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        “There is no doubt they [The Gordon Highlanders] are the finest regiment in the world.”

        Winston Churchill (attributed)

      

      

      
        
        “We are not interested in the possibilities of defeat: they do not exist,”

        Queen Victoria

      

      

      
        
        “I hold Ladysmith for the Queen.”

        Sir George White, during the siege of Ladysmith

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Afrikaans: the language spoken by the people of Dutch descent in South Africa. It originated in the Dutch language spoken by the original European settlers in South Africa.

      Biltong: air-dried cured meat.

      Boer: Afrikaner countryman, although most British used the term for any citizen of the two South African republics who fought against Britain.

      Bundook: British rankers’ slang term for their rifles, from the Hind word banduq, meaning ‘gun’.

      Burgher: Afrikaner townsman.

      Bydand: Steadfast – the motto of the Gordon Highlanders.

      Commando: gathering or group of Boers and/or Burghers for the purpose of war.

      Dorp: village.

      Great Trunk Road: major road across Northern India.

      Grim, on the: British rankers’ slang for service on India’s Northwest Frontier.

      Gun cotton: or nitrocellulose, a flammable mixture of cellulose and nitric and sulphuric acids; it was used as an explosive.

      ILH: Imperial Light Horse.

      Kerk Predikant: Church Minister.

      Khaki: a term for British soldiers, named after the colour of their uniforms.

      Kloof: steep-sided valley or ravine.

      Kopje: hill.

      Koppie: small hill.

      Laager: encampment, often of wagons placed in a rough circle.

      Majuba: a battle fought on 27th February 1881, where the Boers defeated the British.

      MI: Mounted Infantry.

      Nek: a col, a dip between two peaks on a mountain range.

      PBI: Poor Bloody Infantry.

      Publics: Public Houses.

      Rinderpest: highly infectious viral disease of cattle.

      Rooinecks: literally, Rednecks, a derogatory term for British soldiers, probably referring to their tendency to burn under the sun, unlike the tanned Burghers.

      Shabash: well done, congratulations.

      Shine: noise.

      Stoep: veranda.

      Spruit: a small watercourse, usually dry.

      Swaddie, swaddies: slang term for British soldiers, normally men from the ranks.

      Taal, the: an alternative name for Afrikaans, the language spoken by the Boers.

      Transvaalse Volkslied: Transvaal national anthem.

      Uitlander: a non-Boer in either of the Boer republics. Many were from the British Isles.

      Voortrekker: person who migrated northwards from British-controlled Cape Colony to help found the Boer republics.

      Zarp: Transvaal Police.
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      SOETWATERS

      TRANSVAAL, THE ZUID-AFRIKAANSCHE REPUBLIEK

      OCTOBER 1899

      Michal Rheeder jabbed in his heels and leapt his horse over the fence, landing with a shower of dust on the far side. He dismounted with a flourish, pushed back the broad-brimmed hat from his long blond hair and strode towards the farmhouse of Soetwaters.

      “Hendrik du Toit!” Michal shouted. “Hendrik! Are you there?”

      Pushing open the front door, Michal peered inside. The interior was sparse, with little furniture on the beaten earth floor, while the plates on the antique dresser gleamed with cleanliness. The long Martini-Henry rifle on the wall was old-fashioned but well kept, with a faint whiff of gun oil. “Hendrik?”

      When he realised the house was empty, Michal left quickly, jumped on his horse and trotted to the fields, acknowledging the servants with a careless wave.

      “Hendrik du Toit!”

      “Ja?” Hendrik was in his late thirties, but a lifetime spent outdoors, coupled with hard labour and recent grief, had carved deep lines in his tanned face. He lifted his hat politely when he saw his visitor. “Michal? What is it?”

      Michal lifted his hat and shook Hendrik’s hand. “A commando!” Michal shouted. “We are raising a commando! Will you join us?”

      Hendrik surveyed the younger man briefly before replying with a slow nod. “Ja, I am no warrior, but I will join you. I buried my wife and my son last year, so all I have left is my farm and war. Who are we fighting?”

      Michal swept back his hair and grinned. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It might be the native tribes or maybe the Rooinecks.”

      Hendrik rubbed a hard hand along his jaw before he replied. “Ja, the Rooinecks. I fought them twenty years ago when I was a boy, even younger than you, and we will have to fight them again.”

      “Get your rifle, Oom Hendrik, and three days’ supply of biltong and flour.” Michal grinned with excitement. “I have never been on commando before.”

      Hendrik sighed. “Maybe it is time you did. It is not a good thing to kill a man or to see men killed,” he said thoughtfully. “Yet sometimes it is necessary to do a little evil for the greater good.”

      Michal waited impatiently while Hendrik gave detailed instructions to his servants, saddled his horse, added a second and brought food, his rifle and ammunition.

      “Where and when are we assembling?” Hendrik asked.

      “Two miles outside Vereeniging,” Michal replied. “Tonight.”

      Hendrik glanced over his farm to ensure everything was in order, gave final orders to his servants and turned his horse’s head. “Lead on,” he said, and rode away, leaning well back in the saddle. Hendrik looked to his right as they passed the simple church with the surrounding graveyard where he had buried his wife and son, mouthed a silent prayer and rode on. Hendrik could blame neither the native tribes nor the British for his wife’s death of fever, and he refused to put responsibility on the Lord, yet his feeling of smouldering resentment against the world needed an outlet. Hendrik patted the stock of his rifle. Somebody would have to pay, and the Rooinecks had a history of interfering with other people’s business.

      The veldt spread around them, dotted with small farmhouses and decorated with trees, singly and in neat plantations. Above, the abyss of God’s sky stretched forever, cool blue except for a handful of distant clouds.

      “Somebody is coming,” Michal nodded to the north, where rising dust indicated a rider. “Three men, riding hard.”

      Hendrik could read the dust as well as Michal. “Ja,” he agreed. “Three riders. Unless their horses flounder, they will be here in ten minutes.”

      The riders emerged from the dust: an older man and two younger companions. The older man was bearded and rode slightly in front, with one of his companions having the facial fluff of a teenager desperate to achieve maturity, and the other smooth-faced as a girl.

      “Louis Grobler and his sons,” Michal said, lifting his hat in welcome.

      “We are joining the commando,” Louis said. Tall, slender and wiry, he took position behind Michal and Hendrik, with the two youngsters making up the rear.

      The farmers rode easily across the veldt with the horses’ hooves the only sound, and the openness extending as far as they could see. Hendrik examined each farm they passed, instinctively checking the condition of the livestock and wondering about fresh water and grazing. His mind wandered back to Soetwaters and the quiet graves where his wife and son rested.

      “More riders are coming,” Michal said, as another band rode from behind a koppie, three mature men and five youths who announced their arrival by firing rifles in the air. Hendrik knew them from the nagmaals—the quarterly farmers’ gatherings—and greeted them with handshakes and raised hats.

      The newcomers tagged on behind the Groblers, and the enhanced commando trotted forward to Vereeniging. Other riders joined them, occasionally as individuals, more often in small, tight family groups, sometimes of three generations: grandfathers, fathers and sons.

      “You are collecting quite a commando,” Hendrik said, as they halted to rest and water the horses.

      “It is not my commando,” Michal said, shaking his head. “I have no experience to lead. I am only helping gather the men.”

      “Then who will lead?” Hendrik asked.

      “You know how we arrange a commando,” Michal said. “The men from a district gather under a commandant with two field cornets, each above several corporals.”

      “I know the system,” Hendrik replied patiently.

      “Adriaan Wessels is the Commandant, and Dannie van Niekerk will be our field cornet,” Michal replied. “We will vote for a corporal at Vereeniging. You will meet Adriaan and Dannie later.”

      “I know them by name and reputation,” Hendrik said.

      They assembled beside a farm a mile outside Vereeniging with the sky ominously dark and the noise of the bustling little town reaching the Boers. The men found places to settle for the night, either in the open or inside a barn, and Hendrik lit a fire to combat the chill of the coming night. Most of the commando gathered around.

      “Have the Rooinecks attacked Vereeniging?” Hendrik asked.

      “They have not,” Michal replied cheerfully.

      “Then why are we here?”

      “Ask the Field Cornet,” Michal said.

      Dannie van Niekerk was a serious-faced man in his forties with a neat beard and sad eyes. “You men all know how the Rooinecks are treating us,” he spoke without preamble.

      The men nodded.

      “The British are moving their soldiers to the western borders of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, with troopships already at sea for Cape Town and Durban. We will soon muster on our borders with Natal and Cape Colony. They want to annex the Boer Republics to their empire.”

      “Remember that the British are taking the gold from the Witwatersrand,” Dannie continued. “They take our gold from under our land and transport it from Johannesburg to British-owned banks.”

      Michal nodded vigorously. “The British are stealing our gold,” he said. “They stole our land in Natal and the Cape, and they steal our gold and try to tell us how to govern our country.”

      Dannie nodded. “President Kruger has ordered that we should recover some of our gold. This commando will reverse the Rooinecks’ theft.” He raised his voice. “We will commandeer what is ours!”

      Michal joined some of the others in cheering and looked at Hendrik for support.

      Hendrik’s expression did not alter. He watched Dannie, concentrating on every word.

      “How will we commandeer gold from the Rand when we are thirty miles away at Vereeniging?” Hendrik asked quietly.

      Dannie smiled grimly, expecting the question.

      “The gold is loaded onto the mail train at the Rand and sent down to Cape Town,” Dannie explained. “The railway line, as you know, passes through Vereeniging.” He gave another taut, humourless smile. “We will stop the weekly mail train and commandeer our gold.”

      Michal led the cheering, waving his hat, his long blond hair rippling down his back.

      “When is the mail train due?” a large, dark-haired man asked. Hendrik eyed the speaker with suspicion. He knew everybody in the area and was wary of outsiders. The speaker was not local and did not look like a Boer—a farmer. He was alert, wary even, with a .577 Express hunting rifle over his shoulder and two ragged dogs beside his feet.

      “What is your name, meneer?” Dannie asked, lifting his hat.

      “Piet Stoffberg,” the man replied.

      “Where are you from?” Dannie asked.

      “Everywhere,” Piet replied vaguely, holding Dannie’s gaze. “I have been hunting in the low veldt and the north, and I did not know the Rooinecks were causing trouble until I joined your commando.”

      “They hide their actions behind politeness and a pretence to care for the Uitlanders,” Dannie replied. “But Oom Paul ⁠* knows them and will forestall their plans. The mail train is due tomorrow afternoon.” He gave instructions to the men, who listened and nodded to show they understood.

      Michal grinned at Hendrik. “We’ll show the British they can’t take liberties with our Zuid Afrikan Republik, the Transvaal.”

      Hendrik nodded slowly. “Ja,” he said. “If they try to take our country, we will retake our gold.” He began to fill his pipe, thinking of his dead wife and son and hoping the servants were caring for his farm.
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        * * *

      

      Commandant Adriaan Wessels was an older man with grey hair and a long beard. He passed responsibility for the mission to Dannie while he disappeared on an errand of his own.

      Michal watched Adriaan ride away, tossed back his hair and asked Dannie about his plans.

      “Listen,” Dannie said, and positioned his men around the station at Vereeniging, with Hendrik and Piet at one end of the platform and Michal in a small group at the other. Dannie took charge of Michal’s group. Ignoring the station master’s protests, Dannie sent a man onto the roof to watch for the train coming. Hendrik watched impassively, unconcerned if Dannie’s plan succeeded, yet determined to do his duty for the Republic.

      The commando waited under the serene blue sky, with a slight wind rustling the branches of the trees. Passers-by either hurried past or watched these armed men, wondering what would happen.

      “Here she comes,” the lookout on the roof called. The station master automatically removed the silver watch from his waistcoat pocket, checked the time, and nodded approvingly.

      Hendrik shouldered his rifle and stepped back, watching Dannie and Michal edge forward at the far end of the platform. Dannie had sent Louis Grobler into the station master’s office, and now everybody waited for the results. Hendrik could nearly taste the tension in the air. He checked his rifle was loaded, leaned against one of the iron pillars that supported the roof, and waited. A few railway servants scurried away, sensing trouble.

      The station master signalled for the train to halt, and it began to slow a few hundred yards before reaching Vereeniging, with steam hissing and smoke gushing from its funnel. Hendrik heard the brakes squeal and saw the steam increase as the train neared the station, with the driver watching from his cab, wondering what was happening.

      The train eased to a stop, with the boiler steam and smoke dissipating on the platform. All the railway workers had fled, and only the armed Boers remained with the station master. Dannie, Michal, and two other men approached the driver. While Dannie spoke, the others held their rifles ready. The driver and a uniformed guard left the engine, speaking quickly and staring at the armed men.

      Hendrik turned his attention to the goods carriage that stopped opposite where he waited. The sliding door was closed, barred and double padlocked, a sure sign that it contained something valuable. Hendrik looked up as Michal ran towards them with a bunch of heavy keys in his hand and his rifle bouncing over his shoulder.

      “Open the locks!” Dannie ordered brusquely.

      Michal chose a key from his bunch and inserted it into the first padlock. After twisting it for a few moments, he cursed, withdrew the key and tried another. Hendrik moved slightly, keeping his rifle trained on the driver in case he decided to jump into his cabin and move away. The driver was middle-aged, bald and sweating, with a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. He did not appear like a man ready to chance being shot.

      “That’s better,” Michal said as he turned the third key. He yanked the padlock open, threw it on the ground, and tried the next, laughing as it clicked the first time of asking. He released the heavy iron locking bar within a minute and threw the door open. The armed guard inside stared, open-mouthed, as three Boers pointed their rifles at him. He stepped back to the pile of heavy money boxes, each stencilled with a bank’s name.

      “What’s all this?” The guard swivelled, unsure at which man to aim his revolver.

      “Out!” Michal ordered.

      “Stand aside!” Dannie said. “We’re coming in.”

      “You can’t come in here! This is the Royal Mail!” the guard waved his pistol uncertainly.

      “Drop the pistol and hands up!” Dannie prodded the guard with the muzzle of his rifle. “We are four to one.”

      When the guard hesitated and reluctantly obeyed, Michal picked up the revolver and thrust it inside his belt. Hendrik guided the guard away, pressing the muzzle of his rifle against the man’s back.

      Dannie jumped into the carriage and began hauling out the locked money boxes. “Put them on the cart!” he ordered.

      Michal lifted the first box, with the name Bank of Africa stencilled on the front. He carried it to the flat cart that waited beside the platform as others carried away the other boxes. Hendrik read the names: African Banking Corporation, National Bank of the South African Republic and the Natal Bank. As a God-fearing man, Hendrik was not happy about the robbery, but he also knew that the gold had been destined to make wealthy foreigners even richer at the Republic’s expense.

      Dannie pointed to the mail sacks piled in the corner, some labelled For Her Majesty’s Soldiers in Natal.

      “Take these as well,” Dannie ordered. “They might contain valuable information.”

      Michal nodded and tossed the mail sacks onto the cart.

      Dannie lifted his hat to the staring guard. “President Kruger thanks the government of the United Kingdom for allowing us to commandeer gold that we rightfully own,” he said. Reaching up, he removed a rifle from its brackets and tossed it onto the cart beside the bullion boxes. “In case you have any silly ideas about being heroic.”

      “You won’t get away with this,” the guard spluttered.

      Dannie pushed the man back, slid shut the carriage door and replaced the padlocks. “Tell the driver to move on,” he ordered. “And we’ll get out of here.”⁠*

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Oom Paul: President Kruger.

          

          
* The Boers stopped a gold consignment at Vereeniging, taking an estimated half million pounds worth of gold. The method and names in this account are fictional, although the robbery was one of the first acts of the Second British-Boer War.
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      TRANSVAAL, THE ZUID-AFRIKAANSCHE REPUBLIEK

      OCTOBER 1899

      “Like rats leaving a sinking ship,” Leslie grunted as a uniformed Zarp, a Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek policeman, jostled a group of nervous men and women off the pavement and onto the dusty road.

      Dressed in civilian clothes and trying to hide their military bearing, Captain Andrew Baird of the 2nd Battalion, Royal Malverns, and Lieutenant Damian Leslie of the Imperial Light Horse slouched through the streets of Johannesburg. They watched the people hurrying to the railway station to catch the trains to Durban, Delagoa Bay or Cape Town, spoke to those who could spare the time and gleaned what information they could about affairs in the Transvaal’s gold city.

      “Are you leaving as well?” a plump, well-dressed man asked Andrew, his eyes darting nervously from side to side. He clutched a bulging canvas bag to his chest with white-knuckled hands.

      “I am not sure what I am doing,” Andrew replied, watching the hurrying civilians leave a wide arc around the police.

      “Leave!” the plump man urged. “It soon won’t be safe for any Uitlander – any non-Boer – in either of the Boer republics. Unless you are a Dutchman or a German, you’ll be hounded out or thrown in prison on a trumped-up charge.” He lowered his voice. “I saw the stolen gold arrive yesterday. There were three wagonloads, with the Zarps and some rough, ragged-looking back-veldt Boers guarding it. I heard that Oom Paul Kruger rubbed his hands and gloated when he saw the gold. Kruger appreciates the value of gold, especially when Uitlanders have done the hard work of tearing it from the ground.”

      “Gold is always welcome,” Andrew said solemnly. By the look of the plump civilian, he had never done anything harder than wash his hands or scan his bank balance.

      “I’ll have to run,” the plump man excused himself. “I have to catch a train out of here.” Crossing the road to avoid the Zarps, he scurried away, still holding his bag as if it held all his worldly treasures.

      “He was scared,” Leslie observed.

      “This whole town seems either scared or very tense,” Andrew observed.

      They stood at a street corner, watching a constant stream of civilians—men, women and children—head towards the railway station. The Zarps seemed to be everywhere, watching the crowd, occasionally pulling a man aside to question him, asking for papers or hustling him away. Andrew kept a wary eye on the police, ready to move away if they seemed interested in him.

      “This place is even worse than when I left,” Leslie said. “It’s more like Russia than Africa.”

      “Have you ever been to Russia?” Andrew asked.

      “No, but I’ve heard the stories,” Leslie said.

      “So have I,” Andrew agreed.

      “What will we do if the Zarps approach us?” Leslie asked.

      “I don’t think they will,” Andrew told him. “We’re dressed like back-country Boers rather than Uitlanders. If a policeman comes close, walk slowly away, speaking in Afrikaans.”

      A young family scurried past, with the husband carrying two heavy suitcases and the wife dragging an infant by the hand while cradling a baby in the crook of her left arm. The man was red-faced and looked prosperous, with good-quality clothes and glossy boots, while the woman’s long dress was fashionable, with a bright ribbon around her straw hat.

      “You lived in Johannesburg before you moved to Natal, didn’t you?” Andrew asked.

      “I did,” Leslie confessed with his ready smile. “I emigrated from England to Johannesburg to make my fortune in the gold mines.”

      “Did you make your fortune?”

      Leslie laughed bitterly. “The gold mines are not for men working on their own. They are for immensely rich people employing others. You are risking your life to make a fortune for the already wealthy, and then the Transvaal Government, Oom Paul and his cronies, got jealous and began to lean on non-Boers—Uitlanders. I got out before the situation got worse. The Transvaal is a police state.”

      Andrew watched two Zarps from under the brim of his hat. Although they pulled up the occasional man, they seemed more interested in talking to each other. Neither glanced at him.

      “The Pretoria Executive promised to issue permits to all Uitlanders who wish to remain in the republic,” Leslie reminded him. “Yet now that war seems inevitable, they have broken the promise.”

      “That’s how I see it,” Andrew agreed. He shifted away as a third Zarp joined the others, who stiffened to attention.

      “That one is a sergeant,” Leslie said casually. “Now the non-Boers are fleeing Johannesburg in their hundreds. The poor things don’t know what best to do under Kruger’s repressive regime.”

      Andrew nodded as the Zarp sergeant faced them. “Let’s go into the railway station and see if things are as bad as people say. We must make a report, after all.”

      Leaving their stance on the street, Andrew and Leslie joined the crowd that crushed into the station. Two mounted police kept control with a mixture of words and muscle.

      Andrew was unprepared for the scene that greeted him as railway officials crammed the frightened refugees into carriages that were already packed to overflowing.

      Leslie stepped forward. “For God’s sake! We can’t allow this!”

      “Stand back and watch,” Andrew ordered. “We are not here to interfere, and trying to help will only attract attention to us and do more harm than good.” Despite his words, Andrew had to restrain himself when he saw burly Afrikaans-speaking officials thrusting scared civilians into open cattle trucks. He saw one uniformed railway worker roaring abuse at two cowering women trying to shield their children.

      “That’ll do!” Andrew put a hand on the uniformed man’s shoulder. “Back off there!” He spoke in Afrikaans, the language of the Boers.

      The uniformed man turned, opened his mouth to blast the interfering stranger, saw the expression in Andrew’s eyes, and rapidly retreated.

      Andrew stamped his boots on the concrete ground. “Any sympathy I had for the Boers is rapidly diminishing.” He glared after the official. “I don’t like bullies of any breed or nationality.”

      “I agree,” Leslie said quickly. “I don’t care a twopenny damn about the Boers stealing gold from the banks, but mistreating women and children is beyond the pale.”

      Andrew nodded slowly. He found it hard to reconcile such a callous treatment of women with the Boers he had encountered during the Transvaal War. Maybe town Burghers are a different breed from the Boers from the veldt. He stepped forward again as a couple of young Burghers pushed a Uitlander woman onto one of the open carriages.

      “Have a care there!” Andrew pushed the most vocal of the Burghers back. “You can’t treat a woman like that.”

      “They are Uitlanders,” the man retorted. “Rooineck women come to steal our gold and our land.”

      “Leave her!” Andrew snarled, controlling his temper with an effort. He felt Leslie step beside him as more Burghers gathered, shouting at the civilians on the cattle truck as they supported their aggressive comrade. Some yelled at the Uitlanders, with a few teenagers throwing rotten fruit at the scared passengers. One man, bearded and grim-faced, shouted he wanted to shoot everything that speaks English—until another uniformed railway official hurried over, but rather than join the aggressors, he pushed them back from the train. “Leave these people alone.”

      The woman passenger faced Andrew for a moment, mouthed her thanks, and squeezed into the open truck. The official noticed a young girl in a thin dress crushed in the farthest corner of the truck, slipped off his heavy greatcoat and passed it to her.

      “Keep warm,” he said in a thick accent. “It is cold at night.”

      “Good man,” Andrew said, nodding his approval.

      “Come on, sir,” Leslie escorted Andrew away.

      “I should have known better,” Andrew said as the train moved off in a hissing cloud of steam. “I don’t like bullies.” He watched the train leave the station and into the overcast morning. “It’s threatening rain,” he said. “Those women in the cattle trucks will have a torrid time. If all the Boers feel like this lot in Johannesburg, I can see their journey being very unpleasant.”

      “That’s what we’ll say in our report, sir,” Leslie told him. “I am sure you have seen worse along the Northwest Frontier.”

      “I have,” Andrew agreed, “but that doesn’t make the situation here any better.”

      They heard a commotion and saw a pair of Zarps holding a revolver to a short civilian’s head. One Zarp threatened to shoot the man as the other screwed on a pair of heavy handcuffs to his wrists.

      When the railway official moved to intervene, the Zarp shoved him roughly aside.

      “No,” Andrew prevented Leslie from intervening. “Your accent would give you away. Best leave now. The Zarps have been watching us since I intervened with the lady.”

      Leslie grunted. “I hope this nonsense turns into open war, sir. I’ll enjoy shooting these people.” He lowered his hat to hide his face and glared at the closest Zarp.

      Andrew shook his head. “I don’t understand it,” he said. “The Boers I met twenty years ago were decent, hardworking men of the soil and not at all vindictive. I can’t see them treating women and children in such a manner. This cruelty is a side of their character I was unaware of.”

      Leslie stirred uneasily. “Let’s get back to Natal, sir. I think we’ve seen enough here.” He glanced at the fast-disappearing train. “Thank God the British don’t make war on women and children.”

      Andrew led the way from the station, ignoring the Zarps. “Please, God, we never stoop that low to fight a war. We’ll get back to Natal yet, Leslie. We still have places in the Transvaal to visit.”

      “Yes, sir,” Leslie said, smiling again.
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      TRANSVAAL, THE ZUID-AFRIKAANSCHE REPUBLIEK

      OCTOBER 1899

      “Twelve wagons,” Andrew said quietly. He leaned back on the slope of the kopje with his binoculars steady in tanned hands.

      Leslie pencilled the number in a small black notebook. “That makes thirty in the last two days,” he said.

      Andrew nodded. “We’ll go down after dark and see what they’re carrying.”

      Leslie closed his notebook and replaced it in the breast pocket of his jacket. “Probably the same as all the others,” he said.

      “Probably,” Andrew agreed, “but we’ll make sure.”

      They remained where they were, surveying the limitless expanse of the veldt. Andrew saw mile after aching mile of dun-coloured grass, broken by the occasional eruption of a kopje or the green streak that signified a riverbed. A few farmhouses and the associated barns were scattered across the land, with the fields spreading around, grazed by fat cattle.

      A team of eighteen oxen pulled each wagon that creaked past. Skilful native drivers wielded long whips and addressed each beast by name, encouraging the lazy, praising the hardworking and moving with the confidence of men who knew their worth. The ox-wagons seemed to belong to this landscape: slow, enduring, nearly as natural as the sharp cracking of the whips, which sounded in contrast to the patient endurance of the beasts and the turning wheels of the vehicles.

      In such wagons, the Boers had ground north in the Great Trek, escaping British rule to carve out their independent states in the heart of Southern Africa. Andrew watched the rolling wagons, with the same pattern in use seventy years later, when steamships controlled the seas and steam railways sliced through continents on steel rails.

      As the sun eased to the hazy horizon, the long wagon train stopped. The dust gradually settled, and the oxen relaxed in response to the drivers’ whistles. As if by instinct, the wagons laagered, forming a rough circle with the beasts inside. The escorting riders slipped off their shaggy ponies and spoke for a few moments, their rough voices carrying through the clear air of the veldt. One man laughed, with others joining in, and the servants made a fire within the laager.

      “Give them a couple of hours to settle down,” Andrew said. “Then we’ll have a look.” He leaned back against the rock at his back, content to wait. Campaigning in Africa and Asia had taught him patience and the necessity to rest whenever possible. He felt his companion fidgeting and smiled. Leslie was new to such ventures and would learn, as all young officers did.

      The laager was a full mile from Andrew’s position on the kopje. He waited until the sun had dipped beyond the world’s rim and the campfires flickered across the velvet-dark night, with the scent of cooking fires and coffee drifting on the wind.

      “Follow me,” Andrew said, lifting a bull’s-eye lantern from his saddle pack.

      Leslie grunted and raised himself from the ground. They checked their horses and slid down the slope and onto the veldt. Andrew took the lead, walking slowly and listening for any sounds. He could not see any sentries but heard the low rumble of men’s voices, with occasional loud laughter. A horse whinnied, and Andrew stopped, remaining static for three minutes as he watched the outline of the wagons against the rising stars.

      “Sir?” Leslie said.

      “Quiet!” Andrew hissed him to silence.

      When he judged it safe, Andrew moved again, placing each foot carefully on the ground as he neared the laager. One of the oxen bellowed, encouraging his companions to join him, and for a few moments, their calls filled the air. Circling the laager to the side furthest from the oxen, Andrew selected a heavy-laden vehicle.

      “Watch my back,” Andrew whispered.

      Leslie nodded. He looked nervous, with his eyes flickering from side to side.

      Andrew unfastened the laces that closed the wagon’s canvas cover and slid inside. He lit the lantern, sliding the shutter nearly shut so it only emitted a thin thread of light. As he expected, the interior was packed with wooden cases, with barely room for him to fit.

      Andrew positioned the lantern so the beam shone on the fastenings of the nearest case. The top was screwed down and secured with heavy metal bands. Rather than struggle with the screws, Andrew inserted his knife between two of the rough planks that made up the side of the case. He shaved off a sliver of wood and tried to insert his fingers into the case. When the opening was too small, Andrew sliced off more wood, scuffing the shavings away with his foot so there was no visible evidence. He halted when he heard a noise outside, closed the shutter to block the light and crouched down, swearing when a gust of wind flapped the open wagon cover.

      The noise ended. Andrew counted a slow hundred and began work again, easing open the lantern shutter and shaving off another sliver of wood. He tried his fingers again, gasping as the rough wood scraped his knuckles. He squeezed out a single brass cartridge, grunted in satisfaction, slid the bullet into his side pocket and dragged the case around so the damaged side was not visible.

      “Sir!” Leslie hissed. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Keep watch!”

      The wagon held a score of similar cases. Andrew counted them before he left, blew out the lantern and left the wagon, securing the cover before he climbed to the ground. Leslie was outside, fidgeting with nervous impatience.

      “Any luck?” Leslie whispered.

      “Ammunition,” Andrew replied. He led them fifty yards from the wagons and lay prone to examine the cartridge.

      “What kind of bullet is it?” Leslie asked.

      “Rimless bottleneck rifle cartridge,” Andrew replied. “Point two-seven-five calibre, or seven millimetre if you prefer.”

      “Mauser bullet?” Leslie asked.

      “Mauser bullet,” Andrew confirmed. “German-manufactured. They come in clips for the Mauser Model 1895.”

      “We haven’t found any rifles yet, sir,” Leslie said.

      “We’ll try another wagon,” Andrew decided.

      With the Mauser cartridge safely in his pocket, Andrew led them around the circumference of the laager. By now, the campfires were dying down.

      “Choose a wagon,” Andrew invited.

      “This one is as good as any.”

      The cover was laced tightly shut, so Andrew spent nervous minutes on the driving step before he slipped inside and relit the lantern. He immediately saw that Leslie had chosen well, with long wooden cases piled in the back of the wagon.

      Fortunately, the lid of the topmost case was loose, possibly because somebody had already checked the contents. Andrew slid it open and nodded at the strong smell of gun oil. A dozen bolt-action Mauser rifles, packed in straw, lay inside.

      “1895 pattern,” Andrew murmured, lifting one of the rifles. He found it beautifully balanced and ready for a clip of cartridges. “It’s a lovely weapon.” He sighted on the neighbouring wagon, with the weapon sliding against his shoulder as if made for him. I would not like to be on the wrong end of this rifle.

      Andrew quickly replaced the Mauser and eased the lid back into place. He froze and doused the lantern as somebody spoke a few yards outside the wagon. Sliding to the floor, Andrew lay still, hoping nobody had seen his movement through the thick canvas wagon cover. The man spoke again, the words clear to Andrew, although he spoke in Afrikaans.

      “Only five more days, and we’ll be in Pretoria.”

      A second man laughed. “You’re missing your wife.”

      “Not as much as she’s missing me.”

      The voices died away as the men sauntered past. Andrew remained still for a moment, counting the cases in the wagon. When he judged it safe, he slid out and crawled into the darkness outside the laager.

      “I was getting worried, sir,” Leslie said.

      “So was I,” Andrew replied. “That wagon was full of Mausers.”

      Leslie nodded. “As we thought. What now, sir?”

      Andrew considered for a moment. “Now we return to the horses, grab some sleep and see what else we can find before we file our final report.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll be glad to get back to Natal,” Leslie said, stretching as they rode slowly across the endless dun veldt. He looked around him. “I hope we return to the Transvaal with an army to bring these people to heel.”

      “Do you want a war with your neighbours?” Andrew asked.

      Leslie hawked and spat dust-laden spittle on the ground. “I hate the Boers and everything they stand for,” he said. “You saw how they treated the Uitlanders in Jo’burg.”

      “I saw,” Andrew replied briefly. “A war will bring more suffering, not less.”

      “A war will end their insolence, sir,” Leslie insisted. “We’ve put up with them for far too long.”

      Andrew glanced at the younger man. “Have you ever been to war, Lieutenant?”

      Leslie hesitated before replying. “Not yet, sir, but I’m willing to do my bit for the Empire.”

      “I’ve seen a few wars,” Andrew told him quietly. “None of them were pretty.”

      They rode in silence for the next few minutes, looking around them. A kopje rose in the distance, appearing a few miles away, although Andrew knew the clear air of the veldt made distances deceptive. “How far would you say that kopje is?”

      “About twenty miles,” Leslie said. “We might make it by nightfall, with luck.” He adjusted the bandoliers that crossed his chest. “Are you looking forward to getting back to Natal, sir?”

      Andrew nodded. “I am,” he said and smiled. “I hope there’s a letter from my wife. I haven’t heard from her for a while.”

      Leslie grinned. “I understand, sir.” He chuckled. “You have to keep an eye on these women. When the cat’s away, the mice will play, eh? Out of sight, out of mind!”

      “Nothing like that!” Andrew snapped. “We’ve been married for nearly twenty years, damnit! I just want to hear from her.”

      “Of course, sir, I do apologise,” Leslie said smoothly.

      They were quiet again, with Andrew thinking of Mariana and his left thigh beginning to bother him. He had been wounded on the North-West Frontier two years previously, and the injury ached from time to time. As he slowed to rub the pain away, he saw a ribbon of dust rising in the distance. “Slow down,” he said.

      “I see it,” Leslie said. He shifted in his saddle, placing a hand on the butt of his rifle.

      “We won’t need that,” Andrew told him.

      “It could be a Boer commando. We don’t know if we’re at peace or war,” Leslie said.

      Andrew shook his head. “More likely, it’s a group of men riding to market, or to a wedding, or into town to buy supplies.”

      Leslie reluctantly released his rifle. “If you say so, sir.” He narrowed his eyes, peering into the distance.

      “I say so,” Andrew said. “Just ride slowly and acknowledge them as they pass.”

      Leslie took a deep breath. “They could shoot us as spies.”

      “Why should they think we are spies?” Andrew asked. “We are just two men riding across the veldt.”

      The dust came closer, and Andrew watched as a body of riders emerged. A man with a long, untidy grey beard led, with three middle-aged men next, followed by half a dozen younger men, some with the immature faces of youths.

      The oldest man acknowledged Andrew and Leslie by raising his hat and speaking a few words of greeting. When Andrew replied in kind, the men rode on. The youngsters examined Andrew and Leslie until one of the older men snapped at them to mind their manners, and they looked away.

      “They don’t look like farmers going to market,” Leslie said. “I wonder where they are headed.”

      “So do I,” Andrew replied, trying to hide his concern. “We’ll follow them. Keep a distance between us so we create less dust.”
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        * * *

      

      The village of Vogelburg huddled in the middle of the veldt as if the surrounding space overawed the seventy-eight houses. There was a broad main street with a market square where a second road intersected at right angles, a church that stood in simple pride, two stores and half a dozen lesser streets with a few individual houses. Each house boasted a stoep, where men, women and children watched the riders arrive.

      “We’ll stay here.” Andrew guided Leslie to a side street with a view of the market square. “Dismount and watch.”

      Two women watched Andrew and Leslie dismount, discussed them briefly and moved on to a more interesting subject.

      The horsemen gathered in the square, with others joining them singly and in small groups. Everybody seemed to know each other, with the grey-bearded elders greeting each other with formal hat-raisings and the youngsters boisterous and loud. Andrew felt a sense of déjà vu as he watched, transported back nearly twenty years to the months before the Transvaal War.

      “It’s a commando gathering,” Leslie commented. “They’re gathering for war.”

      “It looks very like it,” Andrew said. “But I think it’s a weaponshaw—a meeting to show every man is willing to fight and to check they all have a rifle.” He lowered his voice in case the English language betrayed him as a Uitlander.

      Andrew observed the men. Some were townsmen in sober dark suits and bowler hats, and a few wore tailed coats and top hats as if they were attending a funeral or a wedding. However, most were countrymen, farmers from the veldt. Often shaggy-bearded, with tanned faces, corduroy trousers and flapping jackets, they wore floppy-brimmed hats and rode sturdy ponies as if born to the saddle. Every man present, from youngsters in their early teens to lined ancients, looked familiar with the rifles they carried and the heavy bandoliers strung across their chests.

      “They’re a wild-looking bunch,” Leslie said. “Only one degree above savages.”

      “They certainly look wild,” Andrew agreed, mentally comparing them with the quiet farmers from his home on the Scottish-English Border. “But they are very capable fighters.” He remembered the Boers advancing at Majuba Hill, driving back some of Britain’s best soldiers.

      As Leslie studied the riders, he began to look angry. “Will they fight against us? They look confident.”

      “They’ll fight if they feel the need,” Andrew replied. “I hope we don’t go to war.”

      “It looks like they’re thirsting to attack us, sir,” Leslie said. “We weren’t ready for them last time. They caught us by surprise.”

      “Count the numbers,” Andrew said, refusing to be drawn into a discussion about a war that ended nearly two decades previously. “See what kind of rifles they carry.”

      “What’s happening now, sir?” Leslie asked as the horsemen parted to allow a wagon to creak into the square.

      “Watch and see,” Andrew said. He ignored the group of women who had returned, evidently wondering why they were not in the square with the rest of the men.

      When the wagon stopped outside the church, a tall, dignified man beside the driver stood up. Wearing a black frock coat and a top hat, he addressed the suddenly silent crowd, although Andrew was too far away to hear the words.

      “What’s he saying, sir?” Leslie asked.

      Andrew shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      The dignified man spoke for fifteen minutes, with men in the crowd responding with an occasional nod or an approving growl. When the speaker gave an order, the driver dismounted and stepped to the back of the wagon.

      As the farmers and townsmen moved forward to the wagon, the driver handed each man a brand-new Mauser and a packet of ammunition.

      “What the devil?” Leslie asked.

      “You were right. The Boers are arming for war,” Andrew said. “These German Mausers are superior to anything we have. They are as accurate, and the Boers can reload them with a clip of ammunition while we must reload our Lee-Metfords one bullet at a time. That will give the Boers an advantage, and if each Boer carries an identical rifle, they can share ammunition.”

      Leslie grunted. “The war will come soon, then.”

      “I’d say so,” Andrew agreed. He became aware that the crowd of women was growing, openly asking why they were not with the other men. “Time we were out of here,” he said.

      “Uitlanders!” one of the women shouted, pointing an accusing finger. “Rooinecks!”

      “Mount and ride,” Andrew ordered. “We’ve overstayed our welcome.”

      Leslie was astride his horse before Andrew finished speaking, glancing at the women and kicking out at one who came too close.

      They left at a trot, with women shouting insults after them and one throwing handfuls of mud and small stones, which all fell short.

      “Do we have sufficient information now?” Leslie asked.

      “I should say so,” Andrew replied. “Time to head back.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Nobody is following, but we’ll put some distance between us and Vogelburg before we stop.”
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      TRANSVAAL, THE ZUID-AFRIKAANSCHE REPUBLIEK AND LADYSMITH

      OCTOBER 1899

      “It will be war soon,” Dannie said, stepping aside and lifting his hat to a passing woman. “Oom Paul has exchanged angry notes with the British government, and the Orange Free State has a fixed alliance with us. The Zuid-Afrikaansche Republic will not fight alone this time.”

      Hendrik nodded gravely, looking around at the streets of Pretoria. The Transvaal capital was busy, with batteries of modern artillery rattling through the broad streets. Hendrik nodded to the men in unfamiliar uniforms who sat alongside the shining guns.

      “They do not look like Boers,” Hendrik said. “Are they foreign mercenaries?”

      “They are the States Artillery,” Dannie explained. “Citizens like you and I, but trained by German and French experts. They will give the Rooinecks a hot fright.”

      Hendrik watched as a small commando—a mixture of mature men and beardless boys—rode past, all carrying rifles. The younger men were laughing, enjoying the excitement of going to war, while the older men looked serious, knowing what lay ahead.

      “Where are they going?” Hendrik asked. “Everybody seems to be going somewhere. Nobody is content to remain at home on their farm.” He lifted his hat as Michal joined them.

      “They are going to the Natal border,” Michal said. “Ready to invade.”

      “We are not at war with the British yet,” Hendrik reminded him.

      “We will be soon,” Michal replied. “Then we will drive the Rooinecks into the sea and reclaim the Cape. The land will be ours again.”

      Hendrik pulled a tobacco pouch from his pocket and began to fill his pipe. “That might take some time,” he said.

      “It will be worth it,” Michal told him. “It will be worth it to regain what is ours.”

      “Ja,” Hendrik lit his pipe, puffing out thick clouds of smoke. “Holding what is yours is good. I will hold my farm.”

      Dannie laughed. “If the Hollanders of Cape Colony and Natal join us, we will defeat the Rooinecks before Christmas.”

      Piet stood a few feet away, listening without speaking. He looked at the bright sky. “If the Rooinecks try to take our land, we must drive them away,” he said, deep-voiced. “I will fight for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Robert Graham placed Andrew’s written report on his desk and leaned back in his chair. His face was as tanned as any Boer, and his hands as meaty as a labourer as he surveyed Andrew and Leslie.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” Graham said without any change of expression on his face. “You have added to our store of information and confirmed the reports of others.” His Ulster accent seemed to add emphasis to his words.

      Andrew and Leslie stood in front of Graham’s desk, a breeze from the window rustling the map of Southern Africa that occupied most of the wall at his side. “What have other people discovered, sir?” Andrew asked.

      Colonel Graham considered the question before he replied. “Without going into details, Baird, I can tell you that the Transvaal Boers have some modern artillery—French 75mm and 155mm Creusot guns—which outrange anything we have in Africa.”

      “Trust the French to arm our potential enemies,” Leslie said.

      “The French are still smarting over the Fashoda affair,” Colonel Graham reminded.⁠* “But the Germans have also provided the Boers with 120mm Krupp howitzers, in addition to the Mauser rifles and ammunition you discovered.”

      Andrew grunted; he remembered the German connection during the Transvaal War. “I expected the French and Dutch to favour the Boers but not the Germans. We have fought shoulder-to-shoulder with them for centuries. All of Europe seems to dislike the United Kingdom. They’re rushing to aid the Boers.”

      “Not only the Europeans are aiding the Boers,” Colonel Graham said. “The Boers have purchased more than twenty 37mm Vickers-Maxim quick-firers—pom-poms—from us.”

      “From Britain?” Leslie gasped.

      “Yes indeed,” the Colonel said. “To some businessmen, money matters more than patriotism or the lives of British soldiers. The Boers also have Maxim machine guns, which means we will face an enemy as well, if not better armed than ourselves—an enemy who knows his land like the back of his hand and is an expert shot and horseman.”

      “Maybe armed, maybe,” Leslie said. “But can the Boers fire the damned things? Most are back-veldt farmers—rustics still living in the seventeenth century.”

      Graham nodded sadly. “Pretoria has hired foreign experts to train them to fire the damned things.”

      “There was foreign support for the Boers in the Transvaal War,” Andrew reminded them. “It threatened a lot without amounting to much.”

      “President Kruger has sent ambassadors to European countries to elicit support,” Colonel Graham said. “In particular, they want the Dutch, Germans, French and Russians to help them—diplomatically if we remain at peace, and militarily if this nonsense ends in warfare.”

      “Will it end in war, sir?” Leslie sounded almost hopeful.

      “Almost invariably,” Graham replied.

      “How are we placed, sir?” Andrew asked. “How strong is our army in Natal and Cape Colony?”

      “We’re placed badly at present,” Graham replied with brutal frankness. “Our stores only have scarlet and blue uniforms—nothing in khaki—and you know how the Boers love pipeclayed belts across bright scarlet.”

      “That’s a bad start,” Andrew admitted.

      Graham shook his head. “Oh, there’s worse,” he said. “We know that the Boers are probably the finest mounted riflemen in the world, yet our powers-that-be have neglected to build up a reserve of horses, horseshoes or saddles.” He forced a wry smile. “Maybe the War Office expects us to be bareback warriors.”

      “I hope the War Office sees sense soon,” Andrew said. “The Boers with modern Mausers will be even more formidable opponents.”

      “Modern Mausers and modern artillery,” Graham murmured. “I hope our politicians can at least delay any war until reinforcements arrive from Britain.”

      “In the Transvaal War, the Boers had a couple of ancient pieces of artillery they dug up from under the ground, with a local blacksmith as the armourer,” Andrew reminded them.

      “What do we have for ordnance, sir?” Leslie asked.

      “Over 80 million rounds of rifle ammunition,” Graham opened a file and read the contents. “Plus 66 million rounds of illegal dumdum bullets that we can’t use. We only have 200 rounds of artillery ammunition for each of our guns—barely sufficient for one decent battle.”

      “How about men, sir? How many do we have?” Andrew asked.

      Colonel Graham stood up and paced the length of the room before he replied. “In the summer, we had ten thousand regular soldiers and twenty-four field guns.”

      “In Natal, sir?” Andrew was surprised to learn there were so many.

      “No, Baird. In all of South Africa.”

      “Ah,” Andrew said. Ten thousand men would be spread very thin to defend such a vast area. “But we also have local forces.”

      “We have,” Graham confirmed, “but even so, the Boers will outnumber us—and if things deteriorate, the Hollanders, the Dutch in Cape Colony and Natal, may join their compatriots.”

      “You said in summer, sir,” Andrew searched for good news. “I believe Milner has brought in reinforcements since then.”

      Alfred Milner was the British High Commissioner for Southern Africa and Governor of Cape Colony. He was a recognised imperialist who supported British expansion in Southern Africa.

      “He has,” Graham said. “Including local forces, we now have 22,000 men. The regulars are trained, but most of the colonials are not. Between 11 and 12,000 are in Natal, which, as you know, is the colony most vulnerable to Boer attack.”

      “How many men can the Boers muster, sir?” Leslie asked.

      “If the Orange Free State joins the Transvaal, as seems likely,” Graham said, “their combined forces could top 50,000 riders. Men between sixteen and sixty are expected to fight—and most will. They are naturally hardy, ride like centaurs, shoot like marksmen and have a natural eye for cover.”

      “They are a formidable people,” Andrew agreed.

      “We have a score to settle with them,” the Colonel said. “If it comes to war, we will recreate the natural order and wipe something off the slate.” He sat down and nodded. “Well, gentlemen, you have done all I demanded of you. Now, you may return to your respective regiments.”

      “Yes, sir,” Baird saluted, and they left the office. He shook Leslie’s hand as they bid each other farewell, but he was glad when the lieutenant marched away.

      I did not take to you, Damien Leslie, and I hope we never serve together.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant-Colonel George Sydney Newland of the Second Battalion, Royal Malverns, poured himself a South African brandy, tasted it, screwed up his face and added more to his glass. “They call this stuff Cape Smoke,” he observed casually to the gathered officers of his regiment. “It is a drink without class, like the people of this damned country. I’ll be glad when our time here ends, and the War Office posts us elsewhere.”

      The officers either nodded in agreement or said nothing. Andrew sat in the middle, observing his fellows without feeling part of the battalion. The Royal Malverns were an ancient regiment with a history that stretched back centuries and a fighting record second to none, and the Second Battalion, once the 113th Foot, were a later addition. Andrew’s family, the Windrushes, had been part of that history from the beginning, with his father having spent much of his career in the Malverns. Andrew had carved out another path, and only his father’s influence had found him a place in the Officers’ Mess. Although most of his peers treated him with civility, Andrew sensed a reserve, as though they resented his presence.

      Newland perched on the edge of his desk and surveyed the men before him. Tall, spare and gaunt-faced, Newland was the ideal of a British infantry officer, with his athletic figure, his bristling moustache and a row of medal ribbons that proved his experience and courage.

      “We daily expect to be at war with the Boers,” Newland said. “When that happens, we will do our duty like gentlemen and soldiers.” He slid a cold glance around the officers. “We will win, of course. We are British. As the Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, said, I believe in the British race. I believe that the British race is the greatest of governing races the world has ever seen, and there are no limits to its future.”

      Andrew felt vaguely uncomfortable and stirred uneasily in his seat. He had travelled sufficiently to have learned to distrust the prevailing tide of jingoism and supreme nationalism.⁠*

      “We will win the war,” Newland continued, “and the Royal Malverns will prove themselves the best regiment in the best army in the world.”

      Some of the officers responded with a hearty “Hear, hear!” One man, clean-shaven amidst a host of moustached men and slightly old for a lieutenant, caught Andrew’s gaze and quickly looked away.

      Newland sipped at his brandy. “We have a couple of new officers in the Mess, gentlemen. Some of you will know Captain Andrew Baird.”

      About half the officers glanced at Andrew, who rose to acknowledge the murmured greetings.

      “Captain Baird has joined us by a circuitous route,” Newland explained. “He is a veteran of the Zulu War and Majuba, as well as facing King Theebaw in Burma. More recently he fought the along the Khyber with our First Battalion, before being transferred to us because of his local knowledge.”

      Some officers nodded acknowledgement at Andrew’s record, with the veterans assessing him through narrowed eyes. The subalterns looked impressed.

      Newland continued. “Baird brought a score of veterans from the First Battalion who preferred to remain abroad rather than return to Blighty. He is the son of General Jack Windrush, who has a long association with the Malverns,” Newland concluded. “Both battalions.”

      “We also have Lieutenant Sinton,” Newland said as Andrew sat down, and the clean-shaven lieutenant stood.

      “Lieutenant Sinton was educated at Eton before working in civilian life and then attending Sandhurst. He comes from one of the best families in England and chose to serve in the Royal Malverns, although he could have joined the Guards.”

      Andrew studied Sinton. The lieutenant was tall, slender and as elegant as Newland. He surveyed his fellow officers through laughing blue eyes, with a slightly embarrassed smile on his lips. He acknowledged Andrew’s nod with a quick grin.

      “Sit down, Lieutenant Sinton,” Colonel Newland ordered.

      The officers faced their front, where Newland finished his brandy before resuming his speech.

      “We are fortunate to have some of the best officers in the world in the Royal Malverns,” Newland said, “and must ensure the rankers are up to scratch.”

      Most of the officers accepted the praise as their due.

      “We cannot expect much in the way of individual intelligence from our men,” Newland continued. “They come mainly from that part of the population which is poorest, worst fed from infancy, least educated and brought up largely in crowded towns. The remainder are country lads, not naturally men gifted with intelligence.”

      Again, Andrew stirred uneasily. He knew the faults of the British soldier. They were unimaginative, often poorly educated and from a deprived background, but they were stubborn, as brave as any soldier in the world and loyal to a fault. In Andrew’s opinion, the men deserved better leadership, pay and conditions, but that was true for most sections of the British working class.

      “We must do our best to mould them into soldiers,” Newland said. “That is your job, before and during the oncoming conflict with our Boerish neighbours.”

      “They will follow us, sir.” Major Cradley was grey-haired and vastly experienced, having been with the Malverns since his youth. He had long since given up any thoughts of promotion and contented himself with being an efficient officer and writing a history of his regiment.

      Newland treated Cradley to a cold stare. “Of course they will, Major. We are their officers.” He stood up. “That’s it, gentlemen. I leave it to you to train the men.” He walked from the room, leaving Andrew to wonder if the gathering had been worth his time.

      More importantly, if the battalion was going to war, he had to find a couple of new horses. His previous mount was not suitable for the hectic energy of battle. Andrew examined the horses in the British lines, discarding some with hardly a look and examining others with more care.

      “What are you looking for?” The lieutenant in charge of the remounts was old for his rank, and had long decided he would go no further in his career, so he could treat senior officers as he chose.

      “A sturdy horse that can stand the hard usage of the veldt,” Andrew replied. “My last animal wearied quickly and curtailed my activities. Speed is less crucial than endurance, and stamina is better than looks.”

      The lieutenant recognised a man who understood horseflesh. “I may have some beasts that interest you over here.” He nodded to a field on the outskirts of the town. “Most officers want a tall thoroughbred, an Arab with an infusion of English or Irish blood.”

      Andrew grunted. “A thoroughbred will be grand in a charge or to show off in Hyde Park,” he said, “but not as good in a long patrol across the veldt. If I know anything about the Boers, we will do more hard riding than close fighting, so I’ll need a couple of horses to suit.”

      The lieutenant eyed Andrew up and down. “Come this way,” he said, stepping towards the field. He walked with the peculiar swaying motion of a man who spent more time in the saddle than on foot.

      Eight horses roamed in the small field, most grazing but with two running around the fringe as if hoping to escape.

      “These are the ponies we bought from the local farmers,” the lieutenant said. “They may be what you are looking for.”

      Andrew examined the horses for a few moments before he moved forward. One pony had already caught his eye, an ugly, scarred animal standing alone in a corner of the field.

      “Are they all salted?” Andrew asked.

      The lieutenant nodded. A salted horse was one which had caught distemper and recovered, so it would not suffer from the disease again.

      “As far as I am aware.”

      “Where did that horse come from?” Andrew nodded to the pony standing alone.

      “God knows,” the lieutenant said. “It came with the rest. It’s a morose, cantankerous brute more suited for the glue factory than anything else.”

      Andrew grinned. “That’s a Basuto pony,” he said, and walked forward.

      Andrew had been riding ever since he could walk and understood horses as well as he knew men. When he moved to Berwick-upon-Tweed, he had spent time with the local farmers, including the Horsemen who ploughed the Berwickshire fields. These men had all been trained in horse management before the Society of Horsemen accepted them. One man passed on some of their secrets to Andrew.

      “Hello, my little friend.” Andrew stood a few yards from the Basuto, speaking in Afrikaans and English. The horse laid back its ears, reacting better to Afrikaans than English, and the treats he carried in his pocket also helped.

      Within ten minutes, Andrew led the Basuto back to the watching lieutenant. “He’s an ugly little beast,” he said, “but he won’t let me down.”

      The lieutenant eyed Andrew with new respect. “You managed him well enough, sir,” he said. “It looks like you’ve found yourself a horse.”

      Andrew noted it was the only time the lieutenant addressed him as sir. “I want another,” he said. “Ride one, rest the second.”

      The lieutenant nodded. “I have a second Basuto,” he said. “Come this way, sir.”
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