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At that moment there was an angry call from the doorway of the room they had just left. Ouma Viljoen was standing in the doorway, hands on hips, the face looking out from beneath the stiffly starched Cape bonnet red
and angry.

‘Come in here this minute, girl. What are you thinking of, standing out here in the dark passageway with a young man – a Retallick at that. Haven’t we had problems enough with that family? Come in here this minute, I say.’

‘Yes, Ouma.’ Johanna’s reply was all that might have been expected from a dutiful grand-daughter, but as Johanna turned to
go, she said, ‘Will you come to see us again, Nat? When this war is over? When you come to visit Adam, perhaps?’

‘Yes … But first I need to find out what’s happening to Adam …’

‘Things might be different when the war is over. Perhaps I might even be able to forgive you for fighting on the side of the
khakis. I’ll try.’

Then Johanna was gone and the door of the room in which the Viljoen family were gathered was very firmly closed.
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GLOSSARY

The meaning of some Afrikaans words has changed to a lesser or greater extent over the last hundred years. I have attempted
to give the translation most generally accepted. When in doubt, wherever possible I have sought a contemporary source.






 


	biltong

	spiced, dried meat

 


	burgher

	citizen

 


	impi

	Zulu fighting unit

 


	inkosi

	Matabele term of respect

 


	kaross

	animal-skin rug

 


	kopje

	small hill

 


	kraal

	settlement

 


	laager

	defensive camp

 


	mombies

	cattle

 


	Oom

	Uncle

 


	Ouma

	Grandmother

 


	Oupa

	Grandfather

 


	Predikant

	Preacher of Dutch Reformed Church

 


	rinderpest

	infectious cattle disease

 


	sjambok

	heavy leather whip

 


	spruit

	small stream

 


	stoep

	veranda

 


	takhaar/en

	word used to describe the ‘wild’ Boers from the frontier regions of N.E. Transvaal

 


	uitlander

	foreigner

 


	veld

	grassland

 


	voortrekker

	pioneer

 


	vrou

	woman
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CHAPTER ONE

News that the simmering quarrel between the two Boer republics and Great Britain had flared into war reached Elvira Retallick
forty-eight hours before it was forced upon her eldest son.

The message was brought to the remote Insimo valley by a British South Africa Company policeman, sent from Fort Victoria,
more than fifty miles away. He rode for the last few miles through a torrential rainstorm, the first in Matabeleland for two
years, and was lucky to reach the house alive.

At the entrance to the valley was a river bed. Rock-strewn and dry, water had not flowed here for as long as anyone could
remember, but only seconds after the company policeman reached the far, crumbling bank a flash-flood roared down from the
nearby hills. The awesome torrent of water carried with it hundreds of tons of mud and boulders, carving new gullies and straightening
the ancient course of the river, devastating all before it on its route to the lowveld.

Battered and blinded by rain, the sodden rider found the Insimo farmhouse more by chance than any sense of direction and he
needed to hammer at the door for a full minute before his desperate efforts were heard above the fury of the storm.

Helped into the kitchen by Elvira Retallick and Ben, her fifteen-year-old youngest son, the protesting policeman was rapidly
stripped of his dripping clothing and, while Elvira fetched clothes from her eldest son’s room, a servant braved the rain
to lead the exhausted horse to the stables behind the house.

Not until the unexpected visitor had downed a tumbler of brandy and stopped shaking did Elvira allow him to tell why he had defied the storm to reach Insimo.

‘It’s war, Mrs Retallick …’ The shaking began again, but it owed much to excitement now. ‘We received the news on the telegraph.
Great Britain has been at war with the Boer republics since five o’clock last night.’

Elvira saw the excitement mirrored on her son’s face and it frightened her. ‘News of war should be greeted with sorrow, not
rejoicing. Men will die. Good men … on both sides.’

The policeman looked at her with unfeigned surprise. Sadly, Elvira realised it shocked him to know not everyone welcomed the
outbreak of war between Great Britain and the Boers. For many years it had seemed that war was inevitable, but the two sides
had been quarrelling for so long Elvira had begun to hope it would never develop into anything more. She should have known
better. Cecil Rhodes had always been possessed of a burning ambition to unite all of southern Africa under the flag of Great
Britain. He was not a man to rest until he realised his ambitions – or until they killed him.

‘We didn’t start the war, Mrs Retallick – it was the Boers.’ The young policeman spoke defensively.

‘In thousands of Boer homes they’ll be saying, “It isn’t us who started the war, but the British.” What does it matter who begins a war? Whoever it is, you can be quite certain they are not the ones who will need to fight it.’

Elvira Retallick had been brought to the Insimo valley from the neighbouring Portuguese province of Mozambique as a bride
thirty years before, yet she still spoke with a Portuguese accent. There was a great bitterness in her voice as she said to
Ben. ‘Your father and your eldest brother were both killed in a war that was not of their making. In fact, your father did more than any man to try to prevent it happening. That was six years ago … Six long years …’

For a few moments Elvira lost herself in reminiscing, but she did not miss the apologetic look that passed from Ben to the
other man. Suddenly brusque, she said to the policeman, ‘You didn’t ride all this way to listen to my views on war, or to
tell us what is happening in the world. What is your business at Insimo?’

The company policeman looked suddenly ill-at-ease. ‘I have a message for Mr Retallick … Nat Retallick.’


‘Nat is my eldest son … the eldest surviving son. What is your business with him?’

‘My message is for him, Mrs Retallick. From Colonel Plumer.’

‘Nat is not at home. Either you tell me, or your soaking will have been for nothing. What business has this Colonel Plumer
with Nat? Does he wish to buy cattle?’

‘No. Er … when will Mr Retallick return?’

‘Who can say? A week. Two weeks. A month …’

The policeman came to a rapid decision. ‘Colonel Plumer is raising a force to protect our border with Transvaal. Mr Retallick
knows the country better than anyone else. Colonel Plumer would like him to join his force, as a scout.’

‘Would he, indeed? Nat runs a farm – a farm of two hundred square miles. He has no time to play at being one of this Colonel
Plumer’s soldiers. You can tell him so.’

‘If it’s all the same to you I would rather hear it from Mr Retallick himself, ma’am. This is war. His country needs him …’

‘His country? Matabeleland is his country. Not England. Not even Rhodesia. Matabeleland. Nat was born here when the land was ruled by King Lobengula of the Matabele tribe. The valley was given to Nat’s father
by the king. Not even that robber Rhodes dared try to take it from him – although he took everything else. Insimo is the Retallicks’ land. Our country. Nat is needed here.’

‘I’ll go with Colonel Plumer, Ma. I know the country as well as Nat. I’ll go and scout in his place …’

Ben’s enthusiastic outburst ceased abruptly as his mother turned her gaze upon him.

‘You are barely fifteen. If you want to behave as a man go out and check the animals and outbuildings. The rain is easing
off now.’

The clouds had split wide open above Insimo. Rain still fell on the house, but farther along the valley sunshine sliced to
the ground, its heat raising steam from the sodden earth. Beyond the valley, where the land dropped away to the lowveld, the
rain had washed the undulating hills sparkling clean and they displayed all the colours that only Africa can produce.

Elvira walked to the window and looked out. It was a view she had first seen as a young woman, standing here with her husband’s arms about her. In this house she had given Daniel four fine sons and the valley had prospered. When Daniel and
their eldest son, Wyatt, had died at the hands of Matabele tribesmen during the war of 1893, she had raised the three surviving
sons, Nat, Adam and Ben, and the valley had continued to flourish. Further native risings had not touched them. While settlers
and tribesmen died in the land that stretched between the Zambezi and Limpopo rivers – now named ‘Rhodesia’, in honour of
Cecil Rhodes – Insimo remained at peace.

Now there was another war. A war between white men whose quarrel was about lands beyond the borders of this infant country.
Yet Elvira feared this conflagration threatened life at Insimo more than anything that had gone before.

‘Where is Mr Retallick, ma’am? I was told to deliver my message to him personally. Is there some place where I might look
for him?’

Elvira turned from the window. She had been lost in her thoughts for far longer than was polite. ‘Not unless you’re prepared
to ride all the way to Mafeking. Nat and his brother Adam have taken five hundred head of cattle there. To Colonel Baden-Powell.
He bought them, unseen, when he and Nat met in Bulawayo a month or so ago … Why, what’s the matter?’

Elvira was suddenly concerned by the expression of consternation on the face of the young company policeman.

‘To Colonel Baden-Powell, at Mafeking …? We had a message from Mafeking during the night. Just before the lines were cut.
The Boers have attacked Baden-Powell. Mafeking is under siege …’

 




CHAPTER TWO

For two days the train carrying five hundred head of cattle from the Insimo valley coughed its way southwards through Bechuanaland,
along the railway line that linked Rhodesia with the Cape Colony. It was an uncomfortable journey for man and beast alike
as the line flirted with the Kalahari desert for much of the five hundred miles between Bulawayo and Mafeking. Although heavy
thunderclouds were gathering in the east and would soon fill the sky, it was oppressively hot.

Crowded together in high-sided, open trucks, the cattle suffered noisily, bellowing their discomfort to an uncaring world,
until heat and dust reduced them to silence. It was a hard journey for them. Nat had expected to be able to stop at night
and put the cows out to graze, but there was a serious outbreak of rinderpest in Bechuanaland and he could not risk infecting the herd. All that could be done was to water the animals whenever the train
stopped.

Perched precariously on the sides of the trucks, the Matabele herdsmen called excitedly to each other for every mile of the
way. Used to calling from hilltop to hilltop, across the wide valleys of Matabeleland, their voices carried easily above the
complaints of the cattle and the noise of the train.

At the rear of the train, travelling in a roofed truck that had many windows but no glass, Nat rode with two other white men
and the guard. The heat was oppressive in here, but at least they had some shelter from the fierce October sun.

‘How much longer do we have to put up with this?’ The peevish question came from Adam Retallick. Sixteen years of age, he
was almost four years younger than Nat, and not the most patient of young men.

He had asked a similar question at least a dozen times during the past few hours. Nat, sitting on the floor of the jolting
guard’s van with his eyes closed and his head resting against the side, made no answer.

‘Another three or four hours and we should be in sight of Mafeking. By the look of that sky you’ll be cursing the rain by
then.’

The speaker was the grizzle-bearded Jaconus Van Eyck. He was seated on the floor beside Nat, a grease-stained, soft-brimmed
leather hat tilted forward, hiding his eyes, and he spoke past a pipe clenched tightly between his teeth.

Jaconus Van Eyck had been around the Insimo valley for as long as the Retallick boys could remember. A friend of their father,
he had been a witness to Daniel and Wyatt’s murders by Matabele tribesmen. To him had gone the sad task of bringing in the
bodies of father and son and burying them at Insimo, where Jaconus’s own son was buried.

Jaconus Van Eyck was an Afrikaner. A Boer. In his younger days he had been a true voortrekker, a man to whom all artificial frontiers were anathema and settled communities places to be avoided. During the course of
his life he had fought and killed natives in half-a-dozen tribal wars. He had also fought and killed white men, both English
and Afrikaner. Jaconus Van Eyck was the product of a violent age, raised on the veld, where death was as constant a companion
as a man’s own shadow. In spite of this, the bearded Boer was a soft-spoken man, his manner deceptively gentle. His loyalty
to his friends was beyond question. When Daniel Retallick was killed Jaconus Van Eyck had taken on the burden of running the
Insimo valley. Gradually, over the years, the burden had passed to Nat, but Jaconus Van Eyck stayed on in the valley, a loved
and trusted friend and adviser to the Retallick family.

‘You been to Mafeking before, Jaconus?’

It was the first time Nat had spoken for more than an hour.

‘Not for some years.’ Jaconus Van Eyck removed his pipe and knocked ash out of the nearest window. ‘It’s just a collection
of tin-roofed houses. Knee-deep in mud when it rains. Dust enough to choke you when it’s dry. Not the sort of place a man
needs to see more than once.’


Nat grinned. Jaconus Van Eyck would have been no more enthusiastic about Cape Town, or even London. Jaconus would always remain
a voortrekker at heart. The sight of more than two houses placed close together pained him.

Not so Adam. Having lived in the lonely Insimo valley for the whole of his young life, there was a magical quality about even
the smallest of towns. He was about to reply heatedly to Jaconus Van Eyck’s derogatory remark when the occupants of the guard’s
van were suddenly thrown off balance as the engine driver applied his brakes violently. Truck slammed against truck as the
heavy chains joining them together sagged.

Cursing the engine-driver’s unexpected action, the guard dived upon the huge wheel mounted on a drive shaft at the back of
the van and began turning it with some difficulty. The wheels beneath the floor of the guard’s van squealed in protest as
the heavy leather pads of the brakes began to bite.

‘What the hell’s going on?’

Nat struggled to his feet, bracing himself against the violent movement of the train. Clinging to the edge of the window,
he peered ahead, beyond the curving length of the train.

‘There’s someone waving us down.’

A hundred yards ahead of the engine a horseman sat waving a dark-coloured cloak, at the same time trying to control his horse.
The animal became more unmanageable with every yard that the hissing, squealing locomotive skidded along the tracks towards
it. Finally the horseman was forced to drop the cloak and use both hands to bring his prancing horse under control. But his
signalling had served its purpose. The train juddered to a halt when there were still a dozen yards of clear track between
train and rider.

From the rear of the train, passengers and guard could see the train-driver and the mounted man in animated conversation,
while the African fireman took advantage of the welcome respite to squat wearily on the footplate. As they spoke, the horseman
frequently pointed ahead to where the tracks disappeared beyond a slight rise in the hazy distance.

‘It seems something’s happened at Mafeking. We’d better go and find out what it is.’ Jaconus Van Eyck dropped from the guard’s
van to the ground and started towards the locomotive. Nat, Adam and the guard followed suit.


By the time the men reached the locomotive there was already a crowd of inquisitive Matabele herdsmen around the horseman.

‘What’s happening?’ Nat called out the question as he reached the circle of herdsmen and pushed his way through them.

‘War’s started between the Boers and the British. The Boers have torn up the track and put Mafeking under siege.’ The engine
driver could hardly contain his excitement. ‘Had we carried on we’d have gone clear off the end of the track and ended up
dead – or maybe prisoners of the Boers.’

‘Is this true?’

The horseman was not certain whether he needed to repeat his information to the young man standing before him. Dressed for
herding cattle, and with a bandolier of Mauser cartridges slung across one shoulder, Nat looked no different from the hordes
of Boer horsemen who had swooped upon Mafeking from across the Transvaal border, only a few miles away.

‘My name’s Retallick.’ Nat could see the man’s reluctance to speak. ‘These are my cattle in the trucks. I’m taking them to
Colonel Baden-Powell.’

All doubt left the mounted man’s face. ‘I’m Trooper Ducket, of Nesbitt’s Horse …’ The speaker hesitated. When speaking to
the engine-driver he had exaggerated the dangers of the situation. Now he thought the occasion demanded the full truth. ‘The
line is cut, about seven miles on – and Mafeking is besieged, but the only Boers I’ve seen on the way here were in the distance, heading south. They appeared to be going around Mafeking. When the war started we were waiting for a train to reach us from the Cape, bringing guns and ammunition. Rumour
has it that General De la Rey intends capturing it for the Boers. He’ll get a shock if he tries. The train is armoured, with
British troops on board …’

‘De la Rey? I wonder if that’s Koos De la Rey?’

‘I don’t know. All I know is he’s a Boer general.’ The horseman looked at Jaconus Van Eyck suspiciously. ‘Do you know him?’

Jaconus Van Eyck met the other man’s eyes. ‘I know him well. Koos De la Rey is one of the finest men I’ve ever met – British
or Boer. I also know he’s always been against this war. If he’s finally chosen to fight then the British have a fight on their
hands, by God – and God is the only one who Koos De la Rey fears.’

‘Is there going to be fighting? Are we going to see a battle between the Boers and the English?’ Adam asked the question eagerly.

‘Not if I can help it. We will deliver the cattle and then clear out for home.’

Nat spoke to the horseman again. ‘How far is it to Mafeking from the spot where the rail is cut?’

The soldier shrugged his shoulders. ‘Four miles. Five, maybe.’

‘And no Boers to talk of …’ Nat was thinking. He looked at the bank of black storm-clouds towering high in the sky to the
east of the railway line and turned to Jaconus Van Eyck. ‘When do you think that storm will break?’

The bearded Boer looked up at the bank of dark cloud, his finger absent-mindedly tamping tobacco in the large bowl of his
thornwood pipe. ‘Hour or two, maybe. But it won’t be much. Might even miss us altogether.’

‘We’ll take that chance.’ Nat made up his mind. Returning his attentions to the mounted man, he said, ‘I’ll take the cattle
as far as the line goes, then try to run them into Mafeking. Will you act as our guide?’

The soldier looked startled. ‘You’ll never succeed. One man on a horse … perhaps. A herd of cattle and half a tribe of natives
…? No chance. Besides, my orders are to ride northwards until I meet up with Colonel Plumer’s men and report on what’s happening
in Mafeking.’

Dismissing the uncooperative horseman from his scheme, Nat appealed to the engine-driver. ‘Will you go on towards Mafeking?’

‘I’ll go as far as there’s track to run on – but one of you will need to sit up on top of the engine and give me plenty of
warning when we’re nearing the end of the line.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Adam volunteered eagerly. After a moment’s hesitation, Nat nodded.

Ten minutes later the train moved off slowly and cautiously. Adam was balanced precariously on a small platform at the front,
his arm crooked about the handrail which ran the full length of the engine. He was smarting because Nat had refused to allow
him to carry his rifle. Nat was taking no chances with his impetuous younger brother. A Boer marksman was likely to shoot an armed man and query his age afterwards.

They had been travelling for an hour when Adam suddenly shouted and pointed ahead of the slow moving train. The engine driver
tugged at the great brake handle, and with locked wheels screeching in protest the cattle train came to a sliding, rattling
halt.

Fifty yards further on the railway line came to an abrupt end and only the heavy wooden sleepers showed the direction the
railway line had once taken. The rails had been unbolted and moved away. Some of the lines lay nearby on the veld. Others
had been dragged far away and buried.

The dark storm-clouds had lowered now and visibility to the south was no more than a half-mile, but the rain had not yet arrived.
Neither had the Boers, and Nat decided to go ahead with his plan, such as it was. He intended driving the cattle along the
line to Mafeking. If they met up with any Boers along the way he would stampede the cattle and hope to escape in the ensuing
confusion. However, Nat hoped the rain would arrive before then and drive any Boers in the vicinity to shelter.

At first Nat’s plan went smoothly as the rain moved in a mighty wall of water towards them. All three men had waterproof coats
in their bags and they donned them just before the rainstorm reached them.

The first heavy drops gave the riders warning to pull their hats down low over their faces before the main belt of rain struck
them with brutal force. For about ten minutes they rode on blindly. Then, as suddenly as the rain had begun, there was a lull
as a break appeared in the clouds overhead.

To Nat’s alarm he discovered they were not alone on the veld. About twenty mounted men were riding towards them. Heavily bearded,
they wore crossed ammunition bandoliers over their coats and each man carried a rifle. Nat did not need to be told he was
looking at a Boer commando.

The commando changed direction and headed for Jaconus Van Eyck, who was riding on the right flank of the scattered cattle.

Nat’s heart sank. It was the sheerest bad luck. Another few minutes and they would have passed the commando unnoticed in the
noise and darkness of the storm.


The Boer commando gathered about Jaconus Van Eyck and Nat turned his horse towards them. He wondered what the Boers would
do with the men from Insimo. They would confiscate the cattle, certainly. They might also make the three Insimo men their
prisoners.

As Nat neared the group one of the Boers said something to Jaconus Van Eyck and pointed to the south-east, away from the line
of the rails. Then, with a cheery wave in Nat’s direction, the Boer turned his horse and led his men away, riding hunched
in the saddle, his head turned away from the rain which was moving in once more.

Nat kneed his horse forward to Jaconus Van Eyck’s side. ‘What’s happening? I thought we’d lost the cattle, at least.’ Nat
needed to shout as the wind snatched at his words.

‘I said we were delivering these mombies to Koos De la Rey. They told me he was farther to the east.’

There was a twinkle of amusement in Jaconus Van Eyck’s eyes, but when he spoke it was with great seriousness. ‘We were lucky,
Nat. Very lucky. If it hadn’t been for the rain they wouldn’t have been in such a hurry to move on. As it is, they’re likely to run
across the train and guess the truth. We’d better get into Mafeking as quickly as we can.’

Nat nodded – rain was coming down hard again now. ‘Keep them moving … I’ll tell Adam …’

Most of his words were snatched away by the wind, but detailed instructions were unnecessary. Jaconus Van Eyck knew what needed
to be done.

It was not easy to keep the cattle together in the storm, but they managed somehow, and quite suddenly the three men and the
herd from Insimo rode out of the rain into brilliant sunshine. The veld was not even damp here. It was a phenomenon all three
men had experienced before on the vast plains of Africa.

‘Keep them moving.’ Jaconus Van Eyck shouted the words as the cattle began to slow. He pointed to the horizon, to one side
of the dark cliff of rain. A couple of miles away a long file of horsemen was cantering towards them. From the way they rode
it was apparent they were armed burghers, citizens of the nearby Boer republic of Transvaal.

But the cattle drive was almost over. Close as were the Boers, Mafeking was closer. An untidy, dusty cluster of tin-roofed houses, it looked as though it had suddenly sprung, mushroom-fashion,
from the ground on which it stood. There was a network of railway lines to one side of the town, silent evidence that this
had once been an important railway centre.

Between the Insimo men and the town were a great many African huts, loosely grouped into two untidy villages. Nat drove the
cattle towards the gap between the villages, forcing the reluctant animals to a trot.

He had scant time to notice the consternation in the villages. He could hear a new sound above the drumming of the hooves
now, as though someone was firing at them – but the sound seemed to be coming from Mafeking! This belief was confirmed when
Nat saw a couple of the leading cattle pitch to the ground, the remaining animals forking past their bodies.

Then they were among houses and men were waving and gesticulating in front of the tiring cattle. The stampede came to an end
as cattle turned back upon cattle, and minutes later the whole herd was milling about in bemused confusion.

‘We did it!’ Nat shouted his delight, but his jubilation was short-lived. Even as he swung down from his horse and removed
his waterproof coat, a thick-set, red-faced man in a khaki uniform, with the insignia of a captain on his sleeve, ran past,
a number of soldiers carrying rifles close behind him.

The soldiers dropped to one knee in the gap between the huts and began firing at the Boer horsemen who had stopped about a
half-mile away. Declining to return the fire, the Boers rode off without suffering any casualties and the uniformed captain
hurried back to the men from Insimo.

Puffing heavily, he stopped before Jaconus Van Eyck. ‘Are you in charge of … of these?’

The captain raised an arm in the direction of the cattle and Nat glimpsed a wide stain of damp perspiration spreading out
from his armpit.

‘The cattle are mine. I’ve just brought them from the Insimo valley, in Matabeleland.’

Nat might have said the cattle had been shifted from adjacent grazing-land for all the impact his words made on the perspiring
captain.

‘Do you realise you’ve just driven your cattle through a minefield? It took us three days to lay those mines and map the area. Three wasted days! Not to mention the gap you’ve created
in the town’s defences.’

‘I think that what the captain is trying to say is, “Thank you for bringing your cattle more than five hundred miles by rail,
then running them through the lines of a besieging army, in order that Mafeking might hold out for another week or two.” Isn’t
this what you’re trying to say?’ Adam looked angrily at the British officer.

‘It doesn’t matter, Adam. See if you can find some water for the cattle.’

Turning back to the red-faced British captain, Nat said, ‘Perhaps you’ll get word to Colonel Baden-Powell that Nat Retallick
has delivered his order. When we’ve got a receipt we’ll see about going home again.’

His anger seeping away, the British army captain watched Nat walk away and his mind recalled what had been said. ‘Nat Retallick
… from Matabeleland?’

‘That’s right, Captain. Too far away to be involved in your little war down here. As Nat said, we’ll leave you to it just
as soon as we’ve handed over responsibility for five hundred head of prime cattle – and we’re including those shot by your
sharpshooters,’ said Adam.

Colonel Robert Stephenson Smyth Baden-Powell called the three men from Insimo to his headquarters later that evening. A dapper,
military-looking man, Baden-Powell sported a heavy black moustache that was immaculately trimmed. No more enthusiastic than
his captain, he casually thanked the three men for delivering the cattle to him. He might have been a city householder accepting
a delivery from a butcher’s boy.

The attitude of the military commander of Mafeking incensed Adam in particular. He was particularly indignant that no one
had expressed a word of gratitude for their resourcefulness in running cattle through the Boer lines to a ‘starving’ and beleaguered
township.

Jaconus Van Eyck was more philosophical. ‘At least the colonel didn’t make us pay for the mines we exploded on the way in.’

A hotel room had been allocated to the three men by Baden-Powell’s adjutant, who also informed them they were to eat in the officers’ mess that evening. Unfortunately Colonel Baden-Powell would
not be there. He always dined privately in another hotel with a few of his staff officers. Among these were Major Lord Edward
Cecil and Captain Gordon Wilson – whose wife, Lady Sarah, one of the Churchill family, had been ordered from Mafeking immediately
before the siege had commenced.

Nat was astonished at the size of the meal set before him in the officers’ mess and served by uniformed African waiters. There
was no hint of a food shortage, neither was there any attempt at economy. It was a sumptuous and varied meal such as none
of the three had eaten for a very long time, and was washed down with wine or champagne, depending upon the whim of the diner.

When Nat commented on the apparent abundance of food, one of the British officers explained that Colonel Baden-Powell had
anticipated the siege. He had stocked the town’s warehouses with everything the town might need to sustain them during the
weeks ahead.

‘So I needn’t have bothered to bring my cattle into Mafeking? I might as well have taken them back to Insimo?’

‘I wouldn’t say that, old chap,’ said an officer of the Mafeking Town Guard, waving for an African servant to refill his glass.
‘We’d have found ourselves damn short of fresh meat had you not brought them in. Mind you, I doubt if Captain Nelley will
ever forgive you for showing up the weakness of his precious minefield. It was his boast that it would kill the whole Boer
army if they tried to take Mafeking!’

Walking back to the hotel with Jaconus Van Eyck and Adam after the meal, Nat repeated what he had said to the Mafeking Town
Guard officer. ‘We’d have been better taking our cattle home again as soon as we learned the line was cut. Baden-Powell doesn’t
need them. We took too many risks for nothing. Now we have to try to return home having stirred up the Boers.’

‘Mafeking will need those mombies, you mark my words. Everyone here is talking as though Koos De la Rey’s burghers will pack up and go home in a week or two.
That’s not going to happen. Koos and his men will stay until they’re driven off – and whoever tries that will have one hell of a fight on his hands. All the same, don’t expect Colonel Baden-Powell to acknowledge
that Insimo cattle might have tipped the scales in his favour. He’s sending out reports filled with stories of how he and
his brave men are holding out against a strong enemy that has him trapped inside Mafeking. He’d look pretty foolish if word
got out that three men drove a herd of five hundred cattle into Mafeking without a shot being fired – by the Boers, that is.’

‘As far as I’m concerned they can play at war as much as they like. Tomorrow we head back to Insimo and forget about both
sides. I only hope the driver is holding that train. If it’s gone we’re going to have a long ride.’

The next morning the three men were awakened by the sound of rifle fire from somewhere just outside the town. The shooting
went on for some time, punctuated at intervals by the more persistent stutter of a Maxim gun.

Nat dressed hurriedly and went outside accompanied by Adam. Many of the town’s residents were already on the dusty street,
together with Mafeking’s motley array of defenders. Word quickly went around that Colonel Baden-Powell had sent out a raiding-party
to attack a Boer fort being constructed close to the town.

The firing continued for about an hour before the small raiding-party straggled back to Mafeking, carrying dead and wounded
with them. Among them Nat recognised a young officer with whom he had been talking the previous evening. Recognition was not
easy. A soft-nosed bullet from a Boer Mauser had shattered the cheekbone on the left side of the officer’s face. Bloody and
loose-jawed, he was supported by a soldier on either side. Legs dragging in the dust, he was mercifully unconscious. At this
moment war lost its sense of unreality for Nat Retallick.

He turned to follow the progress of the wounded and disfigured officer and caught a glimpse of the unguarded expression on
the face of Adam. Nat was shaken to see a fierce pleasure there.

As the eyes of the two brothers met, Adam’s chin came up in aggressive defiance. ‘Perhaps this has taught the British a lesson. Now they might stay earthed up in their holes and keep their hands off a country that doesn’t belong to them.’

‘You’re talking about British soldiers, Adam. Our people.’

‘They’re not my people – nor yours. We were born in Matabeleland long before Rhodes came to claim the country for Britain. The British would
have taken our valley too if Pa hadn’t been too clever for them. You know it’s the truth.’

‘You’re forgetting Pa was British.’

‘No!’ Adam spoke fiercely. ‘Pa was the same as us. The British treated him as an uitlander …’ Adam deliberately used the Afrikaans word for ‘foreigner’. ‘… We owe nothing to the British – unless it’s the death of Wyatt and Pa.’

‘We’re just as much uitlanders to the burghers of South Africa, and will be no matter how hard we might try. Just keep such thoughts to yourself while we’re
in Mafeking.’

Neither brother had seen Jaconus Van Eyck’s approach. He had heard Adam’s indiscreet outburst and now said, ‘The best thing
we can do is get out of Mafeking as quickly as possible. There are dead and wounded here now and anti-Boer feeling is running
high. If any of the townsmen hear Adam talk like that, he’ll be lynched.’

But leaving Mafeking was not to be as simple as Nat had hoped. Baden-Powell’s foray against his besiegers stirred the burghers
to angry retaliation. Snipers ensconced in the surrounding countryside fired at anything that moved in the straight, wide
streets of Mafeking.

Nat was told there could be no question of his party leaving that day. They would have to wait until the following day. It
would be Sunday and it was believed the deeply religious Boers were unlikely to continue fighting on the Sabbath.

Nat was anxious to reach the train as quickly as possible, but he reluctantly agreed that any attempt to leave Mafeking in
the present climate might well prove fatal for them all. They would remain for another day.

That night the Boers brought one of their big guns into action against the tiny town. It was a 75mm Creusot, purchased from
France when the Boers realised war with Great Britain was likely. Manned by German-trained artillerymen, the gun was sited
some three miles from the vulnerable township and lobbed shells with frightening accuracy amongst the tin-roofed houses.


The first shell crashed into the open street not fifty yards from where Nat, Adam and Jaconus Van Eyck were seated inside
their hotel room. Glass shattered everywhere and all the movable objects in the room crashed to the floor as a wave of hot
air and dust swept in through the broken window.

Outside, the residents of Mafeking ran for cover in the underground shelters prepared weeks before by order of Colonel Baden-Powell.
By the time the second shell landed the three men from Insimo were the only white men above ground, sharing the dubious honour
with a few hundred terrified Bantu servants.

The bombardment marked the end of Nat’s patience with the difficult situation in which he and the others found themselves.
When the third shell landed, farther away this time, Nat began stuffing his few possessions into a saddle-bag, angrily telling
the others to do the same.

‘Where we going, Nat? We going to find ourselves a shelter?’

‘We’re going home. I’ve had enough of being caught in the middle of a war that’s none of our making. We’re going back where
we belong. To Insimo.’

Chewing on the end of his pipe, Jaconus Van Eyck said, ‘I can’t help thinking you’re over-simplifying things – but I’m not
arguing. I never have enjoyed being in a town, and this one has less to recommend it than most I’ve known. Do you have a plan?’

‘Only that as soon as it’s completely dark we’ll ride out of Mafeking, heading north.’

‘How about Captain Nelley’s mines?’

‘They’ve only been laid between the African compounds. We’ll go straight to a compound and out the other side – the same way the Boers will come in, when
they want to. All we have to do then is find the railway line and follow it until we reach the train.’

‘Like I said before, it’s all too easy. But let’s get to the stables and find our horses before I can think up a reason for staying.’

 




CHAPTER THREE

An hour later the three Insimo men were leading their horses away from the European houses of Mafeking in the darkness, heading
for one of the compounds occupied by the Africans who worked in and about the town.

There had been no shelling for twenty minutes and the occupants of Mafeking were beginning to emerge from their shelters.
Calling to each other in the darkness, their voices expressed both relief and elation at having survived the enemy’s first
bombardment.

A picquet of the Mafeking Town Guard was positioned on the outskirts of the town, close to the compound, but no attempt was
made to stop the three men, whispered good wishes following them into the night.

Carefully skirting the low burning cooking-fires, Nat led his companions into the darkness beyond, still leading the horses.

There was no moon yet, and few stars. Rain had missed Mafeking so far, but storm-clouds still curtained much of the sky and
the night was as black as Nat could have wished. It took the men only a short while to find the railway line, and once there
the going was easier.

They had been walking for forty minutes when Nat pulled his horse to a sudden halt. He had heard a sound from somewhere ahead.
Behind him, the others demanded to know what was happening. After a whispered conversation Nat handed the reins of his horse
to Jaconus Van Eyck and crept forward slowly and cautiously.

Nat’s caution was fully justified. The track curved gently around a hillside and he had not gone far when he saw the twinkling of camp-fires in a hollow only a couple of hundred yards from where he had left the others. Then from somewhere
much closer Nat heard a man coughing. The sound was accompanied by a shower of sparks as a pipe was carelessly knocked out
against a steel railway line, the sound ringing for a hundred yards in each direction.

‘Hendrik! What the hell you doing, man? You ringing a bloody supper gong for them khakis to come running?’ The questions were in Afrikaans, the language of the Boers. ‘Khakis’ was the name given to the British soldiers, a reference to the uniforms with which they had been issued for this war.

‘If you gave up smoking that pipe you wouldn’t need to beat hell out of the railway line every half-hour. What you smoking
in it, anyway? It smells like kaffir cow-dung.’

‘How would you know, eh? You Johannesburg boys have lived in a town so long you wouldn’t know a kaffir cow from an elephant
…’

Nat backed away from the Boer sentries. He had learned all he wanted to know. There was a large Boer encampment astride the
railway line. He would need to lead the others on a detour.

Re-tracing their footsteps in the darkness, Nat and his companions left the railway line at a point where there was a shallow
valley which they hoped might eventually take them to the opposite side of the hill from the Boers.

The hill was barely discernible in the darkness and they had hardly begun to skirt its lower slopes when they felt the first
drops of rain from yet another of the localised storms that swept the highveld during the rainy season.

Struggling to don his waterproof coat in the darkness, Adam said grumpily, ‘They were complaining in Mafeking about having
no rain. They should move the town a mile or two this way.’

‘Be grateful,’ replied Nat. ‘The rain helped us to give the Boers the slip before. Hopefully it will do the same for us tonight.
Just keep together and don’t get lost.’

The three men mounted their horses now, allowing the animals to pick their own way around the hill in the darkness.

They began the detour with the wind and rain at their backs and it made travelling far easier. However, when they had been riding for about an hour and the wind was still blowing them on their way, Nat became uneasy.

Waiting for the others to catch up, he said, ‘I think we’ve made a mistake. We should be rounding the hill if we’re to find
the railway line again.’

‘I agree.’ Jaconus Van Eyck sat hunched in the saddle, rain pouring from the limp brim of his felt hat, a pipe clenched upside
down between his teeth. ‘We’ll need to swing to the north-east pretty soon.’

‘I think we should find somewhere to shelter until it’s light.’ Adam was wet and irritable. Rain had seeped beneath his oilskin
and he was sitting a wet and uncomfortable saddle.

‘Time enough to think of resting when we’ve found the train,’ said Nat unsympathetically. ‘Unless you want to be taken by
the Boers?’

He swung his horse away and Adam’s disgruntled reply was lost in the wind-swept darkness.

Putting their horses to the hill, the three Insimo men began travelling with the wind beating against the side of their faces.
Nat had hoped they might be able to follow a gentle slope around the hill, but the going became steeper as they climbed higher
and eventually he was forced to dismount, the others following suit.

They had been climbing steadily through increasingly rocky terrain when the rain suddenly ceased, and now the three men heard
a new sound. It was the noise of fiercely running water. Minutes later they encountered a fast-flowing river which cut the
hillside in front of them. It was too dark to see how wide or how deep the river was, but the noise made by the water left
them in no doubt of the dangers of attempting a crossing.

‘We’ll have to climb the kopje and hope we can get beyond the source of the river,’ said Jaconus Van Eyck. ‘Although at the rate this water’s flowing it
might prove to be quite a climb.’

‘We won’t be able to go much higher. It’s becoming too steep for the horses. Besides, if it’s as high as I believe it to be
we’re likely to find a Boer look-out at the top.’

‘So we go down again …?’ There was the brief flicker of a flame as Jaconus Van Eyck crouched in the shelter of a pile of tumbled
boulders and lit his pipe.

Nat nodded reluctantly. ‘We go down.’


‘I don’t see why we can’t go straight along the railway line and tell the burghers where we’re going,’ protested Adam irritably.
‘They’re not at war with us.’

‘Matabeleland is part of Rhodesia now. Administered by Rhodes’s Chartered Company on behalf of the British Crown. That makes
us British as far as the Boers are concerned. Not only that, we’ve just given Mafeking the means to hold out against them
for another week or two. They’re hardly likely to give us a pat on the back and send us on our way with a warning to be good
boys in future. No, we’ll keep well clear of them.’

The wet and despondent men followed the river to the valley whence they had come, only to find it joined by another river
too wide and deep to ford. They were forced to follow the river for another two hours before a change in the sound of the
fast-running water told them of shallows. Tentatively, Nat edged his way across, discovering to his relief that the water
seldom rose higher than his horse’s belly.

When they were all across, Jaconus Van Eyck commented, ‘That’s a man-made crossing. The chances are there’s a farm hereabouts.’

‘Then we’d better find it and learn where we are,’ declared Nat. ‘We’re hopelessly lost. For all I know we might have doubled
back on ourselves.’

Half an hour later the sky had lightened sufficiently for them to find wagon tracks on the veld, and soon they saw a farmhouse
in the distance. Half-hidden by trees, the farm was little more than a stone shack with a wood roof, surrounded by an assortment
of mud and stone outhouses, some larger than the farmhouse itself.

Jaconus Van Eyck dismounted and went to the door while the others stood back. The chances were that a farm so far removed
from civilisation would be occupied by a Boer family, one of many who had trekked northwards with the founders of the Orange
Free State – and kept on trekking in order to escape from all forms of governmental interference. Similar homesteads were
to be found loosely dotted across the vast veld of southern Africa.

It was early, but the door of the homestead was standing open. The day began at dawn and ended at dusk on such farms. The voortrekkers and their descendants lived simple, frugal lives. Candles were for emergencies and it was doubtful whether the family possessed
a lamp.

Jaconus Van Eyck knocked on the door and it was answered by a tall, thin woman. She held a grubby, naked baby in her arms
and two more clung to the skirts of her drab, rough-spun, brown dress. She was probably not yet twenty-five years of age,
but the woman’s face already had the lined, washed-out appearance of a vrou who had been exposed to too much harsh, highveld weather and had known too many years of annual child-bearing.

Doffing his hat as though he might have been addressing the mistress of the smartest town-house, Jaconus Van Eyck asked the
woman if she could direct him to the railway line that ran northwards, to Rhodesia.

After a moment’s hesitation, the woman shook her head. ‘I cannot help you.’

Jaconus Van Eyck did not believe her. She was being deliberately unhelpful. ‘We got ourselves lost during the night. Which
direction is Mafeking? How far?’

Looking past Jaconus Van Eyck to where Nat and Adam stood with the horses, the Boer woman shook her head.

‘We are also hungry, wet and cold. Would you have food – and fodder for the horses?’

The woman shifted her gaze back to Jaconus Van Eyck. Tipping her head very slightly in the direction of Nat and Adam, she
asked a one-word question. ‘Uitlanders?’

The word meant ‘foreigners’. It was used by the Boers to describe anyone whose mother tongue was not Afrikaans, the language
of those who could claim descent from the early Dutch, Huguenot and German settlers.

‘We’re from Matabeleland,’ Jaconus Van Eyck persisted. ‘We’re trying to get back there. The railway …’

The woman’s glance shifted again and suddenly her expression of sullen ignorance became one of triumph.

Swinging around, Nat was dismayed to see a number of bearded men emerging from the large, stone-walled barn. Each man wore
at least one bandolier of cartridges, most had two. They also carried rifles and the guns were pointing at the men from Insimo.
Nat and his companions had been unfortunate enough to find an isolated farmhouse where a Boer commando had sought shelter from the rains of the night.

The rifles were removed from the Insimo men’s horses and they were ordered to mount. Protest was useless. The corporal in
charge of the Boer commando was dour and uncommunicative. Nat, Adam and Jaconus Van Eyck were prisoners – and this was all
they needed to know.

Surrounded by men of the Boer commando, the three men were escorted from the remote farm. As they passed the house door the
woman, still surrounded by her young family, glared malevolently at Jaconus Van Eyck and spat out a single word. 

The word was … ‘Traitor’.

 




CHAPTER FOUR

The three men from Insimo were taken to the large Boer encampment Nat had seen the previous evening. After riding all night
they were still no more than four miles from Mafeking.

News of their capture was shouted ahead of them by the escort and all the encamped burghers came out to see the prisoners.

A great deal of vilification was directed at Jaconus Van Eyck. His heavy beard and mode of dress marked him as a Boer and
his arrest in the company of two uitlanders branded him an unforgivable traitor. Jaconus seemed unperturbed at the anger of his fellow countrymen. He had been allowed
to keep his pipe and with this gently smoking in his mouth he rode easily, hunched in the saddle in the manner of a man who
had spent much of his life there.

Although the camp had not been here when Nat and his companions brought their cattle from Rhodesia, it was apparently intended
that it should remain for the duration of the siege. Many makeshift dwellings had been constructed from blankets and sticks
and there were a number of tents and many canvas-topped, high-wheeled wagons.

Nat was surprised to see many women about the camp. Wearing long, shapeless, home-made dresses of wool or nankeen together
with full-length pinafores and bonnets shading their faces, the women gave the camp the air of a picnic outing. But the rifles
carried by the men, or stacked close to their camp-fires, provided a constant reminder that this camp was occupied by men
who were at war.


If any further reminder was needed, it was provided later the same morning. Guarded by four boys, the oldest of whom was only
Adam’s age, the three prisoners sat beside a fire in the centre of the camp while a council was held to decide their future.

As they waited, one of the Boers with a wagon sent them coffee to drink. It was carried to the prisoners by the man’s daughter,
and beneath the bonnet Nat glimpsed a young face with dark, alert eyes. She must have been no more than fifteen years of age.

Taking the coffee, he said, ‘Please thank your father. We have had nothing to eat or drink since yesterday.’

‘Johanna! I said you could take coffee, not talk to them. Come here at once, girl.’

Without a word the girl hurried away. When she reached her family’s wagon she began an animated conversation with her father
and mother. After a while the man nodded his head and walked away. The two women then busied themselves over the cooking-fire.
Fifteen minutes later the girl returned to the prisoners carrying a dish on which was re-heated mutton, bread and hot mealie
meal.

‘Bless you, Johanna. You’re an angel.’ Nat took the dish from her eagerly, suddenly aware of how hungry he was.

If the girl was taken aback by Nat’s use of her name she did not allow it to show. ‘It’s nothing. I wouldn’t allow even a
captive animal to starve.’

Jaconus Van Eyck choked on the piece of bread he had taken to his mouth, ‘I reckon that puts you firmly in your place … Knowing
you mean as much to that young lady as some captive animal.’

‘You should be grateful to her, not making fun.’

Adam’s admiring glance had been following Johanna as she walked away, and he spoke so fiercely that Nat looked at his younger
brother in surprise. The expression on Adam’s face made Nat bite back a flippant reply.

There were no young girls at Insimo and the distances involved meant the Retallicks rarely paid a visit to any of Rhodesia’s
towns. Adam had met very few white girls of his own age and it was evident that this young Afrikaner girl had bowled him over
completely.


‘You’re right, Adam. She’s a nice girl. I am grateful to her.’

Jaconus Van Eyck had listened to the exchange with equal sympathy and he smiled over Adam’s head at Nat. Adam never noticed.
His eyes were on Johanna as she busied herself around her father’s wagon.

Nat felt sorry for his younger brother. Adam had chosen the daughter of one of his captors to be his first love.

He was given little time to ponder the problem. The three prisoners were still eating when their captors returned, and the
Boers wasted little time on niceties.

‘On your feet. You’re to be taken before Field-Cornet Lemmer.’

The Insimo men put up no argument. Nat was anxious to have the matter of their arrest cleared up as quickly as possible. There
was work to be done at Insimo. Work that young Ben could not undertake alone.

Nat expected the Boers to ask awkward questions and persuading them to accept his answers might take time. Nevertheless, he
did not doubt for one moment that the Boers would eventually accept his explanation. Baden-Powell had bought his cattle and had paid for them. Nat had been under an obligation
to deliver them, as promised.

‘You … and you,’ Field-Cornet Ignatius Lemmer’s short, stubby forefinger jabbed first at Nat, then at Adam. ‘Why aren’t you
wearing uniform?’

‘Uniform?’ Nat was puzzled. ‘What uniform?’

‘Don’t play games with me. Army uniform. British army uniform. Without it you can be shot on sight … but you know this, of course?’

‘I am not a British soldier and never have been. My name is Nat Retallick and I farm the Insimo valley in Matabeleland. This
is my brother Adam. I demand you release us to go our own way. There’s work to be carried out on a farm at this time of year,
as you may know …’

‘You demand? You are accused of spying yet you demand?’

Suddenly Field-Cornet Lemmer turned his full attention upon Adam. ‘You … What are you doing here?’

‘We brought some cattle down to Mafeking for Colonel Baden-Powell …’

Adam was tired and had been caught off-guard, but Nat winced at his brother’s imprudence.

Field-Cornet Lemmer looked triumphant. ‘As it happens, we know all about you and your cattle. We also know that one of you
–’ he rounded on Jaconus Van Eyck – ‘it must have been you – told my men the cattle were for Commandant De la Rey. You lied.
You’re an Afrikaner, Van Eyck. But you’re working with the British against your own people. Delivering beef to help British
soldiers – the khakis – while we are fighting for our very existence. You’re a traitor, Van Eyck. We shoot traitors …’

‘Jaconus Van Eyck takes his orders from me – and we are from Matabeleland. None of us has anything to do with this war. We didn’t even know there was a war until we reached the broken railway line.’

Field-Cornet Lemmer ignored Nat’s outburst. ‘You’ve heard what I’ve said to you, Van Eyck. Is there anything you wish to say
before I have you taken away and shot?’

The sharp intake of breath from the listening burghers told Nat more clearly than any words that Field-Cornet Ignatius Lemmer
was in deadly earnest. The bad dream had suddenly become a nightmare.

‘You can’t …’ Nat began, but Jaconus Van Eyck was already speaking.

‘Before you do anything we’ll both regret, I suggest you speak to Koos De la Rey. He might not agree with you.’

There was a stir of interest from the assembled burghers that the Field-Cornet could not ignore. ‘You know General De la Rey?’

‘I’ve fought kaffirs with him a time or two – and with Oom Paul too.’

‘Oom Paul’ was the affectionate name given by the Transvaalers to their president, Paul Kruger. As Jaconus Van Eyck had anticipated,
the mention of the Transvaal president’s name shook Field-Cornet Lemmer’s confidence.

Before the war Ignatius Lemmer had lived a very humdrum life. Most of the men in his commando were farmers, but Lemmer owned
a general store. Like every other burgher between the ages of sixteen and sixty, he was obliged to belong to a commando. He
had been elected to the post of field-cornet for no other reason than that he could read, write and keep records. He was also an unmarried man, able to devote time to the organisation demanded of someone in such a responsible post.
When the order for mobilisation had been received from the Transvaal government, Lemmer had ridden from farm to farm, personally
notifying each man in his commando.

Being a field-cornet was not an easy task, especially for Lemmer, who was not a natural leader. Each man under his command
retained the right to question every order he was given, and the last few days had not been good ones for Ignatius Lemmer.
He had seen his authority steadily eroded from every quarter. The burghers were beginning to carry out their duties as they
saw fit, without even consulting their field-cornet. Lemmer believed that the execution of a traitor on his orders would restore his waning authority and assure him of new respect in the community to which he would one day return.

‘I doubt if either Oom Paul or Commandant De la Rey would care to be reminded that they once knew you …’

‘Shut it, Iggy.’ The interruption came from Johanna’s father. ‘Send someone to ask Koos what you should do. Until you have
the answer I’ll look after Van Eyck and the others.’

Turning his back on the field-cornet, he motioned for Nat and his two companions to follow him.

‘Not so fast, Cornelius. I’m in charge of this commando …’

‘Right. So it’s for you to do what’s needed. Send word to Koos and wait for his answer. Jaconus Van Eyck won’t be going anywhere
before then.’

Cornelius Viljoen walked away from the thwarted field-cornet, heading for his wagon, and Nat, Adam and Jaconus Van Eyck went
with him.

When Nat tried to thank the burgher for what he had just done for them, the big, bearded Boer brushed the words aside.

‘Every burgher in this army is a free man, with the right to speak his mind and act as his conscience dictates. That’s what
this war is about … The right to live our lives, our way. I didn’t like what Iggy Lemmer wanted to do, so I said so and did something about it. Anyway, most of the commando agrees
with me.’

‘What would have happened had they not agreed with you?’ Adam asked the question.


‘Your friend would have been shot. You too, probably.’

Smiling at the startled expression on Adam’s face, their rescuer rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. No one will
harm you while you’re with Cornelius Viljoen. My daughter didn’t fatten you up for a killing.’

If Johanna Viljoen was pleased to have the Retallick brothers at her family’s cooking-fire she was careful not to allow her
pleasure to show. She busied herself about the wagon, occasionally coming to the fire to help her mother prepare the midday
meal. More than once a girl of Johanna’s own age would wander from another part of the camp and stop to talk to her. It did
not take Nat long to realise that the presence of the prisoners had made Johanna the most popular young hostess in the Boer
camp.

As Jaconus Van Eyck and Cornelius Viljoen sat together talking of mutual friends and acquaintances, Nat saw Johanna and her
mother take a large, empty barrel from their wagon to the fast-moving stream that formed the southern limit of the camp. Nudging
Adam, he said, ‘Come on, here’s a chance for you to earn your keep.’

At the stream the water barrel was relinquished to the two brothers and Johanna’s mother said, ‘I hope you two boys help your
own mother this way when you’re home.’

Sophia Viljoen’s accent was that of the voortrekker, the pioneers who had remained one step ahead of civilisation for so long they had begun to speak in what was almost a new
language, one that was almost unintelligible to those who lived in the towns and cities of the Cape Colony. Nat and Adam were
quite at home with the accent. Most of the Boers they met in Matabeleland had been voortrekkers.

Looking at the woman, Nat saw that Johanna had inherited her dark eyes from her mother, but a demanding life spent in the
harsh environment of the highveld had exacted a heavy toll on the beauty that had once been the older woman’s.

‘We should be at home helping Ma now,’ said Adam. ‘But why are you here? Your men are fighting a war.’

‘Our farm is in the Lichtenburg area, not very far away but pa and my brother Lucas are here with the commando. We might as
well be here as there.’

After a brief silence, Johanna asked, ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ She was looking at Nat, but he realised she was hoping for an answer from Adam, and Nat let him speak
for them.

‘We have a younger brother, Ben. There was another … older than Nat. He and Pa were killed by the Matabele, six years ago.’

Sophia Viljoen erupted in angry sympathy. ‘You don’t need to tell me about such happenings. When I first met Cornelius I was grieving for a father and two brothers, all killed by Zulus. Cornelius had also lost a brother in the same troubles. That’s why this war is so … so stupid! Englishman and Boer should be standing side by side fighting the kaffirs instead of warring with each other. Together they
could drive the Zulu and the Matabele right out of our countries. Until they do we’ll always be fighting them somewhere. I’ve
said so many times, so has Cornelius.’

‘We’re obliged to your husband,’ said Nat. ‘But for his intervention we’d be in serious trouble now.’

‘He’s a good man,’ agreed Sophia Viljoen. Her expression softened for a moment as she looked to where her husband sat with
Jaconus Van Eyck. ‘… But so too are most of the burghers here. This war is not of their making. For years they’ve fought and
worked hard to make a life for their families – as did their fathers and grandfathers before them. There’s not an Afrikaner
family in the land who can’t name loved ones who have died for this land of ours. We can’t give it up now. The British have become used to grabbing whatever they want, but this time they’re trying to take a country
from white men – men armed with guns. Not ignorant savages with spears in their hands.’

‘I’d fight if I were a Boer,’ said Adam fiercely. ‘I’d fight for you anyway, given the chance …’

Nat took the barrel from his brother and swung it to the wooden ledge on the side of the Viljoen wagon, holding it in place
while Johanna secured it with a short length of rope.

‘We Retallicks have fought our war with the tribes in Matabeleland. This one is between the British and the Boers. We’ll leave
them to do the fighting and not get mixed up in something that has nothing to do with us.’

Sophia Viljoen looked at Nat and shook her head sadly. ‘You’re part of southern Africa, Nat Retallick. Part of Cecil Rhodes’ empire. You won’t be allowed to stay out of this war.’

‘The Insimo valley is run by the Retallicks, not by Rhodes. We were living at Insimo before he ever set foot in Africa. When
Rhodes moved into Matabeleland he signed a special agreement with my pa. That agreement says that the valley and everything
there belong to us – not to Rhodes, or his company. We manage our own affairs and leave others to run theirs.’

‘You’re a proud man. Far too proud to allow a war to shape the countries about you and do nothing about it.’ There was respect
in Sophia Viljoen’s voice. ‘I hope for your sake – and for ours – that you choose the right side.’

‘All this stupid talk of war. He’s right. We should all go about our own business and leave war to those who have nothing
better to do than fight.’ Johanna spoke vehemently.

‘I’m not sure that’s quite what I said.’ Nat was disturbed by the passion in Johanna’s voice. Men and women at nearby fires
had stopped what they were doing and were looking across towards the Viljoen fire. The last thing Nat wanted was to start
a general argument about the rights and wrongs of the war. ‘… But no doubt it’s close enough. Still, I’m surprised to see
so many families here. It’s more like a social gathering than a siege.’

‘Tell that to the families of the men killed by Colonel Baden-Powell’s soldiers yesterday …’ Field-Cornet Lemmer had come
up unnoticed while Nat was talking. He waved a piece of paper in Sophia Viljoen’s face. ‘… I’ve got a list of casualties here.
Young Pieter Scheepers is among those killed.’

‘Oh no!’ Sophia Viljoen’s hands flew to her face.

‘Oh yes. Your neighbour’s son. The boy of seventeen who grew up with your daughter.’ Field-Cornet Lemmer was triumphant.

‘I must go to Ella … her poor boy …’ Sophia Viljoen hurried away. Johanna stood silently gazing after her for a few moments,
then moved towards her family’s wagon, tears filling her eyes.

‘It seems you’re not as popular as you were,’ said Field-Cornet Lemmer maliciously. ‘Stay around here long enough and I’ll
have you all shot yet.’

 




CHAPTER FIVE

General Jacobus Herculaas ‘Koos’ De la Rey rode into the camp in the heat of the afternoon, when most men were taking advantage
of whatever shade they could find to escape from the sun. He arrived unaccompanied and unannounced, but within seconds men
were running to meet him. By the time he stepped down from his horse he was surrounded by the excited burghers under his command.

Koos De la Rey stood head and shoulders above most of the men about him and he would have been conspicuous in any gathering.
Well over six feet tall, De la Rey wore the garb of a farmer, the clothes hanging on his great frame as though carelessly
thrown there by someone in a hurry. But it was De la Rey’s face that attracted immediate attention. A hawk-like nose protruded
from a massive, bushy, square-cut beard, while beneath shaggy eyebrows his expressive eyes missed very little of the world
about him.

The Boer general presented the appearance of a genial, engaging personality, and his first words, booming out across the camp,
fuelled this impression.

‘Jaconus! It is Jaconus Van Eyck. I told the messenger there had to be some mistake. That the Jaconus Van Eyck I once knew had been dead
for many years. It’s a great delight to be proven wrong, my friend.’

Shaking Jaconus Van Eyck warmly by the hand, the giant of a man stepped back and held him at arm’s length. ‘Let me look at
you … Agh! God has been good to you, Jaconus. Only your beard has changed – and grey is a colour that gives you authority.’


‘You’re the one with authority, Koos. A man for others to follow.’

Koos De la Rey released his friend. ‘I am not proud to be leading men to war, Jaconus. I worked very hard for a just peace
… but it was not to be.’ Koos De la Rey looked deeply and expressively unhappy.

‘How is your family, Koos? Your son Adaan … he is well?’

‘Adaan. Ah, there is a good boy. A fine boy. He serves in my commando with his brother, young Koos. One day they will both help to lead their country. I pray it
might be in peace and not in war … but enough of me. What of you? I was given a message that you and your friends had been
arrested by Field-Cornet Lemmer – for spying!’

‘I’m no spy, Koos. Neither are the Retallick boys.’

‘Retallick? Are they sons of Daniel Retallick?’

Jaconus Van Eyck nodded. ‘I was with Daniel when he was killed. So too was Nat. I help him run the family farm in the Insimo
valley, in Matabeleland. We’ve brought some cattle here.’

‘So I have heard. Let me speak to this Nat Retallick.’

Nat was tall, but Koos De la Rey towered above him when the Boer general shook hands gravely.

‘So you are the English spy, eh?’ Koos De la Rey’s voice was as big as the man.

‘No, I’m a farmer. I came here to deliver cattle, that’s all.’

‘You bring cattle to a garrison we are trying to starve into submission and you say “that’s all”? I hope you never come here
to do something you believe matters.’

‘I delivered the cattle because Colonel Baden-Powell had paid me for them. I’d have done the same had I sold them to you, or your men.’

Koos De la Rey looked at Nat silently for a few moments before nodding his head. ‘I believe you. Your father would have done
the same. I met him many years ago, when he was visiting Transvaal. You are like him.’

Hiding the pleasure Koos De la Rey’s words gave him, Nat said, ‘I don’t think my cattle will make very much difference. There
doesn’t seem to be any shortage of food in Mafeking.’

‘No doubt you’re right. Colonel Baden-Powell has been filling the Mafeking warehouses for many weeks. We should have attacked the town in strength when the war began. However, General Cronje is in command of this area. He thought otherwise.
It’s too late now.’

Nat shrugged. This was not his war. ‘So … what happens to us now?’

‘You are free to go home. But I would rather you did not bring any more of your cattle to Mafeking. At least, not until it
belongs to us.’

Nat’s grin was the only outward sign of the great relief he felt. He had been deeply concerned about Jaconus Van Eyck.

‘I’ll tell Ignatius Lemmer to give you a pass to take you safely on your way – just in case you meet with the burgher to whom
you told the story that the cattle were for me. I doubt if he would believe you again.’

‘Thank you, General De la Rey. When this war is over – however it ends – you’ll always be a welcome guest at Insimo.’

‘There are many battles to be fought yet, but the war will be won by our republics, because God is on our side. But I believe He will sorely try our faith before the end comes. I wish
you a safe journey, young man. Now I must speak with Ignatius Lemmer before I go. I have an army to lead and only British generals expect the events of war to await their arrival.’

Nat and the others did not remain long in the Boer camp after General Koos De la Rey rode off. They had been away from Insimo
for too long. Nat knew that if news of the war reached his mother she would worry about her sons.

While Nat and Jaconus Van Eyck went to catch the horses, Adam returned to the Viljoen wagon to collect their saddles and belongings.
Johanna was tidying up after the meal.

‘So you are going home to Rhodesia?’

‘That’s what they call it now. I still think of it as Matabeleland.’

‘Is it good land there?’

‘The Insimo valley has the best grazing in the whole of the country. It’s a fine place. From the house the valley drops away
to the lowveld and on a clear day you can see for more than forty miles.’

‘It sounds like the mountains of the Drakensbergs. I went there once, on a visit.’

‘How far is your farm from here?’


‘Only about forty miles across the border. Koos De la Rey farms there too. Pa says most of the commando will be moving off
to join Koos in a day or two. We’ll be going home again then.’

‘Perhaps I’ll visit you there one day.’

‘I would like that,’ Johanna said quietly, and Adam was suddenly lost for words.

Coming up with the horses, Nat saw the two together, and he frowned. Adam was young and impetuous and his sympathies lay with
the Boers. It was a good thing they were returning home.

Nat had discussed with Jaconus Van Eyck the likelihood of the train still being at the end of the line from Rhodesia and they
both agreed it was highly unlikely. Even had the train driver been able to escape detection he would have heard the sound
of the Boer guns bombarding Mafeking. No doubt he had made the decision to return to Rhodesia.

Nat’s fears were realised when they reached the place where the cattle had been off-loaded. The track curved gently away towards
the hills to the north. Distance and a heat-haze distorted the symmetry of the dully gleaming twin rails, but there was no
train here.

Then, as Nat reined in to discuss their next move with his companions, a figure rose, seemingly out of the ground itself.
It was one of the Matabele herdsmen. His body had been so smeared with mud and dirt as to render him almost totally invisible
on the scrub-covered veld.

Complimenting the herdsman on the effectiveness of his disguise, Nat asked what had happened to the train.

Grinning his pleasure, the herdsman said, ‘The Matabele are of the earth. We can become as one. The white man and his train
cannot. They went to hide in the hills. I stayed here to wait for you.’

With the herdsman trotting ahead of them, the horsemen rode for about seven miles before they found the train. The driver
had stopped it in a curved cutting that sliced through the heart of a low hill. It was visible only to someone following the
line.

The train driver had not wasted time while he was waiting for the Insimo men to return. The herdsmen had been out scouring the countryside for wood and the three cattle trucks
nearest to the locomotive were filled with fuel for the furnace.

‘All we’ll need along the way is water,’ explained the driver. ‘If we’ve still got track to roll on I’ll have us back in Bulawayo
by nightfall tomorrow – or as close to it as will make no difference. You get some sleep now. You look as though you could
do with it.’

The three men from Insimo had not slept for thirty-six hours, and in spite of Nat’s protestations that he would not rest until
they crossed the border into Rhodesia he was asleep as soon as he settled down on a blanket in the guard’s van. Neither a
storm flickering and grumbling on the horizon to the east, nor the monotonous booming of the Boers’ Creusot gun bombarding
the beleaguered town of Mafeking disturbed his sleep.

With two herdsmen sitting on the roof of the guard’s van looking out for damage to the rails, the train headed northwards
at full throttle. More than once during that day and the next they sighted horsemen, but they were always too far away for
identification. Then, on the second day, with the sun not yet touching the horizon, the train steamed into the border town
of Plumtree with whistle blowing triumphantly, bringing townsfolk and soldiers running to the station. It was the only train
to reach Plumtree from the south in more than a week.

The first man to board the train was a British army officer who introduced himself to Nat as Captain Carey Hamilton of the
Hussars. He had been sent out from Britain some weeks before to raise a volunteer force to defend Rhodesia’s borders against
Boer attack. He had arrived in the border town only two days before and knew nothing of Nat’s journey southwards.

‘Where have you men come from? We thought the line to the south had been torn up.’

‘So it has. Our cattle had to run the last few miles into Mafeking.’

‘You’ve been to Mafeking …? The town is under siege. Are you trying to make a fool of me?’

Nat told him their story but the British officer still looked at the three men uncertainly. Then Nat pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to the soldier. It was a receipt
for five hundred head of cattle. Signed by Colonel Baden-Powell’s adjutant, it was date-stamped ‘Mafeking. October 14th 1899’.

The British officer looked at Nat with new respect. ‘I’d like you to remain here until Colonel Plumer’s return, Mr Retallick.
He’ll be most interested in all you can tell him of Mafeking.’

Nat shook his head. ‘I’ve been away from my farm for too long already. If Colonel Plumer wants me he’ll find me in the Insimo
valley. You won’t mind if I take the train on to the railhead, beyond Bulawayo? It’s as close as I can get to Insimo.’

‘Of course not, but you’ll dine with me first. I want to hear about Mafeking – and Colonel Baden-Powell. He’s set to become
a great hero if only he can hold out against the Boers for a week or two more, until help arrives.’

‘He should find little difficulty in holding out for as long as he needs to,’ commented Jaconus Van Eyck. ‘He’s got food enough
for months, and the burghers aren’t keen to storm the town.’

‘Koos De la Rey could take Mafeking if he wanted to,’ Adam blurted out heatedly. ‘Baden-Powell wouldn’t be able to keep him out.’

‘General De la Rey?’ Captain Carey Hamilton raised an eyebrow at the outburst and looked to Nat for an explanation.

‘General De la Rey refused to allow us to be put on trial. Instead he gave us a pass to return here. He made quite an impression
on my brother. On me too, if I’m strictly honest.’

‘I believe a great many of the Boers are sincere, well-meaning men,’ agreed Captain Hamilton. ‘Unfortunately, we are at war
with each other. However, the next best thing to a gallant ally is a brave and gallant foe.’

‘The Boers don’t look upon war as some game played to predetermined rules, Captain,’ said Jaconus Van Eyck bitterly. ‘The
burghers are fighting for their country and the future of their families – and they are convinced that God is on their side.
It’s a combination that won’t be easily beaten.’

‘But beat them we will, Mr Van Eyck. The sooner the Boers accept this, the sooner the war will end. It could save very many lives.’

‘Most of President Kruger’s burghers are poor men, Captain. They have nothing to give their country but their skill with a
rifle – and their lives. Under-estimating the value of either will cost your country dear.’

‘I am a soldier, Mr Van Eyck, paid to fight and not to think too deeply. But come and have a drink with me now. I intend inviting
some of my fellow officers to dine with us. I am certain that what you have to say will prove of immense interest to them
…’

Dinner that evening was a lively affair. Nat shared Jaconus Van Eyck’s view that the British regarded war as a game, and it
quickly became evident that few of the officers present shared Captain Hamilton’s regard for the Boer as a fighting-man. Most
thought the British government had over-reacted to the situation and committed far too many troops to South Africa. They were
of the opinion that the war would be over in a matter of weeks, anticipating that the Boers would capitulate as soon as some
‘real’ fighting began.

Nat kept most of his opinions to himself. So too did Jaconus Van Eyck. The only major disagreement with the British officers
came in a brief outburst from Adam. He declared that the British were in for a shock when they met up with Koos De la Rey
and his commando.

Adam’s assertion caused a few raised eyebrows among the military diners, but Adam’s obvious youth, and Captain Hamilton’s
explanation that General De la Rey had saved the Insimo trio from a spy trial, restored good humour to the company. Nevertheless,
Nat breathed a sigh of relief when Adam made the excuse that he was tired and left the room.

 




CHAPTER SIX

Life at Insimo quickly settled back to normal. Fifteen-year-old Ben was envious of his brothers’ adventures at Mafeking, but
soon everything except Adam’s hero-worship of Koos De la Rey, and his praise of Johanna, was no more than a memory. The war
was being fought a long way from the peaceful valley, and now the rains had arrived in earnest much needed to be done.

Occasionally, news filtered through to Insimo of British setbacks in their war with the Boer forces. The mightiest army in
the world, unaccustomed to defeat, was reeling before a motley collection of farmers who possessed little military training,
and no discipline worth the mention. Each member of a Boer commando was a rugged individualist. Most shared with his companions
only a common language, faith in his own ability – and an unshakable belief that God’s might was behind the Boer cause.

Once in a while thoughts of Koos De la Rey and the Viljoen family passed through Nat’s mind and he vaguely wondered how the
progress of the war was affecting them all, but he wasted few thoughts on the war itself. Even Adam’s unquenchable enthusiasm
for the Boer cause failed to move him. There was far too much to occupy his mind at Insimo.

Captain Carey Hamilton came to the Insimo valley during the second week of November, 1899, bringing with him a mounted escort
of thirty men of the Rhodesian Defence Force. The captain had grim news of the British campaign in South Africa. At Ladysmith
a thousand British soldiers had surrendered to a Boer force inferior in numbers. British morale in Africa had fallen to a new low ebb.

All this was told to Nat as he led the young British officer into the whitewashed house and introduced him to his mother.
Elvira Retallick commiserated with Carey Hamilton at the British setbacks before leaving the house to busy herself arranging
quarters for the officer’s escort among the many outbuildings that had sprung up at Insimo over the years.
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