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    Foreword


    When I was approached by Boris Gorelik to write the foreword to this book I thought: great, I shall place Russia’s involvement in the Anglo-Boer War in perspective and explain why Russian volunteers participated in the war (and in such numbers). However, I was pleasantly surprised to find that Boris had written an exceptionally good introduction. Seldom have I come across an introduction that gives the context so well.


    Furthermore, Boris’s explanatory footnotes are a wonderful contribution, enhancing the quality of the publication. Boris might be correct that Yevgeny Avgustus was the best stylist among the Russian volunteers who wrote their experiences of the war, but he has added some flavour that makes this a magnificent read.


    We learn that Russians, unlike the Dutch or the Germans, had no links of kinship with the Boers, so the foundation of Boer-mania in Russia was mostly political and ideological. To them the Boers embodied nationalism and anti-imperialism. The Russian public admired the two small nations in a little-known part of the world who stood up against ‘perfidious Albion’ as Russians ‘might also do some day’.


    Boris points out that Avgustus saw the Anglo-Boer War as his chance to escape the routine of garrison life and ‘face the formidable, still unfamiliar phenomenon of war’. On 26 January 1900, Avgustus arrived in Pretoria with a number of Russian companions. From there he departed for the Natal front. Like other Russian volunteers who recorded their reminiscences, he recognised the flaws of the Boer military organisation, despite his admiration for the defenders of the republics’ independence. And like the others, he tended to criticise the foreign volunteers, even his own compatriots.


    Boris remarks that the reminiscences of Avgustus are ‘particularly lucid, engaging and evocative’. He quotes the historian RW Johnson, who calls Avgustus ‘a gifted writer’. Indeed, Boris decides, none of the other Russian witnesses of that war produced an account of such literary merit.


    The reminiscences of Avgustus have been touched upon in English by earlier writers on the Russian volunteers, particularly by Elisaveta Kandyba-Foxcroft in her book Russia and the Anglo-Boer War (1981), and by Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova, who quote long excerpts from his account in their The Russians and the Anglo-Boer War (1998).


    However, the text presented in this book is a reconstruction of accounts of the war from Avgustus’s book in 1902, as well as his articles in Russian newspapers and magazines between 1899 and 1902. Because Avgustus did not complete his war memoirs, Boris skilfully uses six of his texts, partly or in full, to reconstruct what can be considered his war memoirs.


    Perhaps Avgustus gives us his experience best in the words: ‘For six solid months I fought side by side with the Boers, lay with them in the trenches. Their blood and brains clotted my eyes when deadly shrapnel struck comrades close by. Together we endured all the deprivations and adversities of commando life; they shared their last rusks, their last sips of water with me, and I learnt to love and respect these stern and unfriendly looking, childishly good-natured, wholeheartedly courageous and profoundly religious men.’


    Avgustus’s first experience of battle in the war was at Vaalkrans between 5 and 7 February 1900 on the Tugela front. Of particular interest are the problems in forming a Russian corps. We take note of the leadership struggle between Alexey Ganetsky and Yevgeny Maximov, which in reality decided the fate of the Russian corps-to-be. The outcome is unfortunately not discussed by Avgustus, but in a very revealing piece Boris eloquently and dispassionately discusses the reasons why the Russian volunteers did not want to serve under Maximov.


    Avgustus served in the Johannesburg Police Commando from early May 1900 until the British occupation of Pretoria. He was wounded during the battle for the capital on 4–5 June and taken prisoner. Thanks to the intervention of the Russian attaché with the British troops, Colonel Pavel Stakhovich, Avgustus was released and allowed to return to his homeland in July 1900.


    Although parts of his memoirs appeared in Russian newspapers and even as a book, the longest version was published in the Varshavsky Voyenny Zhurnal (Warsaw Military Journal). The last instalment that came out in the Varshavsky Voyenny Zhurnal, in June 1902, ended with the phrase, ‘To be continued’. But there was no sequel.


    Boris then proceeds to give a vivid account of the rest of Avgustus’s life until his death in October 1914 in a battle against the Germans in the Great War.


    I have had much pleasure in reading this text. There is no doubt in my mind that it adds a great deal to our understanding of this enigmatic war from a very unusual angle.


    Fransjohan Pretorius


    Professor Emeritus


    Department of Historical and Heritage Studies


    University of Pretoria

  


  
    Introduction


    by Boris Gorelik


    The war between the British Empire and the two Boer republics (the Transvaal, or South African Republic, and the Orange Free State) is possibly the best-researched armed conflict in sub-Saharan Africa. Long seen as a ‘white man’s war’, the conflict is now understood as a battle between the British Empire and a South African community that comprised Afrikaner men and women, their black and coloured scouts, servants, labourers and tenants, and their families.1


    Apart from the combatants, civilians of various nationalities were involved in the hostilities and suffered from the scorched-earth and mass-internment policies of the British forces. While the South African War, also known as the Anglo-Boer War, has been ideologically important for Afrikaner nationalism and for the development of Afrikaner identity, modern historians have shown that this destructive conflict affected other South African peoples, the majority of the population.2


    But it would be wrong to assert that most inhabitants of South Africa were actively involved in that war or allied with either of the adversaries. Black people usually preferred to shun the confrontation and observe neutrality, though they could use the situation to their political or economic advantage. Editors of a book on social aspects of that conflict admit that, although they did their best to explore and emphasise the multiracial character of the war, ‘it nevertheless remains a pre-eminently Afrikaner struggle against British imperialism’.3


    The military historian Ian van der Waag suggests that future generations may regard this conflict as a war of South African unification.4 There is no sign of this yet. As Bill Nasson remarks, ‘the legacy of the war remains a sectional business’ in South Africa.5 For example, African nationalist historians tend to see it primarily as a colonial war waged by Europeans on appropriated African land over matters that had no relevance to Africans but led to their further dispossession and disenfranchisement. From this point of view, it was just ‘a domestic quarrel between the Boers and the British government and its two southern colonies of Natal and the Cape’.6 Moreover, the war is nearly absent in the collective memory of black South Africans.7


    Now that the political and ideological significance of the war in the deeply divided South African society has declined, its historical importance is no longer evident. That conflict is too often seen in South Africa as an internal matter, something that concerns only South Africans and possibly the British. But the South African War matters in global history. It was one of the few times when the world was closely watching developments in South Africa, and when its local events could have lasting consequences overseas. ‘From the American Civil War to the First World War, no conflict achieved greater attention in international opinion than the South African War,’ states Donal Lowry.8


    The United States and continental Europe rooted for the two small nations in Africa that challenged the largest empire in the world and defied it for three years. To overpower the burghers, the British carried out their biggest military mobilisation since the Napoleonic Wars both at home and in the colonies.9


    For the outside world, ‘the South African War was much more than a colonial war writ large’.10 It was the beginning of the end of British imperialism, and the first modern war. It demonstrated the emerging power of international mass media. It excited the imagination of millions of people in Europe and North America, kindled their Anglophobia and inspired mass pro-Boer movements and war volunteering.11 Imperialists projected onto the Boers their own desire to confront their British rivals. Nationalists and anti-imperialists saw in the Boer republics an example of valiant resistance to foreign domination. Anti-capitalists praised the Boers’ ‘indifference to gold’.


    The conflict captured the attention of people on several continents, not least in countries with no colonial interests in Africa. The burgher resistance impressed Jawaharlal Nehru, the future first prime minister of independent India, and Sun Yat-sen, the future leader of the anti-monarchist revolution in China.12 Military agents from abroad hurried to South Africa to learn about new methods of warfare. Young foreign officers volunteered for the burgher armies to see action for the first time in their lives. Men and women of letters discussed the South African War in the context of the situation in their home countries. People outside South Africa followed the war for reasons that often had no direct relation to the future of the Boer republics or British colonialism.
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    Fraternity Cup, encrusted with precious stones, a Russian gift to the Boers.
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    Fraternity Cup (detail).


    Boers become Russian heroes


    Before the outbreak of the South African War, the Russian public had shown no particular interest in South Africa. Russian trade with the Cape, Natal and the Boer republics was negligible; Russian goods usually reached South Africa through European intermediaries. Most immigrants from the Russian Empire were Jewish, not ethnic Russian, and the government in Saint Petersburg had little time for them. Besides, Russia had no plans to acquire colonial possessions in southern Africa.


    Russian people’s ideas of the Cape Colony and the Boer republics had been formed mostly by tales of discovery and derring-do, such as in novels by Henry Rider Haggard or Thomas Mayne Reid, or Jules Verne’s The Adventures of Three Englishmen and Three Russians in South Africa. As a visitor from Russia had noted half a century earlier, South Africa was ‘an entirely different world’.13


    However, the South African War agitated the public in Russia, as it did people across Europe. As Donal Lowry notes, there had not been ‘such international interest in the “moral” issues of a distant war since Garibaldi’s South American campaigns and the American Civil War’.14


    Most European countries had their pro-Boer movements, and Russia was no exception.15 At the turn of the 20th century, European perceptions of the Boers were romanticised and deeply emotional.16 Even monarchists and Pan-Slavists found much to love about the two republics: they admired Boer conservatism and religiosity, and also liked the burghers’ tendency towards collective decision-making, which reminded them of the similar tradition in Russian villages. Russian journalists closely observed the events of the war and portrayed the Boers as modest, devout and patriotic peasants confronting a greedy, cynical and aggressive capitalist power.


    Valentin Katayev, a prominent Russian novelist who was a boy during the war, recounted that the affection of his compatriots for the burghers was irrational. As a child, he hated the British and loved the residents of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State ‘because the Boers were simple hardworking people of modest means who loved their African country, the Transvaal. And the rich and cruel English wanted to capture their country and to turn it into their colony and the Boers into their slaves, or something like that.’17


    Russians, unlike the Dutch, the French or the Germans, had no links of kinship with the Boers, so the foundation of Boer-mania in Russia was mostly political and ideological. To international audiences, the burghers embodied nationalism and anti-imperialism.18 In the expansionist Russian Empire, which was vying with the British Empire for domination in Central Asia, the anti-British kind of anti-imperialism was welcomed. The Russian public believed that Britain was their country’s most insidious rival. They admired the two small nations in a little-known (to Russians) part of the world who stood up against ‘perfidious Albion’ as Russians might also do some day.
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    A Russian poster containing the lyrics of the song ‘Transvaal, Transvaal’ (1900s).


    In Russia, streets were renamed after Boer generals. Services in honour of President Kruger were held in Russian churches. Orchestras played the national anthem of the Transvaal. In pubs and restaurants, patrons had heated arguments about the war. Circuses capitalised on the popularity of the Boers by launching special revues. Writings by burgher leaders were published in Russian, and dozens of pro-Boer pamphlets, articles, essays and brochures came out in various cities. A pro-Boer folk song, ‘Transvaal, Transvaal, my country’, emerged in those years. Russian churches raised funds for burgher civilians. Expensive presents, such as an enormous porphyry vase dedicated to General Piet Cronjé, subscribed to by 70 000 donors, were sent to Pretoria. Some of the foremost Russian writers, philosophers and public figures, such as Leo Tolstoy, Alexander Kuprin and Vasily Rozanov, spoke out in support of the Boer resistance.


    Russian volunteers on the republican side


    When covering the conflict, none of the major Russian newspapers, representing a wide spectrum of political opinion – from socialists to ultra-nationalists – supported Britain’s goals and actions in South Africa.19 But the Russian government, like governments of the other Great Powers, were guided by realpolitik, not by the popular sympathy with the Boer republics.20 Although Tsar Nicholas II toyed with the idea of moving his troops towards the Afghan border and threatening the British Raj in India to force Britain to send reinforcements to Central Asia instead of to South Africa, he never did so. When British Intelligence learnt about the rumours that Russian troops were being mobilised in Turkestan in early 1900, the Russian War Minister promptly allowed a British military attaché to inspect the area and satisfy himself that Russia was not preparing an invasion.21


    After preliminary negotiations with Germany and France in October and November 1899 on joint representations to Britain, the Tsar, the initiator of the Hague Peace Conference, did almost nothing to bring peace to South Africa.22 Public opinion favoured intervention, but the Russian government consistently avoided both antagonising Britain and rendering material aid to the Boer republics.


    Assistance was provided only by Russian individuals and non-governmental organisations. Two Russian ambulances operated in the republics in 1900. The Russian Red Cross sent over 30 doctors, nurses and other medical personnel to the Boers. During their half a year in Africa, the Red Cross ambulance attended to more than 7 000 patients.23 The staff of the Russo-Dutch Ambulance, including eight Russian doctors and nurses, was financed by the donations that were sent in from across the country after an appeal by the Dutch congregation in Saint Petersburg.


    The only military men that the Russian government sent to South Africa were military attachés and unofficial observers. Meanwhile, from the outset of the war, hundreds, if not thousands, of Russians of various ages and social groups, with or without military experience, wanted to fight for the Boers.


    Throughout the 19th century, individual Russian volunteers fought in military conflicts outside their homeland, for example during the Greek War of Independence (1821), Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871), American Civil War (1861–1865), Italo-Ethiopian War (1887–1889), Cuban War of Independence (1895–1898) and War of the Pacific (1879–1884). Russian voluntarism in external conflicts became a mass movement only in the mid-1870s, during the series of rebellions of Slavic peoples in the Balkans against Ottoman rule.


    The popular ideology of Pan-Slavism called on Russia to help secure the liberation of Slavic peoples in Bulgaria, Bosnia, Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia from the domination of an Islamic power. It inspired more than 4 000 Russian soldiers and medical personnel to take part in that struggle as volunteers.24 Russian officers and other ranks joined rebel units and teams in the Herzegovina uprising (1875–1877) and Serbian army units during the Serbian Wars for Independence (1876–1878).


    In the South African War, the involvement of Russian volunteers was about 20 times smaller than it was during the Balkan Wars of the 1870s, and much shorter. The Transvaal was much further from Russia than Bosnia or Serbia, which is why fewer volunteers could afford to travel there. Besides, the Russian government had adopted an ambiguous attitude towards the Boer republics. While it tolerated pro-Boer public sentiments, it did not expressly endorse military involvement in defence of the republics, including allowing retired soldiers of various ranks to travel to South Africa as volunteers. In the 1870s, Russian Pan-Slavic organisations recruited hundreds of military volunteers and dispatched them to the Balkans. The Tsar declared that Russian officers who retired so that they could fight against the Turks would be, on their return from Serbia, readmitted by their regiments, with the time of their absence regarded as active service.25 But during the South African War, Russian military volunteers were given no such guarantees.


    One or two small groups of Russian volunteers came to the Transvaal with funding from their wealthy compatriots. Other Russian men arranged their journey to South Africa at their own expense. Young officers from the Russian Empire, which had not waged a full-scale war for almost two decades, resigned or took a long leave to be able to escape from the routine and gain practical experience of modern warfare. The British Empire, it was thought, could soon start a war against Russia, and they wanted to be prepared for it.


    Their contribution


    ‘Of all the foreign contingents in the Transvaal the Russian was the most serious, the most scientific, the best equipped’, remarked the Daily Mail correspondent with the burgher forces. ‘It cared little for the justification of the Boer, but it cared much for the experience to be gained of actual warfare, and that in battle against the British.’26


    Still, their air of pragmatism was misleading. Russian officers were also encouraged by the romanticism of pro-Boer propaganda, which presented the South African War as a conflict in which the weaker side required international assistance, similar to the Balkan uprisings and the Serbo-Turkish War of the 1870s.27 The highest-ranking Russian volunteer on the republican side, Lieutenant Colonel Yevgeny Maximov, had participated in those conflicts and applied that experience in South Africa.


    According to Lieutenant Colonel Vasily Gurko, the Russian attaché with the burgher armies, the Russian volunteers who came especially to fight on the Boer side were inspired by the ‘freedom struggle of the unjustly oppressed people’. At the same, he continued, some of them ‘perhaps hoped to acquire on the cheap the halo of a hero, a fighter for the righteous cause, and to occupy prominent positions among the leaders of military operations. Most of them expected to become officers in the Boer troops without having the slightest idea about their organisation.’28


    Burghers tended to distrust or even despise foreign volunteers, seeing them as a nuisance.29 Nevertheless, several Russian volunteers received officers’ ranks on commando. Maximov was elected vecht-generaal [fighting general] for his distinguished service. At least five Russian officers lost their lives fighting for the republican cause. Four of them were members of guerrilla units.30


    Some Russians stayed with the burghers after June 1900, when most of the international volunteers left South Africa.


    The total number of foreign volunteers with the Boer forces did not exceed 4 000. Most of them were immigrants who had settled in the republics before the war.31 Their participation, as well as their articles, reports and diaries, helped to keep the South African War at the forefront of public consciousness in their home countries. The volunteer combatants and medical personnel represented Russia’s only involvement in that conflict. Thanks to them, battles on the opposite side of the globe, outside the Russian sphere of influence, became a concern of the Russian public.


    The republican armies did not gather statistics on foreign volunteers. Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova, in their seminal study of the Russian participation in the war, were only able quote the figure from a book by Howard Clement Hillegas, a correspondent for the New York World. Citing the estimates by British and American reporters in South Africa, ‘who had good opportunities of forming as nearly a correct idea as anyone’, Hillegas stated that there were 225 Russian subjects in military units on the republican side.32 It is not clear how the unnamed journalists arrived at that number. During the war, various estimates appeared in the British press. For instance, The Times of London reported in April 1900 that there were 300 Russians fighting with the Boers. Other British papers estimated that over 400 Russian volunteers were serving in burgher commandos.33 These appraisals probably took into account not only the Russian combatants who arrived in South Africa during the war but also the personnel of the Russian ambulances, as well as at least some of the immigrants from the Russian Empire who resided in the republics before the outbreak of hostilities.34 Besides, volunteers from other Slavic countries, particularly Bulgarians, were likely to be regarded as Russians.35


    Several Russian volunteers made a name for themselves in their country after their return from the South African War. Alexander Guchkov became President of the Lower House of the Russian legislature and, later, War Minister. Vladimir Semyonov was the chief government architect of Moscow in the 1930s. Nicolai Popov, with his diploma from the Wright Brothers aviation school, was one of Russia’s first pilots.


    Then, there were Russian memoirists, who are best remembered for chronicling their participation in that war. Among the Russian combatants in the South African War, Second Lieutenant Yevgeny Avgustus was the most talented writer.
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    Yevgeny Avgustus with his scouts in Biysk, Siberia, on their return from a 4-month expedition to northern Mongolia (1908).


    Yevgeny’s career before the war


    The historian Ēriks Jēkabsons of the University of Latvia in Riga discovered that although Yevgeny’s surname had a Germanic root, he was not a German. After diligent research at the Latvian State Historical Archives, Jēkabsons established that he was a Latvian and that his original surname was Augusts. Yevgeny changed it to ‘Avgustus’ after he joined up to make it more manageable for his Russian colleagues. Moreover, his Christian name was also probably different: ‘Yevgeny’ is the Russian equivalent of ‘Eugene’. The Latvian form would be ‘Eižens’, but this was too fancy, for Latvian peasants only started giving this name to their children decades later.36


    From his record of service and other documents preserved by the Russian State Archive of Military History, we know that he was born to a peasant family in the Courland Governorate, which is now part of Latvia, on 17 December 1874.37 But Jēkabsons also found a marriage record of Yevgeny’s parents in the Lutheran parish of Bāta, a village in the western part of Courland, not far from the city of Libau (today Liepāja). Both his father, Kristaps, and his mother, Līna, were Latvian peasants working on leased land. By the time Yevgeny turned two, the family had moved to Dünaburg (the present Daugavpils), the second-largest city in the province and an industrial, commercial and railway hub of the Russian Empire. His father was employed by the railway, managing cargoes at the Dünaburg station.38 Still, the family continued to be officially regarded as peasant because of their origin.


    For five years, Avgustus studied at the Dünaburg Secondary School (realnoye uchlishtshe), which was the most prestigious educational institution in that part of Courland. It admitted pupils of all creeds and social classes, including Lutheran peasants such as Avgustus. What would proud parents not do to see their son in the school’s grey, white-buttoned uniform? If the boy succeeded, he could enrol at a university to study physics, mathematics or medicine.


    But Avgustus dropped out just before the final year. This could not be because he had decided to become a soldier: a qualification from his school would have given him advantages in military service, speeding his promotion and enabling him to matriculate at a military academy. Perhaps Yevgeny was dismissed for failure, or perhaps his father could no longer afford the high school fees.


    In 1892, he enlisted as a volunteer and joined an infantry regiment stationed in Dvinsk. He wanted to be a commissioned officer, which was possible only after graduation from a military college. Avgustus went to Vilna (Vilnius, now the capital of Lithuania) to study at the local Infantry Cadet School. In 1896, he passed his final exams with distinction.39


    Yet, before leaving, Avgustus took a step that could have far-reaching consequences for his career: he converted from Lutheranism to Orthodoxy, becoming a member of the established church of the Russian Empire. His Latvian name was changed to the Russian one, Yevgeny. In his published writings, he did not even hint at his Latvian ancestry, always presenting himself as a Russian nationalist, monarchist and imperialist.


    Because of his excellent performance at the military college, Avgustus was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the 189th Belgoray Infantry Reserve Regiment soon after his graduation. The unit was stationed in the Warsaw Military District in Poland, then part of the Russian Empire. The region was known as the ‘Advanced Theatre’ because of its proximity to the western border.40 The district was meant to be at the forefront in a defensive war against Germany or Austria-Hungary.


    This could sound exciting to a young officer, but Avgustus found out that none of those countries were of a mind to invade the Russian Empire. Avgustus recounted later how his ‘grey, monotonous life of an army officer began: the drumming, the hoarse shouting of warrant officers on the parade grounds of the barracks, the evening dances, the cards and vodka at the officers’ club, the drab guardhouse, the exercises and marches, and marches and exercises. A gloomy, tedious living, when my service was reduced to keeping my record unblemished.’41


    From Warsaw to Pretoria


    Three years went by, and the South African War started. Avgustus saw it as his chance to escape the routine and ‘face the formidable, still unfamiliar phenomenon of war’.42 He and another officer from his regiment, Second Lieutenant Leonid Pokrowsky, decided to travel to the Transvaal, enlist with the burgher forces and, for the first time in their lives, take part in combat.


    According to Pokrowsky, Russian officers went to South Africa as volunteers ‘to see action, experience grave danger, toughen themselves up to be ready when needed by their country, and, above all, learn through practice the work, the art which every soldier has devoted his life to’.43 Pokrowsky accomplished more than that. He stayed with the Boers far longer than did other Russian volunteers. After fighting with Danie Theron’s Reconnaissance Corps and Camillo Ricchiardi’s Italian corps, he was promoted to captain. In an engagement at Utrecht, Pokrowsky was severely injured, and he died the next day, on 25 December 1900. (His name appears on a plaque at a memorial to the fallen members of the Utrecht Commando in the town’s Dutch Reformed Church.)
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    Second Lieutenant Leonid Pokrowsky, a Russian volunteer and Avgustus’s travelling companion.


    The two young officers could not afford to pay for their passage from Warsaw to Pretoria and for their maintenance en route. They borrowed the money, took unpaid leave and departed from Warsaw in early December 1899, less than two months after the beginning of the hostilities in South Africa. The crowd who saw them off at the railway station staged an anti-British rally. The news of their departure even reached the English press.44


    Both officers were commissioned by Russian papers to submit their reports from the voyage. Always a loyalist, the 25-year-old Avgustus contributed to the main government newspaper in Poland, the bilingual Varshavsky Dnevnik/Dziennik Warszawski, as well as to the Novoye Vremya, a popular Saint Petersburg broadsheet that was infamous for its anti-Semitic disposition and scathing criticism of the avant-garde. Avgustus sent his first articles to them from Brussels a few days after his departure. He wrote his last reports in Pretoria and dispatched them shortly before going to war.


    They travelled overland to Marseilles where they boarded a French steamer, proceeding to Lourenço Marques (today Maputo). On the way, they were joined by other Russian volunteers, who became Avgustus’s comrades-in-arms in South Africa: Praporshchik (warrant officer) Alexey Diatroptov, Lieutenant Fyodor Guchkov and Second Lieutenant Vasily Nikitin. Other compatriots travelling on the same ship included the personnel of the Russian Red Cross ambulance and the Russian attaché on the republican side, Lieutenant Colonel Vasily Gurko.


    Avgustus and Pokrowsky were nearly destitute. They counted on remuneration for their articles, but most of all they hoped for command positions in the burgher units. In Brussels, they had an appointment with Willem Leyds, the South African Republic’s consul general accredited in Russia. The two second lieutenants claimed that the diplomat had assured them that they would be made majors in the Transvaal.45 It sounded reasonable because, during the Serbian Wars for Independence, Russian officer volunteers were often appointed commanders of battalions or companies on their arrival in the Balkans.


    But it was not the case in South Africa. On 26 January 1900, Avgustus and his companions arrived in Pretoria, only to realise that they would not be offered an officer’s rank.


    ‘It was rather comical to see the long faces of some officers when they learnt that the Boers did not need their expertise in tactics, regulations, digging in and shooting techniques,’ noted Avgustus in an article from Pretoria. ‘Of course, the future did not seem bright when they had to take off their golden epaulettes, get a cartridge bag and a flask and join up as rank and file … My compatriot [Pokrowsky?] was more disappointed than others when his last hope of serving in the headquarters burst like a soap bubble. I had to listen to a barrage of complaints about the misfortune that he had to leave his regiment, where he used to be an aide-de-camp and commander of a training team, while the Boers did not even care that he had taken a course in sapping and could build impassable artificial obstacles.’46


    Not getting an officer’s rank did not dampen Avgustus’s enthusiasm or his willingness to participate in the war. The young Russian officer would eventually see how fortune favoured the Boers and how it abandoned them. Avgustus was sent to the Natal front towards the end of the conventional phase of the war, which was characterised by pitched battles. He took part in the Battle of the Tugela Heights (14–27 February). He also witnessed the transitional phase of the war, which began in March 1900 when burgher units tended to avoid direct confrontation with the numerically superior British troops and pursued tactical rather than strategic objectives.47


    Avgustus first saw action as a member of the Krugersdorp Commando in Natal. The British managed to relieve Ladysmith on 28 February after a series of engagements that came to be known as the Battle of the Tugela Heights. The republican troops, including Avgustus and his Russian companions, retreated towards Glencoe.


    Yevgeny Avgustus was a founding member of the Russian corps, witnessed the formation of General George de Villebois-Mareuil’s international legion, conducted reconnaissance under General Philip Botha in the Free State and fought with the Johannesburg Police Commando until the fall of Pretoria in early June.


    Why this memoir matters


    Memoirs of foreign volunteers remind us of the link between the war and internationalism. Such accounts were written by strangers to South Africa who did not plan to make it their home and looked at the situation around them as outsiders. In the republican forces, they mostly served as rank and file, so their life on commando was similar to that of most burgher combatants.


    Their views allow us to see the conflict from another angle and with a wider frame of reference. In other words, we can move from national to transnational history and recognise that the South African War offers insight into things that mattered to people around the world. These reminiscences give us a chance to read about the military side of life on commando as experienced by those who did not have to go to war and endure hardship without pay, and sometimes get crippled or spend years in British captivity, or even be killed. But they all did it for their own reasons.


    Russian first-hand accounts can easily be overlooked in the historiography of the South African War. The contribution of Russian volunteers to the military effort was comparatively small. Most of them had returned to Russia by the time the British formally occupied the entire territory of today’s South Africa and the guerrilla phase of the war began, which is why none of them wrote a memoir of such scope as Deneys Reitz’s Commando.


    But Russian memoirs set the war in a broader context. They reveal the perceptions of a nation that harboured no colonial ambitions in Africa. The discovery of diamond and gold deposits and the mass migration of Jews from the Russian Empire to the Cape and the Transvaal led to the establishment of diplomatic relations between Russia and the South African Republic. However, the Russian government did not seem to have clearly defined political or economic objectives in that part of the world. To Russian volunteers, it was a strange land, alluring but often hard to get used to.


    While Russia had no direct political interest in South Africa, anti-British sentiment prevailed in the country. The Russian volunteers arrived in the Transvaal to support the Boer republics. Their strong prejudice against the British is evident in their reminiscences. Still, they were reluctant to vilify British soldiers. They recognised the flaws of the Boer military organisation despite their admiration for the defenders of republican independence. They also tended to criticise other foreign volunteers, even their own compatriots.


    Comparatively few Russian accounts of the war have appeared in English. Such publications include abridged translations of reports by Russian military observers; memoirs by health professionals who worked for the Russian ambulances on the Boer side; and a possibly fictitious story of a woman who travelled to the Transvaal in men’s clothes to find her husband, a Russian volunteer.48 These accounts contribute to our knowledge of various aspects of this war, including the Russian involvement. However, by and large, their value is largely historical. They have an appeal for the scholar but not for the general reader.


    The reminiscences of Yevgeny Avgustus are particularly lucid, engaging and evocative. Prominent South African journalist and historian RW Johnson calls him ‘a gifted writer’.49 Indeed, none of the other Russian witnesses to the war produced an account of such literary merit. His realistic portrayal of human frailty, courage and fortitude in the face of mortal danger also happens to be the longest record of the South African War by a Russian combatant.


    ‘Augustus was in the unique position of relating the experiences of the usually silent category of “rank and file soldiers” in this war because he was in the Boer army as a soldier, not an officer, but at the same time was a man of letters, capable of relating his emotions and feelings,’ note Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova in their seminal study of the Russian involvement in the South African War.50


    Even though Avgustus served with the rank and file, he was still a Russian officer. Unlike his fellow combatants, while he obeyed orders, he always tried to deduce the logic of his commanders’ decisions. His comments on Boer objectives, manoeuvres and battle plans were based on the military education and training that he had received at home.


    Unlike military leaders and government officials, whose war reminiscences were often stilted, Avgustus was not constrained by political considerations. He concealed the identity of his Russian brothers-in-arms behind initials, so that he could write about their actions and opinions without compromising their reputations at home. Apart from that, he does not seem to have obscured or intentionally distorted important facts.


    Volunteer accounts are usually chronicles, descriptions of events in a chronological order. But Avgustus offers both keen observation and thoughtful introspection. His narrative is a series of paintings rather than snapshots. History comes alive as you immerse yourself in this memoir.


    Avgustus takes us along on his journey from Europe to southern Africa. Thanks to the immediacy of his writing, we can almost feel his trepidation and excitement as he approaches the battlefield for the first time. His personal, sometimes even intimate, reminiscences demonstrate how an idealistic military officer who had never seen action became hardened, almost oblivious to the death and the gore.


    His eyewitness account can be read also as a vivid depiction of the absurdities, trauma and evil attraction of any war. His stories, told in a simple, hard-headed, sometimes humorous manner, prompt the reader to ruminate on the nature of combat. In the best parts of his memoir, the events as interpreted by Avgustus acquire a universal character. It is a story of a man at war, one of the most terrifying situations that he can face.
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    ‘England’s war with the Boers’, a Russian poster (1900).


    His reminiscences reveal that armed conflict can appal and fascinate at the same time. We begin to understand why people are thrilled by the thought of standing up against an overwhelming force, like a surfer riding a wave in a raging storm. We begin to see why people crossed a hemisphere to fight in somebody else’s war. This account rises above the chronicles and recounting of minutiae. Avgustus speaks to us through the years because his stories of wartime chaos pivot on the typical and the perennial.






  
    Editor’s note


    The reminiscences of Yevgeny Avgustus were first introduced to South African readers by Elisaveta Kandyba-Foxcroft, the founder of the Department of Russian at the University of South Africa, in her book Russia and the Anglo-Boer War (1981). Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova quoted long excerpts from Avgustus’s account in The Russians and the Anglo-Boer War (1998). I translated an abridged version of the memoir that was brought out by the South African Military History Society in 2016.1


    This edition is the first book of combat memoirs of the South African War by a Russian volunteer published outside Russia. It complements the research into Russian involvement in the South African War that has been carried out at the Institute for African Studies, Russian Academy of Sciences, since the 1990s.2


    The text presented in this book is a reconstruction. It comprises accounts of the war by Yevgeny Avgustus which appeared in his book of 1902, as well as in Russian newspapers and magazines in 1899–1902.3 The selections are arranged chronologically in a coherent narrative, from his departure for South Africa in December 1899 until the formation of the Russian corps and their departure for Natal in March 1900. The transitions between the sources (including sections appearing in subsequent issues of the same publication) are marked with the symbol ♦.


    For this edition, which is aimed at a general readership, the editor has divided the memoir into chapters. The original instalments of the memoir published between 1900 and 1902 did not contain chapter titles; they were only numbered. However, for this edition the editor introduced chapter titles.


    Several texts have been trimmed for inclusion in the present volume to eliminate repetitions and long passages unrelated to the South African War. Descriptions of military operations in which Avgustus did not participate as well as his tactical and strategic discussions based on information that he learnt from literature on his return from the war have also been omitted. For this reason, I have excluded his often-cited description of the Battle of Spion Kop, which could not be an eyewitness account because Avgustus joined the Boer troops after the battle had ended.4 These deletions are indicated by an ellipsis (…) in the text.


    Misspellings in place and personal names, and in foreign words in the original texts, have been corrected in the English translation whenever possible. The surnames of Avgustus’s companions, which he concealed behind initials for original publication, have been spelt out in this edition (except one, which is still unidentified). The surnames were first revealed by Davidson and Filatova.5


    In some instances, Avgustus uses racial and other terms that are now considered inappropriate or offensive. They have been retained in the translation for the sake of historical accuracy. The attitudes of Russian visitors to South Africa were often determined by colonial stereotypes, and the author refers to the peoples of South Africa as they were known to European settlers at the time. In the interests of authenticity, this volume retains passages that reveal his racial prejudices.


    The original Russian text was translated into English by Lucas Venter especially for this edition.


    The notes contain information on people, places and events referred to by the memoirist. Full bibliographical details of works mentioned in the notes are provided at the end of the volume.






  
    A combat memoir of the Anglo-Boer War
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    Yevgeny Avgustus 


    A combat memoir of the Anglo-Boer War


    1899–1900


     – Kléber1


    To Pavel Stakhovich2

  


  
    
Chapter 1



    A farewell to Russia


    In a brochure published abroad, Count Leo Tolstoy likens the Anglo-Boer War to a tavern brawl fought by drunken apprentices.3 In the eyes of the staunch preacher of non-resistance to evil, the valiant Boer nation committed a grave offence when it fearlessly took up the challenge hurled at it by the mighty ‘Mistress of the Seas’ and resolved to defend to the last drop of blood its sacred principles and its historic right to exist.


    Another Russian sage, Mr Menshikov, has adopted an even more unforgiving stance towards the Boer people.4 ‘The reason for the war’, he writes in an article, ‘is that the English asked the Boers for citizenship rights, nothing more. Yet it is written that if any man wishes to take away your coat, let him have your cloak also, and had the pious Boers but slightly possessed the wisdom of this law, we would not presently be witnessing the crime of suicide or the crime of murder being committed. Instead of war, they would still have had peace, the lives of all the fallen and at least some modicum of material power. Had the Boers, instead of fighting, made all the concessions required of them by Christian conscience, both republics would have been saved and poor old Kruger5 could have lived out his old age in peace, free from all the hatred and curses showered upon him by the bereaved families of Boer and Brit alike. But no, old Kruger wanted war. Intoxicated by power and wealth, and ignorant of the forces at work in the world, the old man went and bought European instruments of death, cannons and cartridges in enormous quantities, proclaiming that to his best knowledge God was on the Boers’ side; that war was a necessity. The result has been shame, despair, doom, ruin, captivity, craven retreat and a bloodstained conscience.’


    Why did Mr Menshikov not ask himself why the British had laid their hands first on the Boers’ coat and then on their cloak? Why should only the Boers be guided by the promptings of Christian conscience? What about the British, who are, incidentally, so proud of their notorious Bible Society? Mr Menshikov’s attempt to portray President Kruger as the culprit for the war is not lacking in wit, and yet he completely ignores the existence of all the Chamberlains and Co, passes over in silence the true reasons behind this struggle for life and death between nations and, without the least embarrassment, attributes the war to the personal whims of a senile old man.


    Similar opinions, characterised more by originality than by depth of thought, have been expressed about the support enjoyed by the Boers since the outbreak of war. We sympathise with the Boers, some say, not because their cause is just and law and justice are on their side, but merely because of the excitement, like at a bullfight, elicited by the breathtaking spectacle of war that has unfolded before us, and by the need to pick a side to support. The spectacle of war playing out before us is so excruciating, and yet so agreeable, that we fret and tremble as though experiencing the sensations of battle for ourselves. Indeed, the Boers knew full well that they were on centre stage and that the entire world was watching them as if they were gladiators from Ancient Rome, and this realisation encouraged them, spurred them on and ultimately led to their downfall.


    But this does not explain the universal outpouring of heartfelt sympathy for the Boers. Rather, these feelings were born from the lofty and unshakeable courage with which this nation went to its death and destruction for the sake of freedom and independence. These astonishing exemplars of steadfastness and forbearance have had a striking impact on European society, and among our people too, as crushed and sullied as we have been by our petty interests and everyday concerns, the Boers have aroused the noblest human feelings: a sense of justice, a sense of indignation in the face of violence and a willingness for self-sacrifice. And thus it was that hundreds of volunteers from all countries and nations sealed this willingness with their own blood. They did not fight, suffer and die for honour, money or glory, and yet their pale bones now lie scattered in the mountains and plains of the Transvaal or rest beneath a layer of silt at the bottom of the turbid Tugela or the Modder River.


    For six solid months I fought side by side with the Boers, lay with them in the trenches. Their blood and brains clotted my eyes when deadly shrapnel struck comrades close by. Together we endured all the deprivations and adversities of commando life; they shared their last rusks, their last sips of water with me, and I learnt to love and respect these stern and unfriendly looking, childishly good-natured, wholeheartedly courageous and profoundly religious men.
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    The personnel of the Russo-Dutch Ambulance with their patients in Kroonstad, March 1900.


    When I returned to my homeland from English captivity, I often had to hear comments from some volunteers, and especially from the Red Cross doctors who had been in the Transvaal,6 accusing the Boers of ingratitude and inhospitality to foreigners, and even of cowardice. Woe to the vanquished! For instance, some doctors reported that Boers had inflicted injuries upon themselves, even cut off their own fingers, in order that they might escape from their commandos, lie about in hospitals and wander back to their farms. These venerable adepts of Hippocrates take it upon themselves to judge an entire nation because of a handful of cowardly scoundrels. They forget the throng of unsung heroes who spent their days and nights in trenches to the sound of whistling bullets and screaming grenades, languishing from hunger and thirst, and dying from festering wounds far from any well-equipped hospitals.


    As for the disgruntled foreign volunteers, these gentlemen forget that a nation writhing in the throes of death may have more on its mind than arranging galas and cheering crowds for its self-appointed saviours or decorating them with all sorts of ranks and medals. Frankly speaking, it is important to realise that not all the volunteers were idealists of the first water; many were simply drawn to the war by expectations of financial gain or a chance to give free rein to their ill-concealed instincts for thieving and looting. And so it was that men of sincere conviction, men of passion, laid down their lives, while the nimbler, more eagle-eyed ones filled their pockets with ringing Kruger and Victoria sovereigns and made it back to Europe in the nick of time, all resplendent in their tawdry laurels of ‘Transvaal heroes’. …


    ♦


    December 1899, two months after the outbreak of war


    Outside the carriage window, snowflakes flickered in a frantic dance. The sparks from the locomotive flared up and faded while the wheels of the carriages thumped and clattered rhythmically, as though drumming out the beat of some strange and unfamiliar melody. The carriage was warm and cosy inside. My frazzled nerves were gradually simmering down as fragmentary recollections of the last days before my departure rushed through my mind.


    I had experienced and lived through much. There had been much hassle and fuss to obtain all the necessary papers and legal permits. I had to listen to ridicule, advice and entreaties not to leave for the ends of the earth, but to throw this mad idea out of my head, stay home and stick to faithful army service. Grey-haired, worldly-wise men shrugged ironically and told me that it would be unforgivable to put my life, my secure position and my future on the line for the sake of devotion to a romantic idea more worthy of a schoolboy whose head has been filled with the novels of Mayne Reid or Gustave Aimard.7 I heard them out respectfully, agreed with them that my decision was truly unwise, even dangerous; and yet, since there was no law against it, why should I not go?


    I travelled with a friend who fully shared my views.8


    Why is it that any impulse, any passion for some abstraction is only good [illegible] or is met with condemnation, ridicule or incomprehension in our country? Why is the desire to join the Boers as they fight by force of arms for their freedom and very existence seen as strange, somehow quixotic?


    Why is it strange for a man who cannot find any application for his energy at home to go off in search of another field of activity if the close confines of everyday life oppress him? Is it better if an excess of the exuberant force of youth, experienced only once in life, is spent on revelries, senseless orgies and the like? It is doubly commendable.


    Finally, what soldier will not shiver like a war horse at the mere news that somewhere in the south of Africa cannons are thundering, bullets are whistling and blood is flowing like a river, that there is an opportunity to smell gunpowder not on the training ground, on the shooting range or on manoeuvres against a mock foe, but in the open field where valiant Boers struggle for their lives in mortal combat?


    And now the hour of parting had arrived. Fellow officers from different regiments, family acquaintances and lady friends were gathered at the station.


    Ordinary soldiers from my company stood bunched together on the platform to bid a last farewell to their commanding officer.


    ‘Take us with you, sir!’ a lean and handsome corporal asked me, with tears in his eyes.


    And now, at last, we were on our way. We crossed the border late into the night. Instead of a friendly ‘Proszę pana’ [Please, sir] we heard a menacing ‘Bitte, Herr’, and the blue-nosed face of a German conductor peered into the carriage.


    Thorn, Bromberg, Schneidemühl and other stations flashed by as in a dream. Now and then, new passengers would enter or leave our carriage. It should be mentioned that in Prussia we exchanged second class for third, which was crowded and uncomfortable. Despite the steam heating, the cold was more tangible here. Frost covered the windows and formed intricate patterns of ice.


    Nothing is as dull as travelling by night in a crowded railway carriage. There was little of interest about the other travellers: fat German townsmen with square faces, some shady-looking characters morosely reading the Vorwärts,9 sharp-nosed German ladies who stared at us with fish-like eyes.


    But the Zugführer [train driver] consoled us that we would soon be in Berlin, and, indeed, in the gloom of dawn we could make out the vague outlines of enormous buildings, factories and railway structures. From the towering viaduct on which our train was racing, a vista of endless rectilinear streets opened where dawn had already arrived courtesy of the many electric and gas streetlamps.


    Every two minutes, trains from the Berlin City Railway rushed past our carriage’s windows in the opposite direction with a deafening boom and whistle. One railway station flashed past, then another, but we chose to get off at the central station on Friedrichstrasse.


    Despite the early hour, we left the enormous station building, under whose vaulted glass roof the piercing whistles of steam locomotives never grow quiet. We decided to go for a walk through the city.


    Berlin’s working people get up early: haggard labourers, skinny clerks with briefcases, kitchen maids and servant girls with groceries scurried along the streets shivering from the cold. A well-nourished Schutzmann [policeman] in traditional helmet and warm, fur-collared coat gazed indifferently at the crowd.


    The shops gradually started opening up, their windows glittering with all manner of merchandise, and the traffic began to increase. Bulky, brightly painted wagons, jam-packed omnibuses and hand-drawn carts all crowded the streets. The whistles, rumbles and cries of the cabbies blended into a single stupefying buzz that had an unpleasant effect on our nerves, already worn out by the previous night’s lack of sleep. Moreover, it was cold. A biting, fitful wind whipped up entire drifts of snow; the Berliners had not seen a winter like this in a long time, with temperatures around eight to nine below freezing point.


    We entered the first restaurant we encountered along our way. Used to Warsaw’s modest little cukiernias [cafés], we were astonished by the Café Victoria’s vast halls, mirror-lined walls, crystal chandeliers and marble tables.


    A group of students sat at one of the other tables, their bloated faces, dull eyes and drunken voices clearly signalling that these disciples of the Berlin alma mater had been making merry all night and were now trying to nurse their hangovers with the aid of countless glasses of wine. We must have caught their eye, for soon we overheard some feeble witticisms aimed in our direction. One of them, a blond youth with the muscles of an athlete, staggered over and, adopting a defiant pose, delivered a slurred speech to us. He said that as a theology student he was very pleased to see some Russian nihilists10 who must clearly have fled their country after suffering for their ideology. He was amazed, however, that we preferred black coffee to Berlin’s marvellous beer, and on behalf of his comrades invited us to join their company. We declined the invitation, wished him all the best and left the café in a hurry.


    We now headed for Unter den Linden, which was already swarming with people: smug, well-fed bourgeois, army lieutenants with their invariable monocles and moustaches waxed à l’empereur [in the style of the Emperor], and soldiers from the Imperial Guard, who resembled the tin soldiers on display in toy-shop windows. Everywhere the military element clearly predominated. Incidentally, it is interesting to note that when we asked about Berlin’s sights, we were mostly recommended to watch the changing of the palace guard, and only then advised to explore the museums, theatres and monuments.


    We walked through an arcade where one of the shopfronts displayed a group of wax figures depicting the heroes of the day: Kruger, Joubert and two Boers armed to the teeth.


    The shops in the arcade resembled an exhibition, such was the variety and richness of the merchandise on display in their mirrored windows. There were haberdashery items, jewellery and luxury goods that struck us with their fine workmanship and elegant trimmings.


    We had to dine at Aschinger’s,11 and we astonished the waiters and patrons no end by declining any beer. The lunch was excellently served, splendidly cooked and very cheap, around two marks including the obligatory Trinkgeld [tip]. We were unpleasantly surprised by the Germans’ patriotism, which could be inferred from the presence of Kaiser Wilhelm’s portrait gracing all the beer mugs, crockery and advertisements for some new-fangled moustache wax.


    We did not expect to stay long in Berlin, as we were in pursuit of a single goal, to reach Dr Leyds12 in Brussels as soon as possible, and from there to travel to Marseilles or Naples, where we would embark on our sea journey to the Transvaal. The earliest tickets to Cologne were for the evening train at 10 pm, and therefore we took no hotel rooms but continued our aimless wanderings around the city.


    We took a horse tram to the Tiergarten and admired the majestic Reichstag building, which was at the time a witness to fierce debates concerning the need for credits to increase the size of the German navy. This public issue was the subject of heated discussions in all cafés and restaurants, but opinions differed acutely among the public and various newspapers lining the political spectrum. The alluring picture conjured up by the fervent imagination of government supporters found no sympathy among liberals and socialists. They listened sceptically to Bülow’s eloquent exhortations for Germany to have as many fearsome battleships as it has merchant vessels so that the German navy could be the equal of the British navy, and so forth.13 But the German burgher skimps and scrounges; soon it would be Christmas and he would assuredly buy his tiny tot a paper helmet, a sword and toy soldiers, or even a sailor’s suit, but he would not give any money to the navy.


    Near the Reichstag, I saw a fenced-in square: our fellow passengers in the tram explained to us that the city was erecting a statue of Bismarck here. I struck up a conversation with a talkative Berliner and mentioned that Germany, and especially Prussia, is indebted to the Iron Chancellor for its might and grandeur and that the Berliners probably revere his memory. That is true, he replied, but before Bismarck tobacco, beer and everything else used to be better and cheaper; sooner or later Germany will have to pay dearly for the policies of its former rulers. Every year the working class, which is suffering heavily from the onerously high cost of living, grows visibly more dissatisfied with the belligerent policies of the Empire. The idolisation of militarism is gradually subsiding and has given way to an ironic attitude towards military service; officers of the Prussian Army speak disdainfully about the monotony of garrison service, the inadequate pay and the boredom of endlessly training recruits. Many of them spoke enviously to me of their comrades who had found employment as instructors in the armies of the South American republics or who are now fighting with the Boer forces, although I must note that for the right price, they would have joined the British just as willingly.


    The soldiers were not particularly enthusiastic about the two-year length of military service or about soldiering in general. There was a stark difference between the conscripted soldiers, young beardless lads who look like frightened rabbits, and the capitulante, the long-service non-commissioned officers who make up the regular army. One could judge the soldiers’ spirit by the peculiar jargon they use. For example, they called a steel helmet a ‘Hurratute’ [literally, ‘hurrah funnel’], and the standard, that holy relic of a regiment, was referred to as a ‘Begeisterungknüppel’ [enthusiasm stick]. They have many other peculiar words that are untranslatable into Russian.


    Unfortunately, the time we spent in Berlin visiting restaurants and cafés talking to whatever soldiers, warrant officers or policemen happened to cross our path was not enough for me to draw a more complete portrait.


    It was already evening when we took one final stroll along Berlin’s main street under the illumination of electric lights. Grey multi-storey buildings rose up on both sides of Unter den Linden. The statue of Elector Frederick William, the father of Prussian might, loomed like a menacing dark shape in the distance.14


    Tomorrow we depart for Cologne, and from there to Brussels. Oh, I cannot wait to get to the Transvaal! What if they take Ladysmith and Kimberley without us?


    ♦


    It was still too early to board the train, and so, whether we liked it or not, we had to wander aimlessly along the busy pavements of Unter den Linden, the main artery of Berlin street life.


    Snowflakes swirled in the air, obscuring the light of the streetlamps. The outlines of snow-covered buildings rose dimly from the semi-darkness while palaces and monuments loomed darkly in the distance. The pavement was as bright as day. In the colossal shop windows expensive jewellery glowed and glittered in the blinding light of the electric lamps.
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    Boer shoe polish, made in Russia during the war.
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    Boer chocolate.


    I enjoyed looking through the window of a large toy shop. Beautiful tin soldiers stood on display, not the usual exact copies of the Prussian Army, but British royal guardsmen in red uniforms and tall bearskin hats. All these toys, destined to decorate Berlin children’s Christmas trees, had been given a caricature look, but the tin Boers in their wide-brimmed hats looked cheerful and dashing.


    Here was another toy – a little devil whose features resemble Chamberlain’s renowned face.15 All this was testimony of the Germans’ antipathy towards the British, but what do children’s toys have to do with politics?


    And here we were in a train carriage again, and again the dark night lay spread out before our window. From the sands of Brandenburg, the train carried us across the endless lowlands of Hanover, famous for its honey and fine-fleeced sheep, across the richest areas of the Prussian kingdom, Westphalia and the Rhineland, and on to Cologne, where we were to transfer to the Brussels train.


    We endured the torments of the Holy Inquisition in our car: the seats in the third-class compartment were awfully hard, a jet of frozen air blew through the cracks, windows and doors, and our feet felt unbearably hot from the heated steam pipes. At one end sat a red-cheeked, snub-nosed German lady, a sister of mercy reeking of carbolic acid, and at the other end a fat merchant who gave off a smell of beer and cheap cigars.


    Finally, at one of the stations some new passengers flocked in with whom I managed to strike up a conversation; one of them, a venerable grey-bearded old man, turned out to be a veteran of 1866, a former officer of the Hanoverian army who could still remember King George, who subsequently died in exile after Hanover’s accession to Prussia.16 He had taken part in the battle of Langensalza, where the Hanoverian troops had been utterly crushed by the Prussians;17 he spoke with vitriol about the current regime and recalled the old days of Hanover’s independence with regret.


    He did not answer me when I asked him if there were still any separatist aspirations left.


    ‘You know, in 1870 we were only waiting to hear about the first French victories in order to raise a general uprising. Our troops fought the French only out of necessity, just as Irish regiments are now fighting as part of the British troops.’


    Another fellow, a handsome dark-haired man with a sunburnt, manly face, told me that he was serving as second mate on a steamer belonging to the Krupp factories and was on his way to Antwerp, from where he would be taking a cargo to Japan.


    When I asked him how Krupp’s cannons and quick-firing guns end up in Pretoria, he gave a sly smile.


    I saw fit to tell him of our plans and admitted to him that we were going to the Transvaal as volunteers, that we were Russian officers, and so on.


    The gallant second mate perked up, and I learnt that a mere two years ago he himself had accompanied a consignment of cannons, siege weapons and quick-firing guns to Delagoa Bay, and from there to Pretoria.


    The republic began to expect war against the British immediately after repelling the Jameson Raid. The government took measures to put Pretoria on a defensive footing, replenishing its military supplies and drawing up a war plan. Millions of Mannlicher rifles were kept in the arsenals.18 A bullet from a Mannlicher can penetrate a two-inch-thick board from 4 000 yards.19 The marksmanship of the Boers is astonishing: at the historic battle of Majuba, British General John Colley20 was killed at 400 yards by a well-aimed shot from an old-model rifle.


    Boers are avid wildlife hunters and use special bullets in their Mannlicher rifles, which they obtain by filing off the head of the nickel casing. Such a modified bullet inflicts a terrible wound and is as good as a dum-dum. At the start of war, however, President Kruger announced that the use of these bullets would be prohibited if the British renounced their use of the dum-dum.


    The tough old sailor told me many other interesting things.


    The climate of Natal is terrible in November and December, especially for the unaccustomed European; the heat is unbearable during the day and sometimes reaches forty degrees. Hurricanes can rise up unexpectedly and sweep whole clouds of hot sand from the Kalahari Desert. Sometimes these hurricanes burst into terrible tropical showers, only to grow silent and disappear at sunset. At night, however, the thermometer often falls below zero, and if you are sleeping in a tent, you have no choice but to cover yourself with a mass of blankets and animal hides.


    He got off at one of the stations and, bidding us a hearty farewell, wished us the best of luck and safety.


    We were approaching Cologne: factory chimneys rose on either side of the railway; the dense clouds of smoke, glow of blast furnaces and massive works proclaimed that we were now in the Rhineland’s industrial centre.


    The railway bridge spanning the Rhine’s broad and muddy waters shook loudly beneath us. Tall buildings with abundant medieval-style gables and painted decoration gleamed white in the morning rays of the cold winter sun.


    Advertisements of all kinds were plastered across the walls and on the red-tiled roofs. The ornate spires of the famous Cologne Cathedral, constructed in the austere Gothic style, towered above the labyrinth of buildings and streets.


    Here, as in Berlin, the train passed along a high viaduct, until at last it stopped at the station, where, as it turned out, we would have to wait more than an hour for our train to Brussels.


    We were utterly exhausted after our two sleepless nights, during which we had been unable to shut our eyes for even a minute, and so we preferred to enjoy a cup of tea in the vast, warm hall of the railway station rather than stroll through the streets of Cologne.


    Foreign railway stations have no bells or whistles: had we not been warned in time by our efficient porter, we would have missed our train.


    There was no third class on the nine o’clock express train and we reclined grandly in the threadbare velvet seats of the second-class compartment.


    The landscape became more picturesque with every passing hour: bright little rivers snaked between the wooded slopes of the Ardennes mountains. There, atop a promontory, lay Aachen, the old German city with its ancient cathedral, where the emperors from the houses of Hohenstaufen and Habsburg used to be crowned.


    The Belgian customs officials did not bother to inspect our luggage. On the whole, the dapper, light-limbed Walloons made a better impression on us than the self-important, puffed-up Germans, who had an air about them as if they had only yesterday signed the receipt for France’s five-billion war indemnity.


    [image: ]


    Willem Johannes Leyds, the South African Republic’s special envoy in Brussels and Saint Petersburg.


    And here we were in Brussels, but still far away from our goal. In vain, our fellow travellers had assured us that finding Leyds, the South African Republic’s authorised agent, would be very easy: ‘Il est connu par tout le monde!’ [Everybody knows him!] No one knew his address, nor did his surname appear in any of the directories. In one place we were told that he had recently left for Marseilles, in another that he was dead. At last, we remembered that we had in our side pocket a letter to Leyds on which his address was indicated. We had to take a hired carriage, but within half an hour we were sitting in his luxuriously furnished office.


    A tall, dark-haired man with an expressive face, he seemed to be a worthy representative of that valiant nation dying for its independence. After brilliantly graduating from the University of Leyden in public law and jurisprudence, he enjoyed President Kruger’s full confidence from the start of the war and had been appointed to the important role of authorised agent of the South African Republic in Brussels.


    We spent more than an hour in lively conversation with him, speaking both French and German.


    He expressed his deepest gratitude to us for our willingness to serve this just cause, but subtly observed that we must be aware that he was not at liberty to recruit volunteers and that the republic had not provided him with any means to send foreign officers to the theatre of military operations.


    I interrupted him, declaring that we were travelling at our own risk and peril and did not require any reimbursement, but, as our funds were somewhat limited, we were willing, as a last resort, to travel steerage, that we never counted on receiving any subsidy, and so on.


    To this he remarked with a smile that, as he lived in Brussels, he was bound by the Belgian government’s neutrality, but that it was his duty to provide all possible assistance to volunteers, and that if not he then the friends of the republic would never allow Russian volunteers to travel steerage, and that we would soon receive tickets, if not in first then at the very least second class.


    ‘Gentlemen, you will not be able to depart from Europe earlier than the 25th. By that time, a French steamer will leave Marseilles and take you as far as Madagascar. From there another steamer will take you to the mainland.’


    He asked us to drop by the legation office on a subsequent morning for final discussions.


    Even before our visit to Leyds, we had rented a room in one of the hotels on the rue du Fossé aux Loups [Wolf Pit Street] in the city centre. Its owner turned out to be a Czech from Austria, and when he heard that we were going to the Transvaal as volunteers, he gave us a decent room with full board, lunch and coffee for 7 francs 75 centimes per day.


    Despite the street’s terrifying name, we lived close by the city’s main thoroughfare, next to the post office and not far from the main train stations, the Gare du Nord and the Gare du Midi, which are connected by an extremely busy road.


    Day and night, carts of all kinds rumbled past, drawn by heavy, towering dray horses. Every minute, one of the electric streetcars criss-crossing the city in all directions rushed by. The newspaper sellers shouted incessantly, deafening the passers-by with: ‘L’Intransigeant! Le Soir! [newspaper names] Une défaite des Anglais! Une nouvelle de la guerre!’ [An English defeat! The news of the war!]


    The streets were partly paved with granite, partly with black tiles; there was no snow in the city, but everywhere the pavements were covered in sticky mud. Passers-by stopped unceremoniously to look us over from head to toe. Some suspicious-looking characters, recognising foreigners in front of them, whispered recommendations to us: the address of some ‘Palais de Crystal, que le diable t’emporte!’ [Crystal Palace, damn you!]


    A crowd of workers, with white clay pipes clenched between their teeth and clad in tattered cloaks, clattered loudly past us in clumsy wooden shoes.


    ‘Des russes, des russes’ [Russians], they jabbered and suddenly shouted, ‘Vive la Russie!’ [Long live Russia!] and waved their hats.


    The evening mist already hung over the street and innumerable gas lamps flickered on in the distance when we returned to our hotel, broken and exhausted. We were brought buttered rolls and coffee, but without touching a thing we dived into our snow-white feather beds and plunged into a deep sleep interspersed with the most chimeric dreams: over there was the Krakowskie Przedmieście21 and some familiar faces; but now we were suddenly in the Transvaal, riding ostriches; and then – oh horrors! – we were put in the guardhouse for wearing non-uniform pince-nez;22 and now we were in the train again, but neither the locomotive’s whistle nor the clickety-clack of the wheels could be heard over the cry of the newspaper sellers: ‘Le Soir! Regimental orders! Kurier Poranny!23 Gentlemen! Officers!’ But then we were back in the guardhouse again. Cannons thundered. Horses neighed and clattered. Someone groaned. I plummeted down a diamond mine shaft until, at last, I woke up …
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