everything had to be landed in lighters.
The horses were taken off in a kind of flat-bottomed barge 20 ft.
square; a tug boat would take it within a chain or so of the land,
and a team of Kaffirs would then wade in and seize hold of a rope
and haul it on to the beach. Owing to the harbour being full of
shipping, we had rather an exciting time on one of the lighters. In
dodging among the other boats, we got foul of an anchor chain, and
were cast adrift, starting off with the tide at a great rate. Our
tug-boat, while manoeuvring round to pick us up, was run into by
another tug. After much gesticulating and vociferating on the part
of the Portuguese captains, we were taken in tow again, and
eventually landed on the beach.

While we were waiting in the harbour, the "Manhattan" arrived
with the South Australian, West Australian, and Tasmanian
contingents; she afterwards returned to Durban and landed her
troops there. The 24th being the Queen's Birthday, there was a
great display of bunting in the bay. At night there were fireworks,
and a patriotic concert held on board. We sang "Boys of the Bulldog
Breed," "Tommy Atkins," and "God Save the Queen" till "lights
out."

After landing at Beira, we encamped about half a mile outside
the town, adjoining the Remount Depot, where over 2000 horses,
principally Hungarian ponies, were paddocked. These ponies were
real little beauties to look at, and many looked fit to win a
Melbourne Cup, but rather fine for remounts.

Beira is a wretched little place, built on a narrow ridge of
sand along the beach. The old part of the town is built principally
of galvanised iron, with here and there standing out prominently a
modern building of brick, roofed with red tiles. The streets are
usually ankle deep in loose sand; narrow tramways are laid down
along the streets, and townspeople and tradesmen have their own
private cars, which are pushed along by Kaffirs. These cars take
the place of vehicular traffic, cabs and rickshaws being
conspicuous by their absence. The cars are a motley collection.
Some are of very rude workmanship, pushed along by a couple of
dirty and almost naked Kaffirs, while others are of a more modern
and aristocratic type, being hooded and upholstered, and propelled
by as many as four gaily-dressed Kaffir boys. The railway (of 2-ft.
gauge) and trains were built on a miniature scale; it was quite
amusing to see them going along. Judging by the way the wheels went
round, the smoke and noise, one would think he was travelling at
least 60 miles an hour, when in reality he was travelling about
six.

At this time troops were being sent into Rhodesia, and the
Chartered Company was laying down a broad gauge in place of the
narrow gauge between Salisbury and Beira. The contractor had
completed it as far as Bamboo Creek, a malaria-stricken swamp 90
miles inland from Beira, and I wondered why the broader gauge was
not pushed on to Beira, as the traffic there had become very
congested. From credible information I learned that the contractors
were getting £1000 per day for taking the troops through the
Portuguese territory, and doubtless had their own time to do it
in.

It was scandalous that thousands of men, wholly unused to such a
climate, should be kept for months in such an unhealthy district,
where fever and dysentery were undermining the constitutions of
hundreds of them.

Several corps of Australian Bushmen had arrived at Beira just a
month before us, and had gone through to Marrandellas. Some time
after, the following article with reference to them was written and
published in an English journal:—

To say that they were extremely annoyed would be describing
their feelings too mildly.

They were very savage; they forgot themselves slightly, and
swore with force and originality. They cursed Rhodesia, they cursed
fate, they cursed their various Governments, but mostly they cursed
their Governments, for they are a very political people these
Australians, weaned on manifestoes and reared on Parliamentary
debates. They cursed their Governments, knowing by heart their
weaknesses, and ever ready to attribute the non-success of any
undertaking—be it political, social, or warlike—to the
dilatory action of certain members of the divers Cabinets.

"The Government ought never to have sent us up here at all," a
Queenslander spoke with great earnestness, "if they wanted us to
see any fighting. Got to Beira in April, now it's June,
and—"

They were "out of it." Pretoria was occupied. This was the news
which had spread the wave of pessimism over a little wayside camp
on the Bulawayoroad—a camp on the fringe of the long white
road, which wound south and dipped north.

The Sabakwe River trickled through the land, a stone's throw
from the white tilted waggons drawn tailboard to pole to form a
rough laager, and the heavy-eyed oxen stood knee-deep in its
sluggish waters.

North, or rather north-east, several nights away, was
Marrandellas. South of that, and far, was Beira, and it was two
months ago since they had left. Two months, and Mafeking had been
relieved, Johannesburg entered, Pretoria occupied. Therefore the
Bushmen, who dreamt not of Eland's River, and to whom Zeerust was a
name in a gazetteer, grew despondent.

"Do you think there is a chance of fighting, sir?"

I could not answer the Victorian who asked, nor did I have the
heart to reprove the Tasmanian who swore.

"Well," remarked the Queenslander, "all I can say is, that if we
don't see any fighting it will be a shame." He qualified shame. "We
didn't come out here to be piffled through this country." There was
an adjective before country. "If I wanted to admire scenery I'd
have stayed in Queensland. If I wanted gold I'd have gone to
Rockhampton. As for land, well, if any of you fellers want land
I'll sell you a run of 6000 acres of the best land in the
world."

They are peculiar, the men who are holding Eland's River; they
are not soldiers as we in London know soldiers; they don't like
shouldering arms by numbers, and they vote squad drill "damn
silly." They are poor marching men, for they have been used to
riding; they ride firmly, but not gracefully. The horses they
prefer are great, rough, upstanding brutes that buck themselves
into inverted V's when they are mounted, and stand on their hind
legs to express their joy. The Bushman will ride a horse for a
hundred miles without thinking it anything extraordinary, and bring
it in in good condition, but he cannot go for a couple of miles
without galloping the poor brute to death. He is very careful how
he feeds his mount, and would sooner go without food himself than
his dumb friend should be hungry, but it takes a
troop-sergeant-major and three corporals to make a Bushman groom
his horse.

They are very patient, these men; their training makes them so.
They have learnt to sit by waterholes and watch sheep, dividing
their time between week-old papers and day-old lambs. Politics
interest them; wars—ordinary every-day war that does not call
for their active interference—interest them; but the price of
wool interests them more than all these things. Russian famines
distress them, Indian plagues alarm them, but the blue staring sky
and the rain that comes not make lines round their eyes, and puts
grey into their beards.

They have got their own method of going out to fight, and that
method is as distinct from that of the regular Tommy as Tommy's is
foreign to the C.I.V. Tommy goes forth to battle in a workmanlike
manner. He seldom writes farewell letters, but grabs a hunk of
biscuit, gives his water-bottle a shake to see how much he has got,
buckles on his pouches and bayonet, and, with the instinct bred on
a dozen barrack squares, smooths the creases out of his stained
khaki jacket. Then he picks up his rifle and eyes it critically,
jerks back the bolt and squints up the barrel—Tommy, the
workman, is careful of his tools—pushes back the bolt,
mechanically snaps the trigger, fixes his helmet firmly on his
head, and steps out to join his company.

The C.I.V. when I knew him first was somewhat self-conscious.
His rifle was clean, his bandolier was ready to put on, his coat
was nicely rolled, his putties were evenly fixed; long before the
fall-in bugle sounded he was ready for parade—for he was very
keen. When the bugle sounded he picked up his rifle, not
carelessly, as did his brother of the line, but reverently and with
care. He adjusted his broad-brimmed hat, he patted his bayonet to
see if it was there, and went out to face the pock-marked trenches
with the proud consciousness that at the worst he would make a
picturesque casualty.

The Bushman knows his rifle as the city man knows his
walking-stick. He feels neither contempt nor awe for it. It is a
commercial asset, a domestic property. Perhaps he keeps his wife in
dresses by shooting kangaroos; perhaps he keeps himself in whisky
by tracking wallabies. His equipment is scanty. He has a bandolier,
perhaps a pouch, possibly a mess-tin, certainly a "billy." When the
parade-call goes he falls in with his fellows, and numbers off from
the right somewhat sheepishly. On parade he is a unit and has to do
as he's told, and he isn't quite used to submitting his will to
those of others in authority.
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