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    ‘A lamentable tale of all things done long ago – and ill done.’


    [image: ]


    ‘They made a wilderness and called it peace’.

  


  
    Foreword 


    Undoubtably, Deneys Reitz’s Commando, first published in 1929, stands as a timeless classic of the Anglo-Boer War, having delighted readers for nearly a century. However, for me, it has a particularly special significance as it has played a pivotal role in shaping my identity as a historian. Because, for as long as I can remember, it graced my father’s bookshelves at home.


    It then played an indispensable role in my exploration of life on commando during the Anglo-Boer War, as Reitz documented his experiences with attentive care and recorded them with great skill and dramatic effect.


    So, what is it that makes the re-publication of this great the Anglo-Boer War classic unique? The original manuscript was penned in 1903 by an exceptionally talented and erudite young man of 21, detailing his experiences in the Anglo-Boer War between the ages of 17 and 20. It is the author’s immersive approach, together with a keen sense of historical and sensational events, and an adventurous spirit, which ensures that he captures every exhilarating moment on commando exactly as he perceived it. Remarkably, he skilfully delves into events in which he participated actively and, drawing on his position as the son of the State Secretary of the Transvaal, F.W. Reitz, where he gained an insider’s perspective, provides his behind-the-scenes insights. Yet, his record is not just the point of view of a well-connected man; it also encapsulates the experiences of a brave, enthusiastic, ingenious and practical burgher. Like a resilient cork, the more he was pressed into the water, the higher he emerged.


    Following the Peace of Vereeniging in May 1902, Reitz wrote the original manuscript while in Madagascar. Together with his younger brother, Arnt, he had chosen exile, like their father, steadfastly refusing to swear allegiance to His Majesty King Edward VII.


    The original manuscript spans an extensive 1 147 pages (with the exception of a few pages unfortunately torn out), distributed across nine volumes written in Reitz’s best Dutch. And yet his home language, Afrikaans, occasionally emerges in a word or a sentence.


    With bold strokes and a touch of humour, Reitz effortlessly draws readers into his world, creating in them an eagerness to accompany him on his journey. The captivating narrative leaves the reader wanting more. From the mounting tension in the months preceding the war, the story unfolds in vivid detail: Reitz’s enthusiastic preparations for commando life alongside his brother, Joubert; their mobilisation; the invasion of Natal; the seemingly mundane life in the besieged Ladysmith laager which Reitz makes purposeful, ensuring that he is at the heart of every significant event; the camaraderie and adventures under the corporalship of Isaac (Izak) Malherbe, filled with talented young men; Reitz’s passionate recollection and description of the vicious battles of Ladysmith, Platrand (the Pretoria Commando’s demonstration in the north), Spioenkop and Pieter’s Hill; Reitz’s departure for the Free State and the Boer retreat before Lord Roberts’ advance on Pretoria; the disasters in the eastern Transvaal; his experiences with the Afrikaner Cavalry Corps (A.C.C.); encounters with Gen. Christiaan Beyers in the northern Transvaal; the Battle of Nooitgedacht under Gen. Koos de la Rey in the western Transvaal; Reitz’s desire to venture into the Cape Colony, eventually joining Gen. Jan Smuts’ Commando; and the unfolding trials, tribulations and eventual success of the ‘Rijk Section’ in the Cape Colony.


    The narrative keeps readers on the edge, wondering when the misery will end. The last phase in Namaqualand, the arrival of the Peace and the proverbial bitter end are masterfully crafted by Reitz, who builds tension with statements such as ‘... but the strain was by no means over, and the worst was yet to come’.


    No, Reitz is nothing short of overwhelming. The original manuscript of 1903 does not excel as a fine piece of literature – there is too little cohesion and the sentences are too long. However, the true gem lies in the abridged English edition published by Faber & Faber in 1929. By the age of 47, Reitz had transformed into a wordsmith, a master of the English language capable of crafting unforgettable images. The result is a fascinating and compelling text that fascinates the reader from start to finish.


    Indeed, Reitz consistently finds himself in intriguing locations where he becomes a first-hand witness to extraordinary events. Whether he is the solitary Boer attendee at the funeral of the British Maj.-Gen. Sir William Penn Symons in Dundee, a participant in the gripping Battle of Spioenkop, a witness to the death of Gen. Cornelis Spruyt in the eastern Transvaal or  taking on the role of the advance guard at the Battle of Eland’s River Poort, he attributes his presence to mere ‘coincidence’. However, it is more accurate to say that he actively sought adventure. To me, he embodies the ‘everywhere man’, appearing curiously and almost unbelievably present at every historic moment. So much so that, at times, one may find oneself wondering: Can this be true?


    In a few instances, Reitz recounts events that cast some doubt about his absolute ‘everywhere manship’. In the 1929 publication, he describes how he went to look for his brother, Joubert, on Pepworth Hill during the early stages of the battles of Nicholson’s Nek and Modderspruit on 30 October 1899. He then recalls witnessing Dr Hohls (whom he calls ‘Holz’) tending to wounded Boers and finding his brother, who was unwilling to return with him. While descending the hill. he came across the lifeless body of Hohls. (This incident was possibly described on the torn-out page 61 of the original Dutch manuscript.)


    However, a perplexing inconsistency arises on page 69 of the manuscript, where Reitz details how his brother arrives at the Pretoria Commando after the battle and informs him of the death of Hohls – clearly the first news of Hohls’ death to Reitz. This discrepancy begs the question: Did Reitz, in finalising the manuscript for the 1929 English publication, decide that his initial portrayal of the event was inaccurate? Or did he choose to alter the narrative for a more exciting read?


    Historiography has extensively examined Reitz’s account about overhearing Acting Comdt Christiaan de Wet atop Nicholson’s Nek murmuring: ‘Los jou ruiters; los jou ruiters’ (‘Loose your horsemen, loose your horsemen’) as if he was urging Gen. Piet Joubert to capitalise on their success and deliver a decisive blow to the enemy retreating towards Ladysmith. This incident occurred shortly after the surrender of the British soldiers on Nicholson’s Nek. In the original manuscript (p. 62) Reitz describes the surrender on Nicholson’s Nek, but there is nothing on the now-famous De Wet muttering incident. One wonders whether Reitz overlooked including it in the initial 1903 manuscript and, in 1929, sought to rectify the omission. Alternatively, could he have learned of the incident from a friend and chosen to incorporate it later for heightened dramatic effect?


    Nevertheless, Reitz continues to embody the essence of the ‘everywhere man’ for me, as his general coverage appears plausible and acceptably true. His boundless enthusiasm and adventurous spirit often led him to places where significant events unfolded.


    Reitz generally speaks highly of the conduct of British soldiers and officers in person, even extending his appreciation to prisoners of war, with whom he often engaged in conversations. Noteworthy instances include his encounter with Lord Vivian after the Battle of Eland’s River Poort. Lord Vivian’s suggestion to inspect his tent proved invaluable, as Reitz was generously outfitted as a result. Another amusing incident unfolded after the Battle of Nooitgedacht, when Reitz surprised two British officers by quoting from Dickens.


    However, there was a regrettable incident at O’Okiep involving an ill-mannered officer, leading Reitz to comment, ‘He was the most disagreeable, in fact the only disagreeable, Englishman whom I met in the war, for, with this one exception, I had no unpleasant word from officer or private in all the time that we were out against them.’


    Reitz’s opinion of Gen. Sir John French is less favourable: he described him as ‘a squat, ill-tempered man, whom we did not like, although he tried to be friendly’.


    In the abridged English version published in 1929, the editors at the time chose to omit certain negative remarks Reitz made about the British in his original English translation. In this definitive English edition we have included everything as Reitz wrote it in his English translation, including his less than complimentary remarks about Lord Kitchener, whom he encountered at Kroonstad on the way to Vereeniging.


    This republication holds a unique significance. It presents the definitive English translation of Commando as Reitz originally penned it; annotated, but unedited. Moreover, it includes anecdotes omitted from the 1929 edition, offering a more complete portrayal of the narrative.


    I would like to thank Jonathan Ball Publishers for the opportunity to illuminate this remarkable and classic text with explanatory footnotes and contextual insights. The brainchild behind this project is Eugene Ashton, Chief Executive Officer of Jonathan Ball Publishers. Our journey has a history of its own: many years ago, Eugene was a student in my undergraduate classes at the University of Pretoria and he also participated in my BA Honours course on the Anglo-Boer War.


    Nicole Duncan was a dream editor – knowledgeable, helpful, patient, professional – and once again endlessly patient. My thanks go to her, and also to Jennifer Kimble – another former student of mine – of the Brenthurst Library, which houses the original Dutch manuscript in addition to a later English translation of the Dutch writing. Jennifer watched my exploration of the manuscripts with growing amusement, and I have appreciated enormously the involvement of the Brenthurst Library in this undertaking.


    This is the opportunity to make Deneys Reitz’s Commando your favourite book from the Anglo-Boer War – if it isn’t already.


    Fransjohan Pretorius


    Professor Emeritus


    Department of Historical and Heritage Studies


    University of Pretoria


    


     2024


    * Please take note that the bolded sections of the text represent segments from the original English translation of the manuscript that did not make it into the published edition in 1929, or any of the published editions thereafter. Hence, the bolded words have never before been published.

  


  
    


    Preface


    When Colonel Reitz asked me to write a preface to his book of Boer War memories, I at first hesitated, as I feared that I might be introducing a book in which I myself figured in some degree. However, on reading the manuscript, I find that I am only casually mentioned here and there, and have therefore no reason not to comply with his request.


    It is a pleasure and a privilege to introduce this book to the reading public. To me it is a wonderful book – wonderful in its simplicity and realism, its calm intensity and absorbing human interest. Here is the book of the Boer War for which I have been waiting for the last twenty-five years and more. Many military books have been written on the Boer War – books full of interest and of valuable material for the future historian; but something else was wanted. The Boer War was other than most wars. It was a vast tragedy in the life of a people, whose human interest far surpassed its military value. A book was wanted which would give some insight into the human side of this epic struggle between the smallest and the greatest of peoples. Here we have it at last. There is no strategy and little tactics in this plain unvarnished tale. Wars pass, but the human soul endures; the interest is not so much in the war as in the human experience behind it. This book tells the simple straightforward story of what the Boer War meant to one participant in it. Colonel Reitz entered the war as a stripling of seventeen years, fought right through it to the end, and immediately after its conclusion wrote down these memories. Of military adventures there is of course full measure. He passed through as varied a record of exciting experiences as have ever fallen to the lot of a young man. Indeed much of what is written in this book with such boyish simplicity may appear to the reader well-nigh incredible. But it is a true story, and the facts are often understated rather than exaggerated. The exciting incidents, the hairbreadth escapes, the daredevilry are literally true, and the dangers he passed through and courted are such as to make his unvarnished record read like one of pure romance. But there is here more than a record of war adventure. We have not only an unforgettable picture of mobile guerrilla warfare, but also an accurate description of life among the Boer forces. It is given, not in an abstract generalised form, but as the actual experience of one particular individual. As we read, we follow a true personal story which is often stranger than fiction. The interest of the story deepens as it moves on from the heavy fighting in the Natal campaign under Botha, though the guerrilla warfare under De la Rey in the western Transvaal, to the climax of marching and privation under me in the Cape Colony. The intimate picture gives us the inner truth of the war. We see how human beings react under the most terrible stresses to the passion of patriotism. We see how, under the influence of an ideal – in this case the ideal of freedom – the most ordinary human material rings true and rises superior to all danger and suffering and privation. And the effect is all the more striking because the story is so simple and unadorned and objective.


    This book gives a wonderful personal record. But its wonder does not end with the book. The Boer boy who wrote this book was in the Wordsworthian sense the father of the man of after years. Let me add a few details to bring the account up to date. The boy left the country as an irreconcilable after the conclusion of the Boer War, as he and his family chose not to live under the British flag. He drifted to Madagascar, where these memories were written in the intervals of malaria and transport riding. There a letter from my wife found him, urged him to return and pointed out to him that he was no better than her husband, and if the latter could afford to serve his people under the Union Jack surely his young friend could do the same. The shaft went home; Reitz returned and was nursed back by her to health and peace of mind. He learnt to see Botha’s great vision of a united South African people to whom the memories of the Boer War would mean no longer bitterness but only the richness and the inspiration of a spiritual experience. The loyalty of the Boer boy ripened into the broader loyalty of the South African. And I remember a night on the outbreak of the rebellion in 1914, when Reitz once more appeared before me, this time a fugitive, not from the British but from his own people in the Free State who had gone into rebellion. Such tricks does high fate play upon us poor humans. He did his duty in helping to suppress the rebellion, and thereafter he served on my staff in the German West campaign, just as he had done in the Boer War; in the German East campaign he rose to command a mounted regiment, and in the later stages of the Great War he commanded the First Royal Scots Fusiliers, one of the oldest regiments in the British Army. He was severely wounded early in 1918, but returned to France in time to lead his battalion in the fierce battles that closed the great drama and after the Armistice he led his men to the Rhine.


    Since the War he has taken an active part in the public life of his country. He has been a Cabinet Minister and still is a Member of Parliament, in which capacity he is serving under me as loyally as he did in the sterner days of which he writes.


    This book is a romance of truth; but behind it is a greater personal romance, and behind that again is the even more wonderful romance of South Africa, to whom much should be forgiven for the splendour of her record during a period as difficult as any young nation has ever passed through.


    J. C. SMUTS


    Pretoria


    16th August, 1929

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 1


    ‘Mem’rys Tower’


    We lived in the Orange Free State.


    My father was Chief Justice in Sir John Brand’s1 time and subsequently, in 1887, was himself elected President of the Republic.2


    Our home was at Bloemfontein, the State capital, and here my brothers and I grew up. There were five of us, two older and two younger than myself,3 and we led a pleasant Tom-Sawyerlike existence such as falls to the lot of few boys nowadays. We learned to ride, shoot, and swim almost as soon as we could walk, and there was a string of hardy Basuto ponies in the stables, on which we were often away for weeks at a time, riding over the game-covered plains by day, and sleeping under the stars at night, hunting, fishing and camping to our heart’s content, and clattering home again when we had had our fill.


    Sometimes my father took us with him on his long tours into the remoter districts, where there was more hunting and more camping, and great wapinshaws,4 held by the Boer commandos to do him honour. Our small country was a model one. There were no political parties, nor, until after the Jameson Raid of 1895,5 was there any bad blood between the Dutch and the English. We had no railways, and the noise of the outside world reached us but faintly, so that in our quiet way we were a contented community, isolated hundreds of miles from the seaboard.


    In 1894, when I was twelve years old, we were taken to Europe. It was a wonderful experience for inland-bred boys to journey to the coast, to cross the ocean in a ship, and to see the great crowds and cities of the old world. We went first of all to England, where we stayed for a while in London, marvelling at the things we saw. Thence to Amsterdam to visit the senior branch of our family, that had remained in Holland when our ancestors emigrated to South Africa long ago. The head of the old stock lived in a house on the Heerengracht; a wealthy man apparently, for he kept many servants and had fine paintings on his walls.


    As our republic had taken its name from the House of Orange, my father was well received by the little Queen of the Netherlands,6 and the Court and people made much of us. Next we travelled to Paris to meet Casimir-Perrier, the newly elected President of the French. He took us to lay a wreath on the grave of Sadi Carnot, his predecessor, lately assassinated by an anarchist at Lyons. From there we went to Brussels to see Mons. Jesslein, our consul. His house stood in the rue de la Blanchisserie, and he told us it was the one in which the Duchess of Richmond had given her famous ball on the eve of Waterloo. We were presented to King Leopold, an old man with a hooked nose and a long beard, who extended only his little ﬁnger in greeting, [then we were ushered out almost at once because we were republicans, so they said].


    From Belgium we went to Hamburg to take ship across the North Sea to Edinburgh, and from there to visit the Cathcarts at Auchindrayne on the River Doon. My father had studied law in Scotland and his father, agriculture, and they had both spent much time at Auchindrayne, so he wished his sons in turn to carry on the tradition of friendship which for nearly a hundred years linked the two families.7


    My grandfather ﬁrst went to Scotland in 1816. He met Sir Walter Scott, to whom he took a lion skin, which the poet Thomas Pringle had sent from Cape Town, and he became intimate with the great writer. In later days in South Africa he loved to tell of their meetings and of the banquet at which he was present when Scott for the first time admitted that he was the author of the Waverley novels.


    Both my grandfather and my father had returned to South Africa with a deep love of Scotland and Scotch literature, and at our home scarcely a night passed without a reading from Burns or Scott, so that we felt as if we were among our own people.


    From Auchindrayne we went to London in order to meet Sir George Grey, who, as Governor of the Cape, had been a friend of my father many years before.8 My father used to say that if the English had sent more men like him to South Africa  our history would have been a happier one, and although I was only a boy, and Sir George Grey a very old man, he made a deep impression upon me – a something of spiritual inward beauty not easily described which I have not yet forgotten.


    From London we sailed for South Africa.


    On our return my brothers and I were received by our less fortunate playfellows like pilgrims safely returned from Mecca, so hazardous an undertaking did our journey seem to them in those days.


    We took up our old carefree life once more. Unaware of the storm that was brewing between the white races in the Transvaal.


    The Jameson Raid had not yet brought matters to a head,9 but already there was trouble in the air. President Kruger10 and the Commandant-General, Piet Joubert,11 came frequently to Bloemfontein on official visits to my father and we eagerly questioned them and listened to their stories of hunting and of the wars against the natives and the British of long ago.


    Lord Loch,12 Governor of the Cape, also visited us, as did Cecil Rhodes, a big florid man who cracked jokes with us boys, but on whose political aims my father looked askance. These two tried to prevent the Free State from entering into an alliance with the Transvaal, but they did not succeed, and a treaty was made with President Kruger wherein we agreed to stand by the Transvaal in case of war with England, a promise which the Free State loyally fulfilled.13


    My brothers and I did not understand the import of all this coming and going of noted men, and life ran on pleasantly enough, until in 1895 my father’s health failed and he had to resign. We went to live at Claremont, a cramped suburb of Cape Town, greatly missing our horses and the freedom of our wide Northern uplands.


    When my father recovered from his lung illness we settled in the Transvaal where he soon became Secretary of State under President Paul Kruger.


    My eldest brother,14 aged 19, was now sent to Europe to study law, and after a while the rest of us were put back to school at Bloemfontein until the middle of 1899.


    During our absence at the Cape the ill-fated Jameson Raid had taken place and we found on our return that feeling was running high between the English and the Dutch, and even in the Free State, where differences of this kind had hitherto been unknown, there was so much ill will that people openly talked of driving the English into the sea, whereas previously we had not given these matters a thought.


    By July (1899) the situation had become so serious that my father ordered us up to Pretoria, as war with England seemed inevitable.15 We said goodbye to Bloemfontein, the town where we had been born and bred and where we had spent such happy days, and journeyed north, leaving behind us the peace of boyhood, to face years of hardship, danger, and ultimate exile.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 2


    On the Brink


    When we reached Pretoria, affairs were moving to a climax. Peremptory notes had been exchanged between the Transvaal and the British Governments, and excitement was rising as each cable and its reply was published. Already the Transvaal capital was an armed camp. Batteries of artillery paraded the streets, commandos from the country districts rode through the town almost daily, bound for the Natal border, and the crack of rifles echoed from the surrounding hills where hundreds of men were doing target practice. Crowded trains left for the coast with refugees flying from the coming storm, and business was almost at a standstill.


    Looking back, I think that war was inevitable. I have no doubt that the British Government had made up its mind to force the issue, and was the chief culprit, but the Transvaalers were also spoiling for a ﬁght, and, from what I saw in Pretoria during the few weeks that preceded the ultimatum, I feel that the Boers would in any case have insisted on a rupture.


    I myself had no hatred of the British people; from my father’s side I come of Dutch and French Huguenot blood, whilst my mother (dead for many years) was a pure-bred Norwegian from the North Cape,16 so one race was much like another to me. Yet, as a South African, one had to ﬁght for one’s country, and for the rest I did not concern myself over much with the merits or demerits of the quarrel. I looked on the prospect of war and adventure with the eyes of youth, seeing only the glamour, but knowing nothing of the horror and the misery.


    I was seventeen years old and thus too young to be enrolled as a burgher.17 President Kruger himself solved this difficulty for me. One morning when I was at the Government buildings,18 I met him and my father in the corridor and I told the President that the Field-Cornet’s ofﬁce had refused to enrol me for active service. The old man looked me up and down for a moment and growled, ‘Piet Joubert says the English are three to one – Sal jij mij drie rooi-nekke lever?’ (‘Will you stand me good for three of them?’) I answered boldly, ‘President, if I get close enough, I’m good for three with one shot.’ He gave a hoarse chuckle at my youthful conceit and, turning to my father, asked how old I was. When he heard my age he said, ‘Well then, Mr State Secretary, the boy must go – I started ﬁghting earlier than that,’ and he took me straight to the Commandant-General’s room close by, where Piet Joubert in person handed me a new Mauser carbine, and a bandolier of ammunition, with which I returned home pleased and proud.19


    I saw a good deal of the President in these days as I used to go with my father to his house on the outskirts of the town, where they discussed state matters while I sat listening. The President had an uncouth, surly manner, and he was the ugliest man I have ever seen, but he had a strong rugged personality which impressed all with whom he came in contact.20 He was religious to a degree, and on Sundays he preached in the queer little Dopper church he had built across the street, where I sometimes heard him.


    There was Mrs Kruger too, whom I often saw with her pails in the yard for she kept dairy cows and sold milk to the neighbours.21 Once she brought us coffee while we were looking at a picture of the statue to her husband that was being set up on Church Square. The President was shown dressed like an elder of the church in a top hat, and the old lady suggested that the hat should be hollowed out and filled with water, to serve as a drinking fountain for the birds. My father and I laughed heartily on our way home at her simplicity, but we agreed that it was decent of her to have thought of such a thing.


    I also knew Piet Joubert, the Commandant-General, for, apart from his visits to Bloemfontein, his son Jan and I were friends, and I sometimes went home with him to talk about the coming war, and his father was generally there. He was a kindly, well-meaning old man who had done useful service in the smaller campaigns of the past, but he gave me the impression of being bewildered at the heavy responsibility now resting upon him and I felt that he was unequal to the burden.


    One afternoon he showed me a cable which he had received from a Russian society offering to equip an ambulance in  case of war, and when I expressed my pleasure I was astonished to hear him say that he had refused the gift. He said, ‘You see, my boy, we Boers don’t hold with these new-fangled ideas; our herbal remedies (bossie-middels) are good enough.’ Another time, when describing the festivities at the opening of the Delagoa Bay railway line, which he had attended as Commander-in-Chief, he told me that when the Portuguese paraded a thousand troops in his honour, he had gone down the ranks shaking hands with every one of the soldiers. I liked him very much personally, and to me he was always kind and fatherly, but I felt that he was unﬁt to lead armies, and it is a great pity that a younger man was not appointed in his place on the outbreak of the War.


    And now the days were speeding by and in September of 1899 matters had come to such a pass that British troops were moving up to the western border of the Transvaal and Free State, and other troops were on the water, while large Boer Forces were mobilising on the various fronts. Committees and deputations from the Cape travelled up to make eleventh-hour attempts to avert the catastrophe of war, but it was clear that the die was cast and that neither side was in a mood for further parleying.


    My eldest brother (named Hjalmar, after a Norwegian uncle) was away in Europe studying law, and my father had already cabled to him to return. My next brother, Joubert,22 named after the Commandant-General, was a year older than myself, and although he, too, was ineligible for burgher-rights, he intended volunteering for service, but the two younger ones were put back to school.


    Joubert and I had made our preparations long before. Our horses were in good fettle and our saddle-bags packed. My brother had a ﬁne upstanding chestnut, and I had a strong little Basuto pony, and we were eager to be off. Many of the country districts had been called up, but thus far no Pretoria men had gone forward. At last, on September 29th, the first batch from the town was ordered to entrain for the Natal border. The moment we heard of this we took our riﬂes, fetched our horses from the stable, and within ten minutes had saddled up and mounted.


    We said goodbye to our stepmother23 and her children, for my father had remarried years before, and rode up through the town to the Raadzaal to take leave of him. We found him closeted with the President and members of the Executive Council, but we went in and when we explained why we had come, all rose to shake us by the hand. The old President gave us a solemn blessing, and my father, who had not expected this sudden departure, bade us in a husky voice and said he knew we would do our best.


    From the Government buildings we galloped to the station, where we found a great stir. Hundreds of friends and relatives had come to see the contingent leave, but, in spite of the crowd on the platform and the loading of baggage and batteries, we were able to truck our animals, after which we lent a hand with the stowing of the ammunition and other work.


    When all was ready the train pulled out to the sound of the Transvaal National Anthem.24 There were enthusiastic cheers and waving of hats and umbrellas by those remaining behind, and we were off to the front in good earnest.


    As for my brother and myself we were not Transvaal burghers, nor had we been called out for service; but we automatically became soldiers of the Boer Army by virtue of having thrown our belongings through a carriage window and having clambered aboard, little knowing on how long and difficult a trail this light-hearted enlistment was starting us.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 3


    To the Frontier


    Our ofﬁcer, or Field-Cornet, as he was called, was Mr Zeederberg,25 coach contractor, and the rank and file were mostly young fellows from the Civil Service and the legal ofﬁces and shops in the town. Few of them had ever seen war, or undergone military training, but they were full of ardour, and in spite of cramped quarters, and rough fare, we were like schoolboys as we clanked along.


    After a monotonous journey of three days, often broken by interminable halts, we reached Sandspruit, a small station about ten miles from the Natal border, where we detrained. There were great numbers of burghers from the country districts already encamped on the plain, on either side of the railway line, and the veld on all the sides was dotted with tents and wagon-laagers. On the left of the track stood a large marquee over which ﬂoated the vierkleur ﬂag of the Transvaal,26 indicating General Joubert’s headquarters. Both he and his wife were thus early on the scene, it being her invariable custom to accompany her husband in the ﬁeld.27


    When we had detrained our horses, and helped to ground the guns, we moved away to where a halting ground was assigned us. We off-saddled in the tall grass, and after building ﬁres, and preparing supper, spent our ﬁrst night in the open. For the next ten days we lay here enjoying the novelty of our surroundings, as if we were on a pleasure jaunt, rather than seriously awaiting the coming of war. One evening my brother and I received a pleasant surprise, for there arrived in camp an old native servant of ours, grinning from ear to ear at having found us. His name was Charley, a grandson of the famous Basuto chief, Moshesh. He had been a family retainer ever since I can remember, ﬁrst in the Free State, and then in the Transvaal, whither he had followed us. Latterly he had been on a visit to Umbandine, King of the Swazis, but, learning that there was to be a war, he returned at once to Pretoria and my father sent him to us. He was more than welcome for we could now turn over to him our cooking and the care of the horses, duties which we had been performing ourselves up to then;28 moreover, he had brought me a splendid roan which my father had sent me as he feared that the Basuto pony would not be up to my weight.


    Every morning my brother29 and I had our horses fetched from the grazing ground and rode out to visit neighbouring camps and eager to see all that we could. We saw the stream of fresh contingents arriving daily by rail, or riding in from the adjacent countryside, and watched with never-ending interest the long columns of shaggy men on horses go by.


    At the end of the week there must have been nearly 15 000 horsemen collected here, ready to invade Natal, and we told ourselves that nothing could stop us from reaching the sea.


    Our military organization was a rough one. Each commando was divided into two or more ﬁeld-cornetcies, and these again were sub-divided into corporalships. A ﬁeld-cornetcy was supposed to contain one hundred and fifty to two hundred men, and a corporalship nominally consisted of twenty-five, but there was no ﬁxed rule about this, and a popular ﬁeld-cornet or corporal might have twice as many men as an unpopular one, for a burgher could elect which ofﬁcer he wished to serve under, and could even choose his own commando, although generally he would belong to one representing the town or district from which he came.


    In the Pretoria Commando, we divided ourselves into corporalships by a kind of selective process, friends from the same Government department or from the same pan of the town pooling their resources in the way of cooking utensils, etc. and in this manner creating separate little groups that in course of time came to be recognised as military units. One of the number would be elected corporal to act as the channel through which orders were transmitted from above, and much the same system held in all the other commandos. The commissariat arrangements were equally simple. Our Field-Cornet would know the approximate number of men under his command and in order to maintain supplies all he needed to do was send a party to  the food depot, stacked beside the railway line, where they would break out as many bags of meal, sugar, and coffee as they considered necessary, load them on a wagon and dump them in the middle of the camp for each corporalship to satisfy its requirements. The meat supply consisted of an immense herd of cattle on the hoof from which every commando drew as many animals as it wanted for slaughter purposes. This system, though somewhat wasteful, worked fairly well; the men were plainly but adequately fed on much the same diet as they were accustomed to at home, and there was little grumbling. Ofﬁcers and men had to supply their own horses, riﬂes, clothing, and equipment, and nobody received any pay.


    Ever since the Jameson Raid the Transvaal Government had been importing large quantiﬁes of Mauser riﬂes from Germany which were sold to the burghers at a nominal ﬁgure, and as great stores of ammunition had likewise been accumulated, the commandos were very efficiently equipped.30 The two republics had mobilised between sixty and seventy thousand horsemen,31 at this moment distributed west and east, ready to invade the Cape Colony and Natal at the given word. This great force, armed with modern weapons, was a formidable fighting machine which, had it been better led, might have made far other history than it did.


    How many troops the British had in South Africa I do not know,32 but they were pouring reinforcements into the country, and I think our leaders underestimated the magnitude of the task on which they were embarked.


    So far as our information went in regard to Natal, the nearest British troops lay at the town of Dundee, some fifty miles away. This force we subsequently found to be about seven thousand strong, and still further south at Ladysmith they had another six or seven thousand men,33 but with fresh troops being landed every day it was difficult to say how soon the scales would dip against us.


    On the 10th of October a great parade was held in honour of President Kruger’s birthday.34 We mustered what was then probably the largest body of mounted men ever seen in South Africa. It was magniﬁcent to see commando after commando ﬁle past the Commandant-General, each man brandishing hat or riﬂe according to his individual idea of a military salute. After the march-past we formed en mass, and galloped cheering up the slope, where Piet Joubert sat his horse beneath an embroidered banner. When we came to a halt he addressed us from the saddle. I was jammed among the horsemen, so could not get close enough to hear what he was saying but word was passed that an ultimatum (drawn and signed by my father) had been sent to the British, giving them twenty-four hours in which to withdraw their troops from South Africa, failing which there was to be war.35


    The excitement that followed was immense. The great throng stood in its stirrups and shouted itself hoarse, and it was not until long after the Commandant-General and his retinue had fought their way through the crowd that the commandos began to disperse.


    The jubilation continued far into the night, and as we sat around our ﬁres discussing the coming struggle, we heard singing and shouting from the neighbouring camps until cockcrow.


    Next day England accepted the challenge and the War began. Once more the excitement was unbounded. Fiery speeches were made, and General Joubert was received with tumultuous cheering as he rode through to address the men. Orders were issued for all commandos to be in readiness, and ﬁve days’ rations of biltong and meal were issued. Flying columns were to invade Natal, and all transport was to be left behind, so my brother and I were obliged to send our native boy to the central laager, where the wagons were being parked until they could follow later.


    My brother and I had joined hands with some friends from our Pretoria suburb of Sunnyside, and after a few days we had become merged in a larger body, of which ﬁve brothers, named Malherbe, were the leading spirits. We chose Isaac Malherbe, the eldest of them, to be our Corporal, and a better man I never met. We soon came to be known as ‘Isaac Malherbe’s Corporalship’.36 He was about thirty-ﬁve years old, dark complexioned, silent and moody, but we looked up to him because of the confidence which he inspired. His brothers were brave men too, but he stood head and shoulders above them all. After his death on the Tugela we found that he was a man of considerable means whose wife and two small daughters were left well provided for.


    War was declared on October 11th.37 At dawn on the morning of the 12th, the assembled commandos moved off and we started on our first march.


    As far as the eye could see the plain was alive with horsemen, guns, and cattle, all steadily going forward to the frontier. The scene was a stirring one, and I shall never forget riding to war with that great host.


    It has all ended in disaster, and I am writing this in a strange country, but the memory of those ﬁrst days will remain.38

  




  
    


    CHAPTER 4


    We Invade Natal


    We reached the border village of Volksrust before noon, and here the entire force was halted for the day, the Pretoria men camping beside the monument erected to commemorate the Battle of Majuba, fought on the mountain nearby in 1881.39


    The army was now split up to facilitate our passage through the mountainous country lying ahead. The Pretoria Commando, about three hundred strong, was attached to a larger force of fifteen hundred men under General Erasmus, nicknamed ‘Maroola’,40 with his brother, Commandant Erasmus,41 nicknamed ‘Swart Lawaai’ (Black Noise) as second in command. They were tall, swarthy men, clad in black claw-hammer coats, and semi-tophats, trimmed with crêpe, a style of dress and headgear affected by so many Boer officers as virtually to amount to insignia of rank. General Maroola had got his name during a recent native campaign in the northern Transvaal, in the course of which he was said to have directed operations from behind a maroola tree, while Swart Lawaai’s was a tribute to his dark complexion and quarrelsome temper.


    Several other forces, more or less equal to ours, were carved out of the main body, and in the afternoon each of these new commandos was assigned its route. We spent an unhappy night in the rain. We had neither tents nor overcoats, so we sat on ant-heaps, or lay in the mud, snatching what sleep we could. It was our ﬁrst introduction to the real hardships of war, and our martial feelings were considerably damped by the time the downpour ceased at daybreak. When it was light we moved out, shivering and hungry, for it was too wet to build ﬁres.


    Our road lay between high mountains, and the rain came down again in torrents. Far away to our right and left we caught an occasional glimpse of other forces marching through the mist, also making slow progress over the heavy country. We did not cross the border, but kept to a parallel road, and by dark we halted at a dismal spot, soon trampled into a quagmire by the multitude of horses. Again it rained all night, and again we could light no fires, and had to appease our hunger by munching biltong from our saddle-bags.


    It was a severe first test, for, in addition to the rain, a cold wind blew from the great Drakensberg range, cutting through us. Fortunately past troubles are soon forgotten, and when, towards sunrise, the weather lifted and we got under way, we were in good spirits again, with no thought of the unhappy night behind us.


    After a long ride we emerged into open country and there, winding across the plain, ran the Buffalo River with the green hills and pleasant valleys of Natal stretching beyond. With one accord the long files of horsemen reined in, and we gazed silently on the land of promise. General Maroola, with a quick eye to the occasion, faced round and made a speech telling us that Natal was a heritage filched from our forefathers, which must now be recovered from the usurper.42 Amid enthusiastic cries we began to ford the stream.43 It took nearly an hour for all to cross, and during this time the cheering and singing of the ‘Volkslied’ were continuous, and we rode into the smiling land of Natal full of hope and courage.


    As soon as we were through the river, we spread out on a front of several miles, and went forward. Far away, on either side we could see the other forces moving abreast of us. There was not a man who did not believe that we were heading straight for the coast, and it was as well that the future was hidden from us, and that we did not know how our strength and enthusiasm were to be frittered away in a meaningless siege, and in the holding of useless positions, when our only salvation lay in rapid advance. The nearest English soldiers were still many miles to the south, so that beyond sending out vedettes, the men went as they pleased, riding hither and thither to forage for supplies at the farmhouses we passed.


    By nightfall we reached the hills near the village of Newcastle and here we halted, our campfires glowing far and near like the lights of a great city. Next morning we moved in columns through the streets, such of the inhabitants as sympathised with us waving encouragement, and the rest looking on in sullen resentment, as the long lines of horsemen went by. Beyond the village a halt was called to allow the other forces to come abreast, and then, at dusk, all commandos started on a forced march that lasted throughout the night except for an occasional halt to rest the horses. By sunrise we had come within fifteen miles of the flat-topped mountain behind which lay the town of Dundee and the nearest English forces.


    Contrary to expectation, we halted for the greater part of the day, and again, at sunset, were ordered to prepare for another night march. The commandos had by now closed in and our Natal army was assembled practically in one body, making a brave show as we rode out. General Joubert had passed among us during the day, and we knew from him that he planned to surround the English troops that night. General Maroola, with the fifteen hundred men of whom we of the Pretoria Commando formed part, was to occupy the mountain overlooking the enemy’s camp at Dundee, while the other forces were to complete the pincers on the ﬂanks and rear. There was much excitement at the prospect of ﬁghting, and even the heavy rain that set in  after we started could not depress our spirits. The night was black, and our route seemed to lie chieﬂy over an open mud-bound plain, varied at times by more broken country in the passage of which there was a good deal of confusion and intermingling between the different commandos; but for all that, steady progress was made, and towards dawn Maroola succeeded in disentangling his commando from the other columns. Soon the frequent lightning revealed the steep side of a mountain, rising like a wall before us, and word was passed to commence the ascent, for this was the mountain from the top of which it was said one could look down on the English encampments on the other side.44 As there was almost certain to be a strong post holding the summit we climbed up in silence, expecting to be ﬁred on at any moment, but when we reached the wide plateau above we found it deserted. This was so unlooked for that no one seemed to know what to do next, and, as it was still pitch dark, and the rain was coming down in torrents, we waited shivering in the cold for the coming of daybreak. When it grew light the rain ceased, but a mist enshrouded the mountain top through which everything looked so ghostly and uncertain more at a loss than ever, and when Maroola was asked for orders he merely stood glowering into the fog without reply.45 We could not see fifty yards in any direction but the English lines were immediately below us, for we could hear muffled shouts and the rumble of wagons, and we expected to be led down the face of the mountain to the attack. But General Maroola and his brother made no sign, and when President Kruger’s son, Caspar, who was serving with us as a private, and who for once in his life showed a little spirit, went up and implored them to march us to the enemy, Maroola curtly ordered him off.


    He must have known what he was about, for suddenly there came a violent cannonade, bringing us all to our feet as we listened to our ﬁrst sound of battle.


    We could see nothing, but heavy fighting had started close by, for the roar of the guns increased and at times we heard the rattle of small arms and Maxims. None of the fire, however, was directed at us, and so far as we were concerned nothing happened, and we fretted at the thought of standing passively by when others were striking the first blow of the War. After perhaps an hour the sound died down, indicating, although we did not know it at the time, that the English had driven the Vryheid men from Talana Hill with heavy losses. Towards midday the weather cleared somewhat, and while it still continued misty, patches of sunshine began to splash the plain behind us, across which we had approached the mountain overnight. And then, far down, into one of these sunlit spaces rode a troop of English horsemen about three hundred strong.46 This was our first sight of the enemy, and we followed their course with close attention.


    How this handful of men came to be right in the rear of the whole Boer Army I never heard, but they were on a desperate errand, for between them and their main body lay nearly fifteen thousand horsemen, and, now that the fog was lifting, their chance of regaining their base unobserved was gone. Already scattered Boer marksmen were appearing out of the mist, firing from the saddle as they came, and shepherding the soldiers still further from their own people. Our men were by this time mostly crowding the forward edge of the mountain, hoping to catch sight of the English camp below so that there were only a few of us who saw the troopers on the plain behind. Among these was our corporal, Isaac Malherbe, my brother and I, and five or six other Pretoria men, and, after watching the squadron below for a few seconds, we mounted our horses and rode down the mountain side as fast as we could go. Arrived at the foot, we raced across the veld in the wake of the English troops, guided by the sound of dropping rifle shots ahead of us, for we could no longer see our quarry, as they had disappeared for the time being among some low foothills. Following on, we soon came to the scene of action. The English had gone to earth at a small homestead, and we were just in time to see the soldiers jumping from their horses, and running for cover to the walls of a stone cattle kraal, and among the rocks behind the farmhouse. Other burghers were flocking in, and soon the troops were completely surrounded. Across their front ran the dry bed of a spruit, and Isaac led us thither at once. This meant riding towards the enemy over the open, and now, for the first time in my life, I heard the sharp hiss of rifle bullets about my ears, and for the first time I experienced the thrill of riding into action. My previous ideas of a battle had been different, for there was almost nothing to see here.


    The soldiers were hidden, and, except for an occasional helmet and the spurts of dust ﬂicked up around us, there was nothing. We reached the spruit we were making for with one man wounded, and leaving him and our horses in the bed below, we climbed the bank and were soon blazing away our ﬁrst shots in war.


    The troops replied vigorously, but they were able to devote comparatively little attention to us, for by now the countryside was buzzing like an angry hive, with men arriving from every direction, and the end was but a question of time. After a few minutes a Creusot gun of the Transvaal Staats Artillery unlimbered and opened ﬁre. The very ﬁrst shell stampeded all the troop horses. The poor maddened brutes came tearing past us, and we leaped on our horses to head them off, but had to retreat, to avoid being trampled down as they thundered by. I managed to hang on to the skirt of the mob and, by seizing its ﬂying reins, brought a ﬁne black Waler to a standstill. As I was looking over my prize I saw a white ﬂag go up at the kraal, and another from the farmhouse so I hastened to be present at the surrender. By the time I got there the soldiers had thrown down their arms and were falling in under their officers. Their leader, Colonel Möller, stood on the stoep looking pretty crestfallen,  but the private soldiers seemed to take the turn of events more cheerfully.47 Officers and men were dressed in drab khaki uniforms, instead of the scarlet I had seen in England,48 and this somewhat disappointed me as it seemed to detract from the glamour of war; but worse still was the sight of the dead soldiers. These were the ﬁrst men I had seen killed in anger, and their ashen faces and staring eyeballs came as a great shock, for I had pictured the dignity of death in battle, but I now saw that it was horrible to look upon. I was too elated, however, at having taken part in our ﬁrst success to be downcast for long, and I enjoyed the novelty of looking at the captured men and talking to such of them as were willing. After a ﬁnal look round, those of us from Pretoria rode back towards the berg, where we had left the rest of our commando. The wounded man had to make his way as best he could to the nearest medical assistance.


    It fell dark before we reached the foot of the mountain on which our men were, and, heavy rain setting in, we made for a deserted farmhouse, and here we spent a comfortable night, pitying our companions out in such weather. At dawn the rain stopped, and before long we saw Maroola’s force winding down the mountain, so we saddled our horses and made haste to rejoin them as they came down.


    The men were cold and wet and hungry, and they looked with envy on our dry clothes and on the trophies in the way of swords and bayonets which we had brought with us. The weather at last was clearing and the sun came shining warmly through, so that all were soon in a more cheerful frame of mind in spite of Maroola’s telling us that the encircling movement had failed and that the English forces in Dundee had got away towards Ladysmith. When his brother Swart Lawaai saw the horse I had captured the previous day, he made me hand it over to one of his Field-Cornets whose mount had gone lame, and I was fool enough to comply, for I still had some respect for authority, and that was the last I saw of my booty. This was the more unfortunate because the little Basuto pony that I had been using as a pack-animal had strayed during the night, and my brother and I were left without a led horse to carry our cooking tins and supplies. We now felt our way round the corner of the mountain into Dundee town. As Maroola was not quite certain that the English evacuation was complete, he sent a patrol of ten men forward to investigate. My brother and I were of the party, and, while we were riding ahead along the base of a kopje, we saw half-a-dozen English soldiers running up the slope about five hundred yards off. We shouted to them to stop, but as they paid no heed, we sprang to the ground and fired, bringing two men down. The others now halted, and, riding up, we found one dead and another badly wounded. The rest told us that they were a signalling party that had lost their way in the rains and mists of the preceding day, and they seemed greatly taken aback when they heard that their troops had evacuated Dundee.


    We left the dead man lying where he fell and ordered the prisoners to carry their wounded companion into town, and as we were anxious to be first in, we left them and rode on.


    By now Maroola’s men were also making for Dundee, galloping hard behind us, but we were well in advance and easily got in before they came. They were not long, however, and soon fifteen hundred men were whooping through the streets, and behaving in a very undisciplined manner. Officers tried to stem the rush, but we were not to be denied, and we plundered shops and dwelling houses, and did considerable damage before the Commandants and Field-Cornets were able to restore some semblance of order. It was not for what we got out of it, for we knew that we could carry little or nothing away with us, but the joy of ransacking other people’s property is hard to resist, and we gave way to the impulse. My brother and I were hampered by the loss of our pony, but we brought away enough food for a royal feast, and after living on half-cured biltong for all these days, we made up for lost time.49


    There was not only the town to be looted, but there was a large military camp standing abandoned on the outskirts, and here were entire streets of tents, and great stacks of tinned and other foodstuffs, and, knowing the meagre way in which our men were fed and equipped I was astonished at the numberless things an English army carried with it in the field. There were mountains of luxurious foods, comfortable camp-stretchers and sleeping bags, and there was even a gymnasium, and a profusion of other things too numerous to mention.


    The looting of Dundee was the work of General Maroola’s men, for the rest of the Boer forces were moving east and west of the town in pursuit of the English garrison that was retreating to Ladysmith.


    That afternoon Maroola managed to persuade his men to resume the advance, and he trekked off, but twenty men of our Pretoria Commando were picked haphazard by him to remain behind to prevent further looting. I rode by just as he was making his selection and, his eye happening to fall on me, I was included in the party.


    The old fellow probably thought he was doing me a good turn, but I was far from pleased, especially as my brother went on with the rest of the commando. After they were gone, we searched around for one of the less damaged houses, as we had no idea how long we might be marooned here and had decided to be comfortable. Towards evening I rode up again to the English camp to have another look at it and, wandering about, I came on the ﬁeld hospital, ﬂying the Geneva Cross. One of the tents was a large marquee for wounded ofﬁcers, and here I saw General Penn-Symons, the Commander of the English troops. He  was mortally wounded and the nurses told me that he could not last out the night. Next morning, as I was again on my way up to the camp, I met a bearer-party carrying his body, wrapped in a blanket, and I accompanied them to where they buried him behind the little English chapel.50


    Now that the commandos were gone, and we were left in sole charge, we looked like settling down for some time, but that afternoon a dishevelled horseman rode into town with tidings of the disaster that had over-taken the Johannesburg men at Elandslaagte.51 He was in a state of great excitement and gave us such an exaggerated account of the ﬁght, probably to excuse his presence so far to the rear, that I decided to go off in search of our commando, as I could see that there would be other ﬁghting. The temporary Corporal in charge of us, one Paul de Villiers, forbade me to leave, as our instructions were to stay in Dundee until further orders, but I rode away within the hour.


    As it was late when I started, darkness came on before I had got very far, and I spent the night at Glencoe Junction, where I found other fugitives from the Elandslaagte battle, from whom I gathered that it had been a pretty serious affair, in which we had lost two guns and many men killed and wounded, besides some hundreds of prisoners.


    At the station, too, I saw the wife of General Kock, who commanded the Johannesburg Commando. He had been badly wounded and taken into Ladysmith by the British, and the poor woman was hoping to get through their lines to see him. How she came to be here at all I do not know; probably she had accompanied the forces in the same way as the Commandant-General’s wife, but I do not know whether she ever succeeded in reaching her husband, who died a few days later.


    I rode on before daylight next morning, the memory of her tear-stained face giving me the ﬁrst hint of what women suffer in time of war. I went down the Washbank Pass all by myself, and, although I was new to the country, I had no difﬁculty in ﬁnding my way, as the road was trampled and churned by the thousands of horsemen who had gone before.


    During the two days while I was in Dundee, General Joubert had moved his whole army southwards, and was at this moment camped about ten miles from Ladysmith, where I rejoined after nightfall. As I approached, I saw thousands of ﬁres springing up on the hills, for the commandos were strung out over several miles, and it took me a long time to locate the Pretoria men in the dark. Stumbling about, I came on General Maroola squatting by a ﬁre, and, before I could slip away, he saw me, and testily demanded why I had left Dundee without his permission. I said I had come away to help him take Ladysmith, and grinning sourly at my impudence, he packed me off. When at last I found my corporalship, I was told that my brother had been missing since the day before, which troubled me, for we had promised my father to remain together if possible.


    Next day our whole line moved forward, and a ﬁne sight it was, as the masses of horsemen breasted the green slopes towards the ﬁnal hills from which we could look down to Ladysmith. The English were standing on the defensive, for during the morning we had not come in contact with them, and we could now see them building forts and redoubts in the low kopjes surrounding the town.


    Neither side made any attempt to get to grips that day, but by night our men had occupied Bulwana and Lombaardskop, two prominent heights, and they were also holding a line that stretched around by Pepworth Hill and the ridges lying towards Nicholson’s Nek. The following day was spent in preparation for the coming battle, but I was riding from commando to commando in search of my brother.


    A collision with the British was imminent. They had ten to twelve thousand men, including those who had retired from Dundee, and we had fourteen or fifteen thousand, so that something was bound to happen.


    That night the Pretoria Commando took up a suitable position to the right of Pepworth Hill, where we lay on our arms till morning, expecting an attack at any moment, but sunrise came and all remained quiet, from which we gathered that another day was to pass before the clash.


    Towards eleven in the morning Piet Joubert, the Commandant-General, and his staff rode in to address us. He started by scolding the men for having looted a farm close by and got so worked up that he forgot to tell us what the real object of his visit had been. We took his wigging in good part, but I am afraid no one treated our Commander-in-Chief very seriously. His staff was jocularly known as the ‘Royal Family’, mostly relations. There was a story going round of a burgher who saw a man ordering people about. The burgher asked him if he was an officer and he replied, ‘Of course I’m an officer, I am the Commandant-General’s nephew.’ This tale might have been true, for some of the ‘Royal Family’ put on airs, and we had no great love for any of them, although in fairness it must be said that none of the Commandant-General’s own sons were on his staff but were serving as ordinary privates. After Piet Joubert had ridden off, Mr Zeederberg, our Field-Cornet, set us to building breastworks in the line of hills forward of our halting ground, and every man worked hard until sunset, for this was the position we were to hold when the enemy came against us.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 5


    A Battle


    When the men returned to the camp that evening after ﬁnishing their work, I was left on outpost duty with seven others, at the place where we had been building schanses during the day.


    The hill we were on formed the extreme right of the Boer line. From our station we looked over the plain leading towards Ladysmith, and to our right we looked across a broad valley, running between us and Nicholson’s Nek, a flat-topped hill on the far side.


    All remained quiet until three in the morning, when out of the darkness there came the sound of shots followed by confused shouting and trampling, but as the noise died down after a while, we let things be. Shortly before daybreak, when it was growing light, two large mules came trotting up from below, their head-ropes trailing on the ground, and on bringing the animals to a halt we found that one of them carried on his back the barrel of a mountain gun, and the other a leathern box containing shell ammunition. They had obviously come from the British lines, and we only learned afterwards that a strong force of infantry had marched out of Ladysmith intending to get into our rear under cover of darkness, but that their battery mules had stampeded, throwing the troops into such disorder that, instead of achieving their object, they were obliged to take up a position on our ﬂanks on Nicholson’s Nek where, later in the day, I took part in the ﬁghting that led to their capture.


    Meanwhile it was sunrise, and we could now make out this force on the level top of Nicholson’s Nek across the valley. The soldiers were working like ants, building sangars of stone, and we could see a knot of officers, standing around what looked like an outspread map, while other men were pulling a tarpaulin over a tree for shade.


    At this time our commando, as well as the other commandos in the vicinity, was still peacefully at rest some four hundred yards to the rear, out of sight behind a low ridge, and no alarm had yet been given, so we ﬁred the ﬁrst shots of the coming battle.


    The range was too great for accurate shooting, but our volley had the effect of dispersing the officers, who hurriedly climbed up to join their troops on the hill-top above, where we could now no longer see any sign of life, as the men who had been working there had taken cover, and the plateau seemed deserted. Our shots had the further effect of arousing the commandos and, before long, horsemen came hurrying from the different camps to occupy the forward crest, and within twenty minutes there were hundreds of riflemen in position, facing the plain that runs to Ladysmith.


    As for the English force on Nicholson’s Nek, orders were sent to the Free State Commandos, coming up from the west, to attack them, and by seven o’clock we heard the popping of riﬂe shots from that direction, but for the next hour or two we could spare them no thought, for tall pillars of dust were rising from Ladysmith, and soon long columns of infantry debouched into the plain before us. The Transvaal State Artillery had dragged a six-inch Creusot gun (‘Long Tom’) up Pepworth Hill,52 a mile to the left, and they had installed several smaller guns there as well, and all these now began to ﬁre on the approaching troops. I expected to see the shells mow great gaps and lanes in the enemy ranks, but instead of this our ﬁrst shots were spent in ﬁnding the range, and by that time the columns had opened out, and, in place of the havoc which I had expected, the ﬁring only caused smoke and local disturbances of earth, while the infantry came steadily on.


    And yet a great spectacle was developing.


    From where we held the sweep of the hills, we looked down as from an amphitheatre at every movement of the troops on the plain below – infantry hurrying forward in successive waves; guns galloping up and all the bustle and activity of a battle shaping before our eyes.53


    The soldiers, paying little heed to the shells that dropped amongst them, advanced without a halt, although many now fell dead and wounded, while in the rear, battery after battery unlimbered. We saw the horse teams ridden back, and then, to cover the progress of their troops, heavy fire was opened and there came the sound, once heard never forgotten, of shells tearing towards us and exploding around us, and overhead, with deafening concussions.


    By now, what with the thunder of the British guns and of our own, the crash of bursting shells and the din of thousands of rifles, there was a volume of sound unheard in South Africa before. I was awed rather than frightened, and, once I had got over my ﬁrst impression, I felt excited by all I saw and keenly joined in the ﬁring. We were so successful that by the time the foremost infantrymen came within twelve hundred yards of us, many fallen dotted the veld, and the advance wavered before the hail of bullets. They did not run away, but we saw them taking cover behind ant-heaps and such other shelter as the ground afforded. From there they directed a heavy fire on us, but their progress was definitely stayed, and our line held for the rest of the day.


    Our casualties were not heavy, for we were well protected, but the guns on Pepworth Hill close by were being severely  punished. The English batteries concentrated upon silencing our pieces there. We could see that the people were making heavy weather on the hill, for its summit was covered in smoke and flame, and the roar of the bursting shells shook the ground even where we lay.


    For the past few days I had been without word of my brother but now an artilleryman came racing up on horseback with a message from General Maroola to say that most of the guns were out of action. I recognised the man as an old acquaintance, and, when he saw me, he said my brother was at that moment serving as a volunteer with the crew of the big Creusot on Pepworth Hill. Concerned to hear that he was there, I ran back for my horse which was standing under cover with the rest and rode for the hill as fast as I could go, through shell and bullet fire. I reached the rear of the hill in safety, and certainly the dispatch rider had not overstated the case. Six or seven dead artillerymen, some horribly mutilated, were laid out on a square of canvas to which they had been carried from above, and Ferdinand Holz,54 the German military doctor, was attending to a number of wounded also brought down from the emplacements.


    An ambulance-van was standing nearby with several of its mule team dead in their traces, and in the distance the native drivers were running wildly to the rear. At the guns above twenty to thirty shells at a time were bursting with terrific noise. I tied my horse to a tree and, after an anxious glance at the dead and wounded, to make sure that my brother was not one of their number, I began to work my way up, crawling from stone to stone, and running forward whenever there was a lull in the fire, until I reached the sandbagged ramparts. Here I found my brother, and the surviving artillerymen, crouching behind the wall, unable to serve their guns under the storm that was lashing the position. It was mostly shrapnel, so that none of the guns were actually destroyed, but all were silenced.


    More dead lay about, and wounded men were sheltering with the rest in the lee of the parapet. I liked the spot so little that I tried to persuade my brother to return with me to our own commando, but although he was somewhat shaken by this ordeal he refused to come and I had to admit that he was right. As there was no object in my remaining, I bade him goodbye, and taking advantage of a slackening in the British gun-ﬁre I made my way down. Below I found Dr Holz, lying in a heap, struck dead by a shell while helping the wounded.55 A fresh ambulance wagon came up just then and I lent a hand at loading the casualties before I sought out my horse, fortunately unscratched, and made haste to get away. I found the Pretoria men still holding the ridge on which I had left them, and on the plain before them the situation had not materially altered. The English troops showed no signs of advancing, and our commandos lay inactive while the guns pounded away, the battle resolving itself into an artillery duel, except that on the right we could hear the continuous crackle of musketry from Nicholson’s Nek where the Free Staters were engaged with the force that had come out of Ladysmith during the night.


    Our Corporal, Isaac Malherbe, now suggested to those of us lying near that we should accompany him across the valley to Nicholson’s Nek. About a dozen of us followed him to the horses, dodging among the rocks and trees to escape the shrapnel, and we rode down into the broad valley on the opposite side of which rose Nicholson’s Nek.


    We came under plunging rifle fire as we moved across the floor of the valley, but we got under cover at the foot of the hill without loss. Here there was a party of Indian dhoolie bearers,56 who had brought down some wounded English soldiers, our unexpected appearance among them causing considerable consternation. Ignoring them, we tethered our horses and started to climb the hill, going warily for fear of blundering into the wrong side of the ﬁghting which we could hear above. The top of Nicholson’s Nek is a broad level plateau dotted with outcrops of loose boulders, and, on breasting the rim, we were for a moment or two unable to gauge the situation. Rifles were cracking and bullets were whizzing, but there was no one in sight. Crawling forward, however, we came on small parties of Free State burghers lying behind rocks and other shelter in a rough line across the hill, and when we joined one of these groups they pointed out to us where the English troops lay posted, behind similar cover, thirty or forty yards away.


    Both sides were maintaining a vigorous, short-range riﬂe contest, in which the soldiers were being badly worsted, for they were up against real old-fashioned Free State Boers for whom they were no match in sharp-shooting of this kind. Time after time I saw soldiers looking over their defences to ﬁre, and time after time I heard the thud of a bullet ﬁnding its mark and could see the unfortunate man fall back out of sight, killed or wounded. We joined in the ﬁght, and for the next hour we slowly but surely pressed the English to the far edge of the hill.


    As we gained ground we began to come on their dead and wounded, and realised what heavy losses we were inflicting, for behind almost every rock lay a dead or wounded man, and we knew that we should have possession of the hill before long.


    Towards noon, as we were increasingly hustling our opponents, we heard a bugle ring clear above the riﬂe-ﬁre, and at the same time a white ﬂag went up.


    Hundreds of khaki-clad ﬁgures rose from among the rocks and walked towards us, their riﬂes at the trail. We stood up to wait for them. The haul was a good one for there were eleven hundred prisoners, mostly Dublin Fusiliers. The commando responsible for this came from the district of Heilbron in the northern Free State. They were led by Commandant Mentz, but the man who had chieﬂy urged on the ﬁght was Field-Cornet Christian de Wet, afterwards the redoubtable guerrilla leader.57 I saw him here for the ﬁrst time as he made his way from point to point during the action, and I well remember his ﬁerce eyes and keen determined face.


    Shortly after the surrender I was talking to some of the captured ofﬁcers when I heard one of them exclaim, ‘My God; look there!’ and turning round we saw the entire British force that had come out against us on the plain that morning in full retreat to Ladysmith. Great clouds of dust billowed over the veld as the troops withdrew, and the manner of their going had every appearance of a rout. There were about ten thousand soldiers, but General Joubert had far more than that number of horsemen ready to his hand, and we fully looked to see him unleash them on the enemy, but to our surprise there was no pursuit. I heard Christian de Wet mutter, ‘Los jou ruiters; los jou ruiters’ (‘Loose your horsemen, loose your horsemen’), but the Commandant-General allowed this wonderful opportunity to go by, a failure that cost us dear in the days to come.58


    Judging by the disorderly appearance of the retreat, he could have driven the English clean through Ladysmith and out beyond, and he would have lost fewer men in the doing of it than we lost in the subsequent siege, but the English went hurrying back unmolested, save for an occasional shell from Pepworth Hill, where our guns had sprung into life again, and, with the whole Boer Army looking on, no attempt was made to exploit the victory that had been gained.


    When we saw the troops falling back, and no chase given, we washed our hands of the business, and began to examine our own immediate surroundings on the hilltop.


    Dead and wounded soldiers lay all around, and the cries and groans of agony, and the dreadful sights haunted me for many a day, for though I had seen death by violence of late there had been nothing to approach the horrors accumulated here.


    Of our party under Isaac Malherbe not one had been hit, but the Free State men had eight or nine dead, and ﬁfteen or twenty wounded. The English casualties were about two hundred killed and as many injured,59 the disparity being due to the fact that the English soldiers were no match for us in riﬂe-shooting. Whatever the defects of the commando system may be (and they are many) the Boer superiority in marksmanship was as great now as it had been in 1881. Having looked at the dreadful scenes on the plateau, we parted from the Free Staters and, returning down the hill to our horses, rode back through the valley to the Pretoria Commando, which we found in the same place in the line where we had left them, the men still holding the ridge, and their horses still under cover behind.


    There was on this day, and for long after, much acrimonious discussion regarding the Commandant-General’s failure to pursue when the English turned back, and I was told by old Maroola himself, that when officers came up to implore Piet Joubert to follow, he quoted the Dutch saying, ‘When God holds out a ﬁnger, don’t take the whole hand’, meaning that the Almighty had sufficiently aided us for one day, and that it did not behove us to presume upon His bounty, a view which Isaac Malherbe said might be sound theology but no good in making war.


    With that lack of vision that marred most of our doings in the earlier stages, we hailed the Ladysmith battle as a great victory, and we acted as if we had a broken and defeated enemy before us. It certainly was a notable success, but in the end it would have been better for us had the British smashed our line that day, for our leaders would then have followed a better plan of campaign than sitting down to a prolonged and ruinous siege.


    Had the Boers made for the coast, instead of tying up their horsemen around towns that were of no value to them, the outcome of the war might have been very different; but they sacriﬁced their one great advantage of superior mobility, and allowed splendid guerrilla ﬁghters to stagnate and demoralise in the monotony of siege warfare, at a time when our only salvation lay in pushing to the sea.60

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 6


    Ups and Downs


    We rested on our laurels for a few days, each commando camping immediately behind the position which it had held during the battle.


    Ladysmith was soon completely invested; on every hill and kopje lay a force of riﬂemen, and there must have been nearly ten thousand thus tied down who could have been put to far better use.61


    The weather remained ﬁne, and we divided our time between watching the beleaguered garrison build forts and breastworks against our ultimate reception, and riding about the rear foraging for supplies.


    After a while, we of Pretoria received orders to move forward to occupy a hill named Bell’s Kop, facing a murderous-looking English construction that had gone up within the last few days. We rode out before light one morning to take up our new position, which, we were informed, was to be held by us as part of the cordon that was being drawn round the town. When we heard that this was to be our permanent abode, all hands turned to building shelters against the weather, and generally making our camp habitable. Neighbouring farms were laid under tribute and plundered of everything that could be turned to account. My brother rejoined us here. He had found his horse and had enough of gunnery for the time being, and our native boy Charley also entered appearance, beaming with delight at having tracked us down. He travelled on foot all the way from the Transvaal border, and although several times arrested as a spy, he had talked and argued his way through until he found us. Needless to say, he was received with open arms, as we were once more able to turn over to him our duties of cooking, carrying water, horse guard, etc. so my brother and I settled down to a life of ease, spending our time in sniping at the English outposts, or in riding to the neighbouring laagers.
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