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To my late grandfather, Trooper Frederick Harper Booth, No. 128 of the 2nd Victorian Mounted Rifles. No less than 120 years on, I hope this book does justice to encapsulate the truth: the good, the bad and the ugly of both your experience and that of those you fought with and against.
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INTRODUCTION





Throughout the whole African army there was nothing but the utmost admiration for the dash and spirit of the hard-riding straight-shooting sons of Australia and New Zealand. In a host which held many brave men there were none braver than they.1


War correspondent, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Great Boer War


Breaker Morant was one of the type the Colonies used to know well years ago – the family ‘ne’er-do-well,’ sent out here to steady down or go to the devil. The life of the bush exactly suited him; its freedom and unconventionality appealed to the wild, indomitable spirit he inherited from his Irish forebears. He feared neither God nor man, acknowledged no authority, and reckoned that his passions were given him to be gratified. Generous to a fault and lenient to other men’s failings, he would lend his last shilling and screen the veriest outlaw.2


Wilhelmina (Mina) Rawson, author, columnist and friend of Breaker Morant





It was on a May day in 2017 that I journeyed to Canberra for the unveiling of the beautifully conceived and executed National Boer War Memorial.


I had voted in favour of its construction when I’d served on the Council of the Australian War Memorial, and had a personal connection. On that Wednesday morning, approaching the newly finished memorial, just a couple of minutes’ walk down the boulevard from the Australian War Memorial itself, I was immediately impressed. The essence of the memorial is the larger-than-life bronze statues of four mounted Australian soldiers, on patrol. At the base are a series of bronze plaques, with the moving extracts from the letters of a soldier of the 2nd Victorian Mounted Rifles to his mother.


‘At the Sand River we had a terrible fight. The Boers had blown up the bridge and when we crossed they opened fire. The Boers have some very good guns and they make good use of them. We had to fight all day. It was a terrible strain when the shells are screaming amongst you and burst . . . We ride company behind company and if we bunched up at all there would be terrible slaughter . . . everyone admits how terrible artillery fire is, yet no one attempts to move till he is told and no matter how good your horse, you never move to get cover any quicker than the regiment, such is British discipline.’


Those words sounded a little familiar . . .


I looked closer.


Goodness! They were from my grandfather, Trooper Frederick Harper Booth, to my great-grandmother, Maria Sofia Craigie McPherson Dunn Booth.


Grandpa, who lived to the age of 94 and who we all adored, never forgot the horror of the Boer War and when, in 1967, my brother Andrew turned up at his house after cadet parade still in khaki uniform, Grandpa burst into tears at the memory of other fine young men, dressed like him, who never returned to Australian shores. He would have been most honoured to have such words as these preserved in bronze. But, once again, it prompted another brother, James, to say to me, ‘It is your family duty to write a book on the Boer War.’


I had always resisted on the grounds that the Boer War was an Imperial war, and while the Australians may have been on the winning side of the conflict, I was never comfortable with a war that was essentially white fellas battling over black fellas’ land.


Nevertheless, the more I learnt, the more I came to realise that, horror aside, the Boer War was a foundational conflict in Australian military history and the characters at play were undeniably fascinating, none more than Breaker Morant himself. It also linked nicely with an extraordinary Boer War battle at a place called Elands River I’d heard about many years ago from a history buff by the name of Phil Hore – the first time I realised just how remarkable some of the events in the Boer War were from an Australian perspective.


A further encouragement to do the book was that my researcher and cousin, Angus FitzSimons, proved to be a long-time aficionado of the Breaker Morant story, and was already familiar with the minutiae of the saga, and not just with all the conspiracy theories that abound around it . . .


Even more usefully, he had some strong theories of his own and successfully insisted that this was the book for me. As ever, I owe his work across the board a great debt, even though on a couple of issues – don’t get me started – we came to different conclusions! Nevertheless, I could always draw on his intellect and insights, and his passion for the story, which helped breathe life into every page. With his pure pedigree law degree from the University of Sydney, he also understood many of the esoteric details of the legal aspects of this story that defied me.


As to the rest of my team of researchers – down Bunbury way in WA, Barb Kelly trawled as mightily as ever through every document she could get her digital hands on to bring precious and often previously unrevealed detail to the account. She, too, became wonderfully obsessed with the story – Breaker does that to you – and was at her strongest in sifting through endless layers of legend and lies to get down to what actually happened. On three aspects she was able to blow away what had been long-accepted fact, and show me it simply wasn’t true. As with my books on Catalpa and Captain Cook, both her son Lachlan and my son Jake were able to lend valuable assistance throughout. I won’t spoil the story here by revealing the details, but when it came to a particular endlessly repeated myth concerning what Breaker Morant and his friend Captain Percy Hunt were doing between late 1900 and early 1901, Lachlan was also able to definitively prove it never happened that way by coming up with facsimiles of original documentation – thus ending a century-long fallacy, started by Breaker Morant himself. (I might note, in passing, how extraordinarily powerful those myths were. I work with the best researchers in the business, and I have never worked on a project where they disagreed more, often with passion, over what happened. It was, nevertheless, through that intellectual jousting that previously hidden truths were teased out. We finished as happy Vegemites because the final, last layer of documentation generally proved it definitively, but it was a long process to trace the byzantine deceptions of the Breaker.)


My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who first started working with me on my book on Gallipoli, and has stayed with me thereafter. He, too – less surprisingly – was a devotee of the Breaker story, and an expert on the Boer War. Time and again his four decades of learning in the field of Australian military history made this book stronger, not the least of which was his ability to instantly call in other experts.


On that subject, I offer my thanks once again to Colonel Renfrey Pearson for finding rare documents in archives in the United Kingdom, and Gregory Blake for his expert advice on all things to do with the weapons of the time. In South Africa, I thank Audrey Portman, Lourens Etchell and most particularly Charles Leach. In Australia, the expertise of Robin Droogleever and Nigel Webster was greatly appreciated.


As ever, and as I always recount at the beginning of my historical writing, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense, and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with 2000 footnotes, give or take, as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. When the story required generic language – as in the words used when commanding movements in battle, I have taken the liberty of using that dialogue, to help bring the story to life.


Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was. For the same reason of remaining faithful to the language of the day, I have stayed with the Imperial system of measurement and used the contemporary spelling, with only the odd exception where it would create too much confusion otherwise.


This is a story that takes place 120 years ago, in an Australia and South Africa where race, or rather any race that was not white, was viewed and named in at best a patronising manner with terms such as ‘boy’ and ‘native’. At worst, and a worst that was common indeed, the terms ‘Kaffir’ and ‘n . . . r’ were used to describe African people. These latter terms are used in this book when taken from direct speech or the writing of participants; it is a history that must be reckoned with rather than avoided. I have done my best to use these terms as little as possible without damaging the truth of the story or the true vocabulary of the men and women who lived it. I trust the twenty-first-century reader will understand that my use in no way connotes approval or acceptance of such terms or the underlying racist attitudes that birthed them.


All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but both for the Boer War saga and more particularly the Breaker, I was blessed to have had many authors before me doing forensic work on the subject, who I want to doubly acknowledge here.


Any writer on Breaker Morant owes a debt to Arthur Davey, who compiled a fascinating compendium of primary source documents in his Breaker Morant and the Bushveldt Carbineers in 1987. That may sound prosaic, but it was a Herculean task to trace so many elusive documents and scraps scattered throughout South Africa and the United Kingdom and finally assemble all the parts of this confounding set of conspiracies and contradictions that other writers had only glimpsed. His book remains fascinating; a detective novel of research that but for him would have slipped from history into myth.


The list of writers who have felt compelled to write about the Breaker is long and illustrious; including Kit Denton, who romanticised and then razed Morant in two wonderful books: the fictional The Breaker and the factual Closed File, where one can see Denton becoming disillusioned with the legend he helped create. Frank Fox’s hot-off-the-press 1903 memoir Breaker Morant – Bushman and Buccaneer is the template for the legend of the Breaker, a first draft of history that is still a compelling read almost 120 years later. Another essential volume is In Search of Breaker Morant by Margaret Carnegie and Frank Shields, who began looking at the other side of the coin. Their first-hand research unravels some of the Breaker’s many whoppers and opens up the can of worms that surrounds every aspect of this strange tale. Not long after beginning this book, I was contacted by Frank Shields himself offering his assistance and counsel, and it proved extremely useful. Just like Ian Jones was with my Ned Kelly book, Frank is the living expert, having started his own film and book work on the story in 1972 – he actually personally talked to some of the ancient members of the Bushveldt Carbineers still alive at the time. His vetting of my manuscript proved invaluable even if, inevitably, our conclusions on some matters are different – that is the way of the Breaker. I also salute the late historian Margaret Carnegie, Frank’s co-author in their seminal book, and lay a bouquet on her literary grave for having found the previously obscure manuscript of Frederick Ramon de Bertodano in the Zimbabwe archives – I came to rely on it heavily, and for me it is the key to unlocking many Morant mysteries.


My long-time sub-editor meanwhile, Harriet Veitch, took the fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her. In all my books, I give a draft of the near-finished product to my eldest brother, David, who has the best red pen in the business. When his interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will that of the reader, and I generally slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this book, he was as astute as ever, and I record my gratitude. It was also more than useful that he was so familiar with the story of my grandfather because, forty years ago, it was his wife, Merrie, who had so laboriously typed up Grandpa’s every letter, now digitised, which was my starting point for understanding his own experience. It was a delight, too, to consult all of my Booth cousins, to weave their wisps of memory of what Grandpa had told them into a more solid account of his experiences. I express my particular appreciation in this exercise to Richard Lander, who not only contributed some of those wisps, but then went painstakingly through the book from first to last, looking for errors.


My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who has honoured my request that she preserve most of the oft esoteric


– I’m told – way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work.


I am also grateful to my friend and publisher Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance.


I have loved doing this book, and hope you enjoy it.


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


April 2020










DRAMATIS PERSONAE





My sympathies have always been with the unfortunate man, for I knew and liked him, and moreover one has the feeling that, but for the existence of men of his somewhat ruthless calibre during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the British Empire would not now be the envy of all her neighbours. There were many rough paths to be hewn out of the world between 1750 and 1900, and it was the men of Morant’s type who did the work.1


Major Claude S. Jarvis, in his book, Half a Life


One would not rake up old stories were it not that ignorant busybodies were striving to make an Australian hero out of an English scamp.2


Windsor and Richmond Gazette, 1904





Lieutenant Harry Morant (Edwin Murrant). Born in 1864 in Bridgewater, Somerset, Morant immigrated to Australia in 1883 where he made a good name for himself as a poet and horse breaker – and a bad name for bad debts and minor scrapes with the law. His usual routine would be to jump from town to town and person to person, usually in Queensland and South Australia. He enlisted in the South Australian Mounted Rifles on 13 January 1900.


Lieutenant Peter Handcock. Born near Bathurst, New South Wales, in 1868, one of eight children. He became a blacksmith and married Bridget Martin in 1888. They had two sons and a daughter. Before joining the Bushveldt Carbineers in 1901, Handcock served with the NSW Mounted Rifles as Farrier Sergeant.


Lieutenant George Witton. Born in 1874 in Warrnambool, Victoria, as one of nine children. Witton came from a farming background. When war began he was a 25-year-old gunner in the Victorian Artillery at Fort Franklin, at the mouth of Port Phillip Bay.


Major Robert Lenehan. The son of Irish parents from Petersham, Sydney, Lenehan was born in 1865. He married in 1899, joined the NSW col onial forces in 1890 and became a solicitor the following year. He sailed for Southern Africa as a Captain with the NSW Mounted Rifles in January 1900.


Lieutenant Henry Picton. Born in London in 1878, Picton was the son of a coachman. He may have served in the French Foreign Legion in the 1890s and was awarded a Distinguished Conduct Medal for service in Southern Africa prior to joining the Bushveldt Carbineers.


Captain Alfred Taylor. Born in 1861 in Dublin, Ireland, as a young man he travelled to Rhodesia where he befriended Lobengula, the king of the Northern Ndebele people. During the First Matabele War in 1893, he was given the task of acting as a guide to Cecil Rhodes. His repu tation for harsh treatment of the Rhodesian Natives earned him the name ‘Bulala’ (killer). In 1896 he was the commanding officer of a portion of Colonel Plumer’s column in the Second Matabele War.


Lord Horatio Herbert Kitchener. Fifty years old at the time of the Boer War, Kitchener had joined the British Army in 1871. He saw active service in Egypt and the Sudan, where he acquired a reputation for ruthlessness. During the Boer War he was at first the Chief-of-Staff to Lord Roberts, taking over command of the army in November 1900.


Lord Frederick Roberts. Born in India in 1832, and fighting in half-a-dozen of the British Empire’s ‘little wars’ in India and Africa, he rose rapidly in rank and earned a Victoria Cross. By the time of the Boer War he was Britain’s most respected general. In December 1899, at the age of 67, he took over command in Southern African from Sir Redvers Buller, and turned over that command to Kitchener a year later.


General Sir Redvers Buller. Sixty years old when the Boer War began, Buller had, like Roberts, gained prominence in Britain’s colonial wars. He earned a Victoria Cross in the Zulu War of 1879 and when the Boer War began was appointed commander of the army in Southern Africa.


Captain Frederick Ramon de Bertodano. Born in New South Wales of an ancient Spanish family, de Bertodano spent several years in Rhodesia with the British Army. Twenty-nine at the outbreak of the Boer War, he became an Intelligence Officer at Army Headquarters.


Major James Thomas. Born in Sydney in 1861, he attended King’s School, Parramatta. He studied law at the University of Sydney and opened a practice in Tenterfield, New South Wales, in 1887. A member of the Tenterfield Rifles in peacetime, he sailed to Southern Africa with the first contingent of NSW Citizens’ Bushmen in November 1899.


Trooper James Christie. A New Zealand farmer from the district of Clutha, Christie was also a local councillor and part-time schoolteacher. He became bankrupt in 1900, the same year four of his children were killed in a fire. He decided to join the war effort in Southern Africa, and signed up to the Bushveldt Carbineers in April 1901.


Trooper Frederick Harper Booth. After serving with the Victorian Mounted Rifles in the pre-war militia, the 19-year-old grazier from Harkaway joined the 2nd Victorian Mounted Rifles on 28 December 1899, and was on his way to the war on the SS Euryalus a scant fortnight later.


Lieutenant James Annat. Born in 1864 in Scotland, at the age of 16 Annat fought with the Gordon Highlanders during the First Boer War, where he was wounded at the Battle of Majuba Hill. He also saw active service in the Zulu War of 1883 and in Canada and the United States of America. Migrating to New South Wales he was an instructor for the colonial forces and a miner. During the Second Boer War he served with the 3rd Queensland Mounted Infantry.


General Sir John French. Born in Kent in 1852, French was in the Royal Navy before becoming a cavalry officer in the British Army. During the Second Boer War he led a cavalry division of 5000 horsemen in several important operations, including the relief of the town of Kimberley.


Emily Hobhouse. Born in Cornwall in 1860, Hobhouse was a welfare campaigner and pacifist. In 1900 she arrived in Southern Africa to investigate conditions in the camps for war-displaced civilians established by the British Army.


The men of Transvaal and the Orange Free State


President Paul Kruger. Born in 1825 in Whittlesea, Cape Colony, Kruger took part in the Great Trek while still a child and, only 12 years old, fought in the Battle of Vegkop against the Matabele. He became the third President of the Southern African Republic (Transvaal) in 1883, leading the war effort during the Second Boer War.


President Martinus Steyn. Steyn was born in Rietfontein in the Orange Free State in 1857. He studied law in the Netherlands and England and opened a practice in Bloemfontein and bought a farm nearby. In 1896 he became President of the Orange Free State.


General Piet Joubert. Born in 1831, Joubert was once Vice-President to Kruger. The Commandant General of all the Transvaal military forces, he led them into battle in Natal for the first five months of the war.


General Jacobus ‘Koos’ de la Rey. De la Rey, born in 1847, had little formal education. Deeply religious, he married Jacoba Greeff, farmed and raised 12 children. De la Rey became a member of the Transvaal Volkrad in 1883 and opposed President Kruger’s policies against the Uitlanders.


Christiaan de Wet. Born at Smithfield in the Orange Free State in 1854, de Wet, like most traditional Boers, was a farmer. Fighting as an ordinary burgher at the beginning of the Second Boer War, natural ability saw him rise quickly in rank to command the forces of the Orange Free State in 1900.


Commandant Tom Kelly. Born in Bloemfontein in 1849, Kelly was the son of John Thomas Kelly, from Limerick, Ireland. He bought a farm in the Zoutpansberg, northern Transvaal, where he was also leader of the Zoutpansberg Commando.


Louis Botha. Thirty-seven years old when the war began, Botha was born in Natal. A member of the Transvaal Parliament he, like de la Rey, opposed the harsh line Kruger took with the Uitlanders, one of the causes of the war. In the guerrilla phase of the war he became a prominent general.


Deneys Reitz. Reitz was one of four sons of the Secretary of State for Transvaal. Aged 17 at the start of the war, Reitz fought in almost all the major battles during the conventional phase of the war with the Pretoria Commando. In the latter phase he fought under generals Christiaan de Wet and Jan Smuts.










PROLOGUE





. . . nothing but breathing the air of Africa, and actually walking through it and beholding its living inhabitants in all the peculiarities of their movements and manners, can communicate those gratifying, and literally indescribable sensations . . .1


English explorer, William Burchell, who spent many years exploring Southern Africa in the early nineteenth century ate in the fifteenth century,





Late in the fifteenth century, four years before Columbus caught sight or sound of the Americas, a Portuguese explorer by the name of Bartholomeu Diaz became the first European to see what would one day be known as Cape Town. In the beginning there was just Southern Africa, a vast expanse of mountains, rivers, pastures, jungle and veldt, encompassing nearly half a million square miles and the tribes of the San and Khoikhoi people.


By the mid-1600s, however, the southern tip of the continent had become significant for the fact that the foremost seafaring nation, Holland, had started to use it as their key stopping off point on their way back and forth between Europe and Asia for the spice trade. As that trade became ever more significant a Dutch colony was established, which saw ever more Dutch people flooding in, and pushing the dominant Xhosa tribe to the north.


Throughout the 1700s, the Dutch fastened their grip on Southern Africa, consolidating their colony. The farmers on the frontier were forced to fight the Xhosa, defending their land against the Native inhabitants. These Dutch farmers came to be known as ‘Boers’, a hardy people capable of living off the land while fighting for every inch of it.


Those with a commercial bent could even make a good deal of money, servicing the many ships on their way to not just the Dutch East Indies but also New Holland, with the likes of Captain James Cook, Captain Arthur Phillip and Captain William Bligh among those who brought their ships in to be resupplied.


Nevertheless, by the late 1700s, as Holland lost their part of the War of the First Coalition to the French, Britain began to have its own designs on the Cape area. On Christmas Eve 1805 the British sent the first of a huge fleet of warships into the harbour to prevent the victorious French claiming the most valuable of Holland’s overseas territories. A year later the British defeated the Dutch at Blaauwberg – which would soon see the British formally occupy the Cape Colony. In response, many of the Dutch loaded up their ubiquitous ‘Cape carts’, and embarked on what was effectively a biblical exodus, seeking a new Promised Land. The Voortrekkers, as they were known, headed off on their Grote Trek, Great Trek, rolling north into the interior, fighting various tribes as they went, not least of which were the Zulu and the Matabele. Their method of fighting was to form ‘Commandos’, loose military units of irregular troops – farmers becoming soldiers for specific actions, before returning to their usual occupations. Their goal was not simply to kill or subdue the Africans; often, they wanted to take them as slaves.


‘Commandos,’ one historian will note, ‘regularly raided neighboring tribes, killing, looting and seizing children to be brought back to serve as their “apprentices”. There was a thriving trade in slaves, with Piet Joubert, the God-fearing commandant-general of the Transvaal [Commandos], being known as a particularly good source of these.’2


In fact it was so well known, and so accepted by the Boers, that at one point Piet Joubert’s wife, Hendrina, received a letter with a request: ‘Please let the general let me have a little Malaboch kaffir . . . I don’t mind if it’s a boy or a girl. I want one about seven years old.’3


(No protests, please. The Bible itself had ordained slavery as quite normal from the moment it had recorded Noah himself saying, ‘Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers.’4 If Noah and God don’t have a problem with the concept of slavery, why should we argue about the morality of such an ancient practice that suits our present purpose?)


With so many of his younger people taken – those men and women in their prime were the most highly prized – King Khama of Bechuanaland5 had to write to the Governor of the Cape Colony, Sir Henry Barkly, begging for help: ‘The Boers are coming into my country, and I do not like them. Their actions are cruel . . . We are treated like money, they sell us and our children.’6 King Khama knew it was British policy to eliminate slavery in any place they took over. As Lord Milner had said, ‘Our policy . . . is to end slavery in the Transvaal.’7


Some Dutch settlers put down roots in a coastal region they christened Natal and were soon joined by further waves of migration from Holland, moving even further north to establish Boer republics known as the Oranje-Vrystaat, Orange Free State, and the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek of Transvaal, just as many British migrants came to settle in the Cape. The area around the Cape continued to grow in importance as it was crucial for controlling the trade route to India, the newest resplendent jewel in the Crown of the British Empire.


So many English settlers came in fact, in an era when the British Empire was expanding as never before, that by 1843 the British had annexed Natal after a brief struggle, seeing many of the Voortrekkers pack up to head north once more, while the Native Africans were either pushed into ever smaller areas or began to work for the white settlers. Politically, things became more settled when, in the 1850s, Britain formally recognised the independence of both the Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State – even though over coming years there continued to be skirmishes between British forces and both the Boers and the Native Africans.


For the most part the British ruling class didn’t mind the Boers having that poor land in the remote African interior, until . . .


Until one day in 1867, a 15-year-old lad by the name of Erasmus Stephanus Jacobs is playing by the banks of the Orange River near Hopetown on his father’s northern Cape farm, throwing klippies, stones of a particularly shiny nature, when a passing neighbour, Schalk van Niekerk, asks if he could borrow one of the play stones – a particularly shiny one. Quietly, Schalk is convinced that the stone’s hardness, weight and shiny quality means it might be valuable and . . . sure enough. Via a circuitous route, the rock in question comes to Acting Civil Commissioner Lourenzo Boyes at Colesberg who, noting that the stone is capable of cutting glass, pronounces: ‘I believe it to be a diamond.’8


[image: Illustration]


Mr Richard Southey, the Colonial Secretary, will go a step further, and once it is established that the ‘Eureka Diamond’ in question is no less than 21.19 carats, states: ‘This diamond is the rock upon which the future success of South Africa will be built.’9


It doesn’t take long for the news to get out, first locally, then nationally and soon enough globally.


Tiny, timid towns like Kimberley – once home to no more than 4000 people – are soon throbbing, thriving with the breath and blood of 50,000 feverish men and women rushing to make their fortune.


Perhaps Britain has been too hasty in consigning such valuable land to the Boers? Of course, problems arise, particularly in the area abutting the western border of the Orange Free State, where the most lucrative of the Kimberley diamonds have been found. Here the incoming tide of crazed prospectors is so overwhelming and causing so many violent land disputes that, on the request of Nicolaas Waterboer – the leader of the Griqua people – the diamond fields are annexed as the ‘Griqualand West Colony’ by Great Britain to restore order. Waterboer’s reckoning is that the British will give his tribe protection from the crazed prospectors and a place in parliament.


Perhaps, now that the Earl of Carnarvon – the British Colonial Secretary – thinks about it, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal Republic might like to join with Natal and the Cape Colony to become a federated country, just as Canada had done in 1867 with their French and English provinces?


Nee.


No.


Very well then.


If the Transvaal won’t come freely, it will be taken forcibly. In 1877 the British Governor of Natal, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, sent his ‘forces’ – 25 Troopers and a stroppy Sergeant – across the border and all the way to Pretoria to announce to the ‘government’ of Transvaal that their republic had been annexed. Against a government and a republic that existed more in the mind than on the map, it was enough.


Still, the Transvaal Boers form the distinct impression the British might be stretched too thinly to hold what they have and, in December 1880, the revolt that will be known as the First Boer War begins.


Yet it is far from the gentlemen’s conflict that the British have come to expect. This is not an orderly dispute of ranks and files, it is most unsportsmanlike, as the British discover a most peculiar Boer tactic – irregular soldiers roving and wreaking havoc throughout the land. Commandos are what they call themselves, tight bands of volunteer fighters brilliantly led by Commandant-General Piet Joubert.


The Boers are tough, straight shooters and at home on the veldt – while, in many ways, the British Rooi Baatjes, Redcoats, marching about in serried ranks are little more than target practice, with the white cross in the middle of their uniforms forming a convenient bullseye. Some British troops wearing the new-fangled khaki-coloured uniforms seem to survive marginally longer, but that cannot alter the final result.


By March 1881 the British government of William Gladstone has lost all appetite for the fight, and agrees to the establishment of the Second Republic of the Transvaal.


All seems calm, the conflict resolved and the politics stable, until . . . one day in 1884, Transvaal Vice-President Paul Kruger and Commandant-General Piet Joubert are having a meeting when a joyous burgher arrives burbling with the news that a new gold-reef has been discovered around the burgeoning settlement of Johannesburg.


‘Instead of rejoicing,’ Joubert says, with extraordinary prescience, ‘you would do better to weep; for this gold will cause our country to be soaked in blood.’10


Paul Kruger entirely agrees.


‘Gold!’ he growls. ‘Do you know what gold is? For every ounce of that gold you will pay with tears of blood.’11


Those tears began with thousands of prospectors from across the British Empire, including those from the colonies of Australia, flooding in – so many that Britain demands that the Uitlanders, as the Dutch refer to them, be given voting rights. They are, after all, providing the huge majority of the South African Republic’s tax revenues, but have no political power.


This is not right! The American War of Independence had been fought and won on the principle of ‘no taxation, without representation’, and Britain now conveniently believes in it too.


Say, what?


Your thousands of Jan-come-latelies want to come into our republic, dig up our gold, AND have voting rights? There are so many of them that it is clear to Kruger et al that, if they were to grant it, the Transvaal would effectively be little more than a subjugated British colony, because the Boers would be in a democratic minority in their own republic. After all, of the 100,000 residents of the republic, about 60,000 are whites, of whom 34,000 are British subjects. It would be a democratic takeover!


And so the Boers resist, and prepare to take arms against a sea of troubles.


By 1895, the situation teeters on open war as from Rhodesia, the British-controlled territory to the north of the Transvaal, the founding father, Cecil Rhodes, organises and funds ‘the Jameson raid’ – some 600 British men, mostly from the Matabeleland Mounted Police, invade Transvaal in the hope that the British Uitlanders will take up arms and rise to join them.


The leader of the raid is Leander Jameson, a man so admired in Britain that the great Rudyard Kipling sees fit to write a poem immortalising his pluck:




. . . If you can make one heap of all your winnings


And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss


And lose, and start again at your beginnings


And never breathe a word about your loss;


If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew


To serve your turn long after they are gone,


And so hold on when there is nothing in you


Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’12





For hold on Jameson does, long past the point of sanity. Yet finally there is no way around it: the raid bears no fruit, as the Uitlander uprising does not eventuate as Jameson had hoped – with one of the groups that failed to rise being the 500-man ‘Australian Corps’ of Uitlanders. After first being thrown into prison by the Boers, Jameson is handed over to the very British he had been fighting for and he is imprisoned in Holloway prison in England for 15 months on the charge of ‘organising an illegal expedition into a friendly state’.13


Still, the Boers are left without doubt: war is coming once more, one way or another, sooner or later. That much is confirmed by the British Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, shortly after the Jameson Raid publicly agitating for ‘Home Rule for the Rand’, insisting that there are enough British prospectors on ‘the Rand’, the area around Johannesburg where most of the goldmines are, that they could form a self-governing British protectorate!


Bedankt, thanks, but there is already a self-governing country in place, called the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek of Transvaal. The British don’t quite seem to understand, and are unlikely to understand any time in the near future.


What is needed to resist the British is arms, and Paul Kruger – now President of Transvaal – is prudent in spending a good deal of his nation’s wealth on providing them, buying state-of-the-art weaponry from the finest arms manufacturers in Europe, including heavy artillery and 50,000 Mauser rifles from Germany – superior to the British .303s, for the fact they can still be accurate at a distance of 2000 yards, as opposed to just 1500 yards. But as the British must not know of the arms the Boers will soon take against their future foes, many of those rifles are packed tightly into pianos, and make their way to the Transvaal by way of China first, and then to the port of Delagoa Bay in Portuguese-held East Africa, the Boers’ sole sea outlet to the world.


Not that the Boers don’t have some respect for English weaponry, and as a matter of fact they are quick to buy an enormous shipment of Maxim-Nordenfelt Pom-Pom guns – a cross between a small cannon and a machine gun, capable of firing as many as 25 one-pound shells fed through a belt, in five seconds, at a range up to 3000 yards, making the sound of pom-pom-pom-pom as they explode on impact. The British Army had rejected this gun, but the Boers buy them in bulk.


It is not that such weaponry will ensure they win the war – but it does mean that for England to subjugate them this time it will take more than 25 Troopers and a stroppy Sergeant . . .










CHAPTER ONE



BREAKER MORANT ET AL




They mustered us up with a royal din,


In wearisome weeks of drought.


’Ere ever half of the crops were in,


Or the half of the sheds cut out.







’Twas down with the saddle and spurs and whip


The swagman dropped his swag.


And we hurried us off to the outbound ship


To fight for the English flag.







The English flag, it is ours in sooth


We stand by it wrong or right.


But deep in our hearts is the honest truth


We fought for the sake of a fight . . .1





Banjo Paterson, ‘Our Own Flag’




In any part of Australia if you mention Morant’s name you will be asked, ‘What did he take you down for . . . ?’ No sum was too small for him to borrow, no person (male or female) too poor for him to bleed – for under a superficial politeness he was utterly selfish. It is true he was careless with money when he had it; he is reported to have shared a considerable sum with a comrade; but when he was short of cash then someone else must pay, no matter whom. Free and easy back-block Australia stood such a creature for many years . . .2


Windsor and Richmond Gazette, March 1904


Hot-headed. Violent at times, he was a great horseman.3


The World’s News, April 1902





Christmas Day 1896, outside Walgett’s Barwon Inn, Christmas cheer, free beer, if a colt clears . . .


Betcha, Harry!


Betcha, what?


That you can’t jump your blindfolded horse over these two six-wire fences that line both sides of the road.


A bet, you say, to test my mettle?


You have got the right man.


For they don’t call Harry Morant ‘The Breaker’ for nothing. Over the years he has broken more horses than he has made love to beautiful women . . . though it is perhaps a close-run thing, down the home straight, as the crowd cheers.


Born in England and coming to these sandy shores before he was yet twenty – disembarking at Townsville in June 1883 – the Breaker is a bold bastard of a man. He has roamed the countryside breaking horses, bedding women and borrowing money, occasionally even paying it back.


So, yes, Breaker Morant will take all of your bets. His mighty mount – for the Breaker only rides beauties – has a long rag securely tied around its head so it is certain that it cannot see a thing. And now, as the well-lubricated crowd gathers around, the Breaker backs the horse up before the first fence, leans down, and even appears to be whispering to it, if you can believe it. It is the pause the mob needs to look at him even more closely. A strange cove, this’un. The son of a Duke, or an Earl I think, or maybe an Admiral – I can never get it straight – but he is always almost aggressively dishevelled. No airs or graces with him, it’s as if because he knows and we know he’s a much higher class than us, he simply doesn’t have to bother with grooming, with new clothes, with doing buttons up. Just his accent, his superior breeding and his riding ability will get him through.


And what’s he doing now?


The Breaker rubs the lucky penny he always wears around his neck, and leans down once more, for a few last whispers to his horse.


Now he is still. His horse is stiller still.


Tension mounts as the Breaker straightens up.


And now as the Breaker’s heels drive into its sides, the mount bounds forward and gallops straight towards the first fence at full cry! A seeming instant before it is about to crash head-long into the solid beams – some turn away, for fear of what they are about to see – the Breaker lifts his hands from the reins to demonstrate his complete mastery of the horse in an adult version of ‘Look, Ma, no hands!’ before yelling ‘OVER!’4


And indeed, before their very eyes, the beast leaps high to clear the fence by a good foot before surging once more straight on to the next fence.


As before, the Breaker lifts his hands, yells ‘OVER!’5 and . . . over she goes!


‘The colt made a wonderful leap and cleared the fence’ according to one old bushie ‘by a full twenty feet!’


Well, at least that’s how the old bushie will tell it ever afterwards, not to mention the Breaker himself, with every tale of the Breaker growing taller in the telling. But his legend grows: no feat is beyond Harry Morant, no lair dare too outrageous, no dame he cannot tame. And such panache!


The jump well cleared, Morant bows to the crowd with a rugged elegance that only he can pull off. His horse is his stage, and his audience will remember that performance as long as they live.


Morant gets free drinks, precious cash, and is saluted with ‘Merry Christmas, Harry!’ by all in the bar.


It is just one more story to go with his growing legend up and down the east coast of Australia, but most particularly in the backblocks of New South Wales and Queensland.


A contradictory man of demonstrable charm and harm, verve and swerve, poise and noise, he is prone to attracting more mixed reviews than a touring troupe of Shakespeare thespians north of Townsville. Such had been his way, all his life. In England, he had been born to very humble circumstances, the son of Edwin and Catherine Murrant, onetime Master and Matron of a workhouse in Somerset. Edwin Murrant had died before his son was born, making things difficult for his mother, but still she had made sacrifices and used every contact she had to see him educated at the local Royal Masonic Institute for Boys – accepted on his fourth application – where on the one hand he had received prizes for French, Classics, German, Dictation and Elocution, and on the other hand . . . had been constantly in trouble with the headmaster for misbehaviour that included thieving from the larder and probably being ‘the boy who robbed the Donation Box’.6


He was also notable for his capacity to lead the other boys astray, a pied piper with a wolfish grin, the heart of the devil and the guile of a conjuror. It seemed to amuse him.


Still, that education among the lads of a higher social stratum had come into play in the Australian colonies, allowing him to tell stories about being the wayward son of a famous English Admiral. It seems to please the people, and gives him leeway in which he can work his charm, and spin his believable fantasies, often working in stories of his friendship with famous people on far distant shores. Works a charm! Not only does he extensively study the works of George Whyte-Melville – filled with dashing aristocrats setting the hounds loose as they charge out on jolly hunts – he even lets slip that Whyte-Melville is a family friend, and when the Breaker was a wee lad, he was given his first riding lessons bouncing on the novelist’s knee, as the novelist told him jolly stories!


Why yes, it is true!


Whyte-Melville would put a little hunting cap on Breaker’s infant head, put a hunting crop in his chubby fist and with a ‘Tally Ho!’7 take him in great swinging bursts of his leg, over imaginary fences.


Such entrancing yarns!


(Another favourite of Morant’s from the world of fiction is the character Tony Lumpkin from the famed eighteenth-century play She Stoops to Conquer, a hard-drinking, hard-gambling fellow who effortlessly switches between an upper-class and lower-class persona as the occasion suits, who lies as easily as he breathes, and gets through an endless variety of colourful scrapes.)


Changing his name occasionally, from Morant to Murrant to Harbord back to Morant, proves useful for evading creditors of legal bent.


‘A shortish man,’ a contemporary will note of him, ‘large features, small eyes (too close together), clean shaven, his skin red with alcohol, a horsey look about his dress, the manners and speech of a gentleman, of surprising physical courage (particularly on horseback), quite destitute of moral courage or moral principle; fond of exercise in the way of sport, he would never willingly exert himself to earn an honest shilling if he could borrow it off no matter whom; a confirmed dipsomaniac.’


All up, Morant shamelessly takes his habit of milking generosity and bilking bills from a hobby to a full-time pursuit . . . and finally all the way to a fine art.


‘Probably no man this side of the world ever owed so many unpaid accounts – most of them paltry. From North Queensland to South Australia there appears to be hardly a town that he did not bleed.’8


But still, so garrulous, such a magnet for so many people wanting some colour in their lives!


‘One of his common tricks for exciting charity was to say he had been robbed. The writer has known him to have been robbed – according to his own account – three times within a week of sums varying in amount from twenty to forty pounds. If they would take him in he always put up at the best hotel in a town. As he never meant to pay, price was no object.’9


Breaker’s charm is long and lasting to many women, though his first wife of just a few months, Daisy May O’Dwyer, an immigrant from Tipperary come to Queensland as a governess on the same Fanning Downs Station on the Burdekin River 12 miles east of Charters Towers where the Breaker was a stockman, is a likely exception . . .


Theirs had not been a match made in heaven. Having met in Far North Queensland, they’d had a whirlwind romance. For young Daisy the first clue as to what she could expect came when her groom promised the presiding Reverend at their ceremony in Charters Towers £5 against the money that was just about to arrive from his aristocratic family in England, only to never pay up. (This was not the worst thing the Breaker did to a Reverend, but we’ll get to that.)


Yes, pigs might fly when the Breaker actually paid his debts. But, as it happens, even then they will likely be stolen ones, as witness the 32 pigs he is charged with stealing just four weeks after stealing Daisy’s heart at the altar, at much the same time as he is charged with stealing a saddle. There is some confusion because, upon his arrest, Breaker had assumed it was for yet another matter of writing false cheques and so had started denying that first – but he may be forgiven for the mistake, if not the rest of it, as to keep track of all his crimes he would have had to put another man on, and simply couldn’t afford it.


With his cheques bouncing all around her, his creditors lining up at the door and Daisy always unsure of his whereabouts on those nights when he was not in the local lockup, she soon decides that she wants no part of such a marriage after all – and quickly separates from him. (She will never finalise the divorce, and soon takes up with another man, by the name of Bates, to become Daisy Bates, a name she will make renowned for her work with the Aboriginal people.) It is no matter to the Breaker. There will be other women, and other towns where his reputation is not yet trashed, and in his admittedly charming, nay, disarming manner, he is quick to move on. He is, after all, such a colourful character, so gregarious, so brilliant with horses, so good to spend time with, that he is usually able to sail on, leaving chaos in his wake with no more thoughts about it than a horse has about leaving droppings. He is, after all – did he mention? – the son of Admiral Sir George Digby Morant and had himself studied the art of naval seafaring at the Royal Naval College.


Helping him in his travels and notoriety is a developing capacity for writing compelling bush-verse, the first of which, written on a Warrego sand ridge, is published in The Bulletin in 1891:




The camp-fire sparks are flying


Up from the pine-log’s glow,


The wandering wind is sighing


That ballad sweet and low;


The drooping branches gleaming


In the firelight, sway and stir;


And the bushman’s brain is dreaming


Of the song she sang, and her.


And the murmurs of the forest


Ring home to heart and brain,


As in the pine is chorused


‘Will he no come back again?’10





Many other women are smitten, one later noting that, amid all the bad reviews, ‘it has occurred to me that a few lines from a woman’s point of view might be of interest . . . My personal acquaintance with “The Breaker” was but of short duration on two separate occasions when he was droving through Queensland. The first time he spent ten days in a certain district, during a race and show week, and, happening to be hostess to a large party, chiefly of young people, I pressed Harry Morant into my service as right-hand man, or, as he called himself, “Cook’s mate,” and during that time I both saw and heard a good deal of him. He was a capital man in a house party, but, alas, he made love indiscriminately to all the girls and the younger married women, insisting to me that that was the very best way to entertain them and keep them happy; while in the wee small hours he corrupted the young men with stories of his own reckless doings to the rattling and excitement of dice or cards. Harry Morant was a man no two women ever agreed about, for while one would call him, “so handsome,” another would vote him “downright ugly”; at the same time, all loved him, either openly or in secret . . . He was essentially of the order of men “who love and ride away”.’


Other characteristics also stand out.


‘He could be brutally cruel when his temper was roused or he had been drinking. I never, but once, saw him the worse for liquor, and then he made an exhibition of himself, for which he was most abjectly sorry next day, and apologised all round. He was a most reckless rider, no feat was too daring for him . . .’11


A supreme self-promoter, it is not just that he talks about his feats, he continues to record many of them in verse, managing to capture the essence of bush-life. On the subject of breaking horses, for example, he is published in the pages of The Queenslander, in a poem entitled ‘Old Harlequin’, and signed by the Breaker:




Oh do you remember the first time I rode you,


The same day I roped you in Dufferem’s yard?


One foot in the stirrup, I’d hardly bestrode you,


When down went your head bucking uncommon hard,







Old fashioned buck-jumping, no ‘pig jump’ nor rooting,


Your tail was jammed tight ’tween your muscular thighs,


Your back is an arch. Lord how you went shooting,


Snorting and squealing up to the skies!





. . .




Hard and often you bucked, before you grew steady,


Or suffered your rider his stockwhip to crack;


And now after a spell you’re uncommon ready


To shift any new chum who gets on your back.







There easy old man! Let me slip on your bridle


And stroke your slim neck, so glossy and brown,


Three whole month’s spell, it’s too long to be idle,


You may carry me quietly into the town.12





Quite where the Breaker comes from specifically, and what he is about seems to depend on his company. Put him on the other end of a seesaw with a chameleon and he would be the perfect counterweight – as rather than changing his colours to hide, he changes to stand out.


According to him he is, variously, the son of an English Admiral, the black sheep of a distinguished family in Devon, in India, in Cognito or wherever the Breaker’s fancy and imagination takes his past next. Romance always trumps truth, and truth soon becomes fiction in the Breaker’s hands.


And, as if the talk of the folk about him wasn’t enough, on occasion Morant would add to it by writing about himself in the third person, writing bush stories for The Bulletin and Windsor and Richmond Gazette, including one notable yarn of driving 1000 head of bullocks from Pitchery’s Creek to Muswellbrook, via ol’ Coonabarabran. In the middle of them, ‘fifty old warriors – as hard-hided, long horned pikers as ever chewed mulga-leaves’.


Well, the stockmen had their hands full, no doubt about that.


Those warriors?


‘They uster flash out like wild pigs out of a Culjoa lygnum bush! – and send all the rest of the cattle to blazes. And when them Pitchery Creek pikers got fair going, all Hell’s population with a stockwhip in each hand wouldn’t stop ’em. Well, that trip we had a bloke with us who had come on the roads for experience. He was a quiet, decent little chap, who could ride above a bit – and he was a cousin of the station bosses.


‘We uster call him “the Honorable Harry” – part because he was the son of a Dook or a Major General, or something of the sort, at home in England; and part because he was very honorable in the matter of his liquor, for he’d never take a nip without asking everyone there “what his poison was?” No, we never passed a shanty but what the Honorable Harry acted honorable.’13


Ah, but still that wasn’t the Honourable’s strong suit!


I am telling you – and Harry himself, don’t forget, is telling you – what happened one night when the bullocks stampeded, with ‘an old white-backed brindle bullock – a notorious rogue – in the lead, and a couple of “ballys” close up behind him’.14


The stockmen go out after them, and one is doing his best to get in front of the rogue to turn them when, as that stockman will recount, ‘all of a sudden, like a condensed bit of lightning, up slides the “Honorable” on old Yanalong, and whips by me like a swallow. Then I sees him lean over his horses off side, and – galloping all the time – he strikes a match on that old white-backed brindle bullock’s near horn, and lights the cigarette which he had in his (the Honorable Harry’s) mouth!’15


Of course that rogue bullock realises he has met his master and slows to a halt, bringing the entire mob to heel . . .


‘Ah, the Honorable Harry was a fine horseman!’ Morant finishes his own account of his derring-do. ‘He had a good nerve, and a wonderful pretty seat on a horse.’16


If there are any rules – unspoken or otherwise – that say one shouldn’t tell wonderful stories about oneself, Breaker Morant has never heard of them.


Of course, from time to time there are less savoury stories, too, some of which make it into the public domain though, luckily for him, they’re often in remote areas where bad news doesn’t travel far.


The Western Champion, up Blackall way in central western Queensland, is a case in point, recording in 1889:




Harry Morant was brought up under arrest, for obtaining money under false pretences having sold a horse to Mr. J. Samuels, Forest Grove, which he had already sold and given receipt for same to J. H. Grimshaw of Ambo. Morant was found guilty, and was given three months with hard labour in Rockhampton gaol.17





The warrant for his arrest for this charge actually captures a little of the man himself, ‘being about 26, 5 feet 8 inches tall, stout build, brown hair and moustache, slight stammer in speech and boasts of aristocratic friends in England’.18


The Rockhampton Morning Bulletin reports of the same affair:




The Bench had before them this week a man named Harry Morant, to all appearances a well educated, refined young fellow, who was charged on a warrant with obtaining money by false pretences from Mr. Samuels, of Muttaburra. The accused complained that it was a trumped-up case.19





Morant fails to talk his way out of this one. Very well then. After all, what is a small stint in gaol to the likes of the Breaker?


It at least provides a regular meal and lodging for a good period of time and he is not long out before his roguish charm sees him inveigle his way back into an entirely new set of chums.


As a matter of fact, one day in the mid-1890s, the most beloved bush poet, Andrew ‘Banjo’ Paterson, is working as a journalist for The Bulletin, sitting in his dingy little office . . . in the dusty, dirty city . . . when a letter comes direct, in a writing unexpected, from Paterson’s uncle, Arthur Barton:




There is a man going down from here to Sydney and he says he is going to call on you. His name is Morant. He says he is the son of an English Admiral and he has good manners and education. He can do anything better than most people, can break horses, trap dingoes, yard scrub cattle, dance, run, fight, drink and borrow money, anything except work. I don’t know what the matter with the chap is. He seems brimming with flashness. He will do any dare devil things as long as there is a crowd to watch him. He jumped a horse over a stiff three-rail fence one night by the light of two matches which he placed on the posts.20





Banjo files the letter, as he always does, even as . . . through the open window floating . . . the language uninviting of the gutter children fighting, comes fitfully and faintly through the ceaseless tramp of feet.21


He is fascinated by characters from the country and this’un sounds interesting.


Ah, yes, and let us not forget the most famous equine episode of all regarding the Breaker – Dargin’s Grey, the great buck-jumper.


And yes, I do mean great.


This horse is a cross between a storm, a kangaroo, and the Devil himself, capable of throwing the very best, and in recent times has even slung the legendary ‘Dandaloo rough-rider from the Bogan, and 32 other crack riders at the various Shows in the colony’, from his back. They’ve brought him up to the Hawkesbury Show to take on the local bucks and he has already sent several of the local valiants soaring very high and now low as the crowd roars.


‘The animal is an 8-year old,’ the Windsor and Richmond Gazette will describe him, ‘a rough-looking grey, but very muscular.’


And ain’t that the truth?


Dargin’s Grey takes on board the only two riders brave enough to have a go, only to be just as quickly bucked off, with the latest one knocked out as he falls, and carried from the arena.


But what now?


Why it is this fellow recently arrived, Mr H. H. Morant – the man they call ‘The Breaker’ for reasons unknown to many of the locals – who has been penning poems and stories for the Gazette, who steps forward, resplendent in relatively new threads.


The crowd is incredulous.


‘Him ride?’


‘A newspaper Johnny – him sit a buck!’22


‘There’ll be an inquest, sure as eggs.’23


Only a few Queenslanders down for the show, who know who this man is, dare to demur.


‘He’ll ride him all right,’ one old drover is heard to say.


With Dargin’s Grey now back in his chute and blindfolded to keep him calm, the Breaker climbs atop him, put his boots in the stirrups, and firmly grips the front of the saddle with his left hand, before placing his right hand in the air, the signal to show one is nearly ready.


The stockman grips the lever that will open the gate to the chute and waits.


‘Outside!’ the Breaker roars, and in an instant, as the crowd roars in excitement, the chute opens, the blindfold is ripped off and he is indeed outside, and atop this bucking bronco from hell. And look at him go!


When, after five seconds, the Breaker is still atop Dargin’s Grey, the roar goes up another pitch – this is a real contest – but when the stirrup leathers break as the snorting, bucking beast goes completely wild, there is not a person there who is not shouting at the top of their voice!


For, unbelievably, the Breaker, is still going!


No, his boots are no longer in the stirrups, but far more significantly his spurs are driving into Dargin Grey’s sides, lashing him, piercing him, making him understand who is boss!


Of course the pain sends the beast into a jumping, bucking, snorting, twisting, pitching cyclone of horseflesh but the Breaker doesn’t blink. Still he rides him high, one hand skyward, as he demonstrates his mastery. After 20 seconds it starts to happen. The jumping lessens a little, the bucking buckles a bit. Dargin’s Grey might have met his match.


For still another 20 seconds the nag does its best, with jumps that would have sent a lesser man flying, but are no trouble for this man.


For he is the man.


’Ere a minute has passed, Dargin’s Grey is beaten, and stops, with the Breaker still atop him, allowing this recent arrival to Windsor to lift both hands in the air in triumph.


First the crowd is stunned, a momentary calm after the storm.


But now they are on their feet, stamping them and cheering him wildly as he takes Dargin’s Grey on a lap of victory, the nag doing everything at his tiniest command.


‘It was a popular victory,’ the newspaper records, ‘and the “Breaker” was carried shoulder high all over the ground.’24


So stunning is the feat that a collection is taken up, bringing together a considerable amount of money, but the great man rises to the occasion. ‘Give it to the hospital,’ he says smilingly. After all, the two badly injured riders before him will likely be needing some help.


It is a very popular move.


But then, again, comes that startling cruel streak amidst all the bonhomie.


His manner of leaving Windsor will long be recalled.


For he is just heading off one evening, riding his horse Cavalier to places unknown across the Blue Mountains – hopefully filled with people who haven’t heard of his reputation yet, who might be happy to lend him money – when his way is blocked by the Salvation Army band, which is playing hymns in the street.


The Breaker asks them to move out of the way.


They decline, amid a flurry of trombones and trumpets.


The Breaker asks them again to move out of the way.


They decline once more.


What’s a man to do?


‘The “Breaker”,’ the Windsor and Richmond Gazette will chronicle, ‘jammed in the spurs, and took ’em flying.’25


The Breaker is soon on his way to the Blue Mountains, while the Salvation Army band’s next hymn is distinctly on the wobbly side of things.


It is all part of a consistent wave of trouble that the Breaker leaves in his wake.


‘At the Penrith Police Court on Friday,’ the Nepean Times records on 5 November 1898, Alfred York, ‘charged with being drunk and disorderly at Springwood, pleaded guilty, and was fined 5s and 7s 4d costs; fine paid. Henry Morant was similarly charged, but in this case the summons had not been served.’26


Why not?


He had already bolted to Gunnedah to avoid the summons, and a month later the Windsor and Richmond Gazette reports, courtesy of one of the notes the man himself is constantly sending to journalists to keep his name fresh in the public domain: ‘Mr. H. H. Morant (“Breaker”) has got as far as Gunnedah, and writes wishing old Windsor friends a Merry Christmas.’27


As well as trouble, there is sometimes more than a hint of violence about him. One of his larks was to encourage Aboriginal stockmen to box a few rounds with him by first hiding his genuine expertise in pugilism, before unveiling it to beat them to a pulp.


‘’Arry M’ran,’ one old stockman would recall many decades later, while ruefully rubbing his jaw, ‘Oh, he hitter hard.’28


On another occasion, the Breaker entered in the Sydney Hunt Club Steeplechase at Randwick, riding Bay Lady while a friend, John Fitzpatrick, rode a big, hard-pulling chestnut, in a race which was started by the well-known Sydney solicitor Robert Lenehan waving the starting flag.


‘Going down to the sod wall, ’ Fitzpatrick would recount, ‘[I] was riding rather wide, so “screwed in” to get straight go at the wall, [and] crossed “The Breaker.” A string of choice words followed from the hard riding, devil’m’care “Breaker”; he could never forgive a man for infringing the etiquette of the “gentleman rider”.’29


Courtesy of this move, Fitzpatrick won, whereupon after they have all dismounted, the Breaker heartily takes him by the hand and exults ‘A good win, old chap, I congratulate you!’30 before a strange thing happens.


Within an instant, his face darkens, and he explodes: ‘By the way, you crossed me at the sod wall! I’ve half a mind to straighten your bally hide!’31


In the end he doesn’t, but like the race itself, it is a close-run thing.


•


Mr Paterson?


Someone to see you.


One fine day at the offices of The Bulletin in the Scandinavian Hall at 107 Castlereagh Street, the periodical’s most beloved writer and poet, ‘Banjo’ Paterson looks up to see a visitor being ushered towards him – and clearly not just any visitor.


Most people who come to these offices are wide-eyed with wonder at just being here. They betray humility, reservation and deference.


But not this fellow.


Big, bold and blustery, he has walked into this place as if he not only owns it, but single-handedly built it.


‘Banjo,’ he says, with hand outstretched, ‘my name is Breaker Morant, and I know your uncle, Arthur Barton.’32


Banjo looks him up and down and will ever after recall his first impressions.


For his visitor is ‘a bronzed, clean-shaven man of about thirty, well set up, with the quick walk of a man used to getting on young horses, clear, confident eyes, radiating health and vitality’.33


While the Breaker before him seems a far cry from the ‘son of an English Admiral [with] good manners and education’ his uncle had described, Banjo finds himself instantly warming to the animated and articulate fellow nonetheless.


‘I’ve been stopping with your uncle, Arthur Barton,’ the Breaker goes on to say, ‘and when he heard I was coming to Sydney he told me to be sure and call on you. Fine man isn’t he? He knows me well. He said if anybody could show me round Sydney you could.’34


Thus, splendidly installed, Morant does what he does best – spinning fabulous yarns, entirely unshackled from the chains of tedious truth. It is sufficient that they be true enough to be credible, with at least a tenuous link to real experiences and, as Banjo listens, the Breaker talks of stag-hunting in Exmoor up Queensland way, of slaughtering wild cattle with a knife alone out beyond Dubbo.


Time drifts along as the visitor chatters away, seemingly without a care in the bally world. The Banjo and the Breaker discover they have much in common, starting with a passion for verse, only matched by their passion for the Australian bush, its characters and yarns. Clearly, the Breaker is one of those great characters himself, and when it comes to colourful yarns it turns out he has dozens of them where he is the lead character!


Who could forget when he outran fire itself, galloping through a roaring bushfire as the flames licked at his back? Such mastery had he of his mare that he blindfolded the beast to keep it steady while sprinting through the last of the blazing brush.


Not to mention the legend of Dargin’s Grey, it hardly bears repeating – and yet of course Breaker Morant delights to regale the tale to Paterson once more.


Banjo – himself an enthusiastic if amateur steeplechase rider – is transfixed, pleased to meet such a colourful chap, most particularly one from his beloved Australian bush.


The afternoon sails swiftly away . . . until nearing three bells on the Town Hall clock, the Breaker suddenly looks at his watch.


‘By Jove,’ says he, ‘I’ve enjoyed myself so much talking to you that I forgot I had to cash a cheque. And now the banks will be shut. Perhaps you could cash a cheque for me for a fiver? I’ve got to pay some bills and I’ve run myself clean out of money.’35


Strangely, Banjo near hates himself for saying it – almost as if he is letting down an old friend, despite the fact he has known the Breaker for only a couple of hours – and expresses his regret that he just does not have the funds upon him at this time. But . . . a suggestion?


‘Perhaps you can let your creditors wait till the banks open in the morning?’36


But of course!


With a laugh and a dismissive wave of the hand, the Breaker signals that he takes no offence whatsoever. He has tried it on, Banjo has flicked him away with an elegant deflection over the slips cordon for four runs, and the visitor is even full of admiration for the way he has done it.


In any case, the burgeoning friendship between the two – the Breaker’s trips to Sydney become more frequent, and he never fails to see Banjo – provides Paterson with ever more material for his poetry, some of which are directly based on Morant.




Born of a thoroughbred English race,


Well proportioned and closely knit,


Neat, slim figure and handsome face,


Always ready and always fit,


Hardy and wiry of limb and thew,


That was the ne’er-do-well Jim Carew.


One of the sons of the good old land –


Many a year since his like was known;


Never a game but he took command . . .


Good as they make them was Jim Carew.


Came to grief – was it card or horse?


Nobody asked and nobody cared;


Ship him away to the bush of course,


Ne’er-do-well fellows are easily spared;


Only of women a sorrowing few


Wept at parting from Jim Carew.37





Far from take offence at this characterisation of his life, and prediction of his future, Morant – always on the lookout in any case for new names to run up debts under – takes to occasionally using the name ‘Jim Carew’ as he signs himself in to hotels and the like.


And Banjo is not the only one to draw inspiration from the Breaker, with other bush poets taking up their own thumbnails dipped in tar to add to his lustre with their own verse. When, for example, in December 1896 the Breaker turns out on a patch of ground cleared by the Bogan Gate Hotel near Parkes for a scratch ‘England’ team to play polo against ‘Australia’, which includes his great friend the poet Will Ogilvie and a few other novices, it is Ogilvie who captures the Breaker’s part in the winning side:




And the sharp bright spurs were crimson,


and the ponies wet with foam,


When the lads who played for Britain waded


in to fight for ‘Home.’


Then somehow, in a scrimmage, a face and


stick got linked,


And the timber, broke in pieces, though


‘The Breaker’ never winked;


The mallet went to hospital, whilst ‘The


Breaker’ bathed in gore,


Went sailing through the scrimmages more


fiercely than before.38





As to the Breaker’s own poetry, it continues to flourish to the point he is occasionally mentioned in the same breath, or at least the same articles, as Banjo. Such is the case when one journalist writes about the painter Tom Roberts’ studio at Vickery’s Chambers, 76 Pitt Street, where something of a ‘salon’ of interesting people is held on Thursday afternoons, to carouse and talk all matters to do with the creative arts.


‘There are usually one or two poets to be found here, A. B. (“Banjo”) Paterson and H. Morant, alias “The Breaker”,’ notes the Windsor and Richmond Gazette, in 1898. ‘H. Morant looks like a man who has been used to horses all his life, has a sunburnt face and a non-society air, but “Barty” Paterson, as he is familiarly called, although the singer of bush delights, is a thorough town man in appearance, thin faced and clean shaven, always to be seen at Government House balls, Town Hall concerts and fashionable first nights, with a great hobby for polo.’39


And while Morant’s verse gives him even greater notoriety, it is still the case that few who actually know him predict anything other than a sorry end.


‘“The Breaker” is one of the few jinglers of rhymes whose [work] finds a ready acceptance by The Bulletin,’ runs another contemporary account. ‘The writers of that unique production are truly a mad and melancholy crowd; one half of them are driven at a maddening gallop down the great incline of life by love of liquor, or steeple-chasing, or cattle-droving . . . while the other half get there just as rapidly by sitting down in a quiet corner and brooding over this weary, wicked, and sin-stained universe.


‘“The Breaker” belongs to the first-named crowd, and will doubtless go on verse-making and fence-topping until some day his horse misjudges the height, and then – well, most likely they’ll carry his mangled remains on a shutter to the nearest cemetery . . .’40


And maybe they will. But in the meantime, the Breaker continues on his maddening gallop, up the country, down in the Big Smoke, and back again, always on the move, usually a step ahead of his creditors, and mostly just beyond the clutches of the law. Every now and then, when the law gets too close, he toys with the idea of heading back to England because, he tells Banjo Paterson, he wants to go ‘home to the land of my forefathers and feed on fatted calf’,41 but the problem is getting there. If you can’t get a job as a deckhand – and he has no maritime experience per se – the only alternative is to pay £25 for the fare, which for a man like Breaker Morant might as well be £25,000 for all the chance he has of paying it.


And so he must stay for the moment, scratching and scrounging a living the best he can, a relentlessly ragged rascal, breaking horses and separating fools from their money, hoping something will turn up.


•


In Southern Africa the tension between the Uitlanders and the Boers continues to rise.


‘By July 1899 the situation had become so serious,’ Deneys Reitz, the 17-year-old son of Francis Reitz, the Secretary of State for the Transvaal, records, ‘that my father ordered us up to Pretoria, as war with England seemed inevitable. We said good-bye to Bloemfontein, the town where we had been born and bred and where we had spent such happy days, and journeyed north, leaving behind us the peace of boyhood, to face years of hardship, danger, and ultimate exile.’42


The response of the Australian colonies to the news that a war between the Motherland and the Boers is looming is heartening to those in London. For those Wild Colonial Boys don’t take it as England’s problem alone, but rather an affront to the British Empire, the very Empire they are a part of. And their view is that of the Motherland: the outright refusal of the upstart Transvaalers to grant the vote to their English-speaking subjects must be answered with force! So strong is this view in Queensland that on 11 July a cable is sent from the Governor of that fine colony to Westminster offering a contingent of 260 Troopers from the Queensland Mounted Infantry together with a machine-gun section to head to the Transvaal, in the event that hostilities break out.


The British Colonial Secretary, Mr Joseph Chamberlain, replies immedi ately with a grateful cable:




Her Majesty’s Government highly appreciates the loyal and patriotic offer of Queensland, and hopes occasion will not arise to take advantage of it, but if it should, they will gladly avail themselves of the offer.43





Queensland’s offer of troops to the Mother Country is quickly matched by similar offers from all of New South Wales, South Australia, Victoria, Tasmania, Western Australia and New Zealand. Reserve units around the colonies answer the call, and quickly advise how many men are willing to serve. The Tenterfield Mounted Rifles, for example, commanded by Major James Thomas, advise that they have 20 Troopers ready to go, and are readily accepted.


•


Around the Boer republics, the chain of events, the waltz towards war, is viewed with growing alarm.


In the northern Transvaal, a giant of a man by the name of Tom Kelly is watching events closely. Of joint Boer and Irish blood – his father had deserted from the British Army, after witnessing British cruelty to the Boers after the Battle of Boomplaats in the Cape Colony in 1848, to take up with a Boer woman – Tom now realises, like everyone, the vibrant life he leads here with his wife, Maria, four sons and three daughters is under threat.


They have worked hard to build their life here on their plaas, farm – Boschkopje – some 20 miles north of Pietersburg. Their days are filled with seeding and harvesting their wheat, barley and maize crops, feeding their cattle and poultry, occasionally fixing their machinery – including the sophisticated air-meter windmills, which draw the water from far below the surface – and being with their families. On Saturday afternoons they play tennis with neighbours, before sometimes attending community dances on the Saturday night, while on Sunday mornings they attend church. On special occasions they will have as many as 16 people around the mahogany table, for a three-course meal of bobotie, spicy minced meat with egg, and for dessert, milk tart with cinnamon, all of it with the finest Dutch crockery and shining silverware, waited on by as many as three of the house-servants who have been trained for the role. In winters Tom Kelly and his neighbours often head north on wild hunting trips, crossing the Limpopo River into Rhodesia, returning with valuable ivory and pelts.


Occasionally, their collective skills in hunting elephants and the like are required to put down Native uprisings, with Kelly the Acting Commandant of the local Spelonken sector of the Zoutpansberg Commando – Commandos are now the rough citizen militia formed in every Boer community to defend themselves against the Natives, with every able-bodied man required to serve when needed. There are some 30,000 farms just like theirs, across the Transvaal, including in that thinly populated northern region of the Spelonken, where a strong-willed kind of man, Barend Viljoen, is living an honest life, making a solid living on the farm he shares with his family. And just outside Bloemfontein, Hermanus and Elizabeth van Zyl are scratching out a much more humble living on their own few acres.


Over in nearby Zululand, Louis Botha is busy with the machinations of the Transvaal Parliament while he watches over his own farm. Likewise, Jacobus ‘Koos’ de la Rey is content with Elandsfontein, his farm in the Lichtenburg district near the Transvaal town of Mafeking, while Christiaan de Wet’s farm, Rooipoort, is one of 20,000 such farms in the Orange Free State.


And, of course, they have all followed the growing tensions between the Transvaal Republic and the British Empire with great interest and ever more trepidation. None of them wants war, but nor do they want to be pushed around, to have what they own – and their forefathers had taken from the Africans, helemaal eerlijk, fair and square – to be taken from them in turn.


There is no real question. The Boers in the Orange Free State will stand in solidarity with the Transvaal Parliament. They may have no particular quarrel with the British, but these Boers are nothing if not loyal. Yes, they will stand, come hell or high water.


But what will come of this stand? Brinkmanship that takes them to the brink or right over it into battle?


‘I don’t think there will be war,’ Tom Kelly says at this time to an acquaintance, ‘but if there is, I shall be in it.’44


•


The charismatic Welsh backbencher in the House of Commons, David Lloyd George, is quite sure that there will be a war, and he is even more sure that he wants nothing to do with it. Just 36 years old, and currently on a trip to America, he devours the daily news reports and is more certain than ever that it will happen.


‘The prospect oppresses me with a deep sense of horror,’ he writes to his younger brother, William. ‘If I have the courage, I shall protest with all the vehemence at my command against the outrage which is perpetrated in the name of human freedom.’45


And he knows only too well who is behind it.


In the vacuum of leadership created by having a weak and distracted Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, it is that Imperialist to beat them all, Joseph Chamberlain, the Secretary of State for the Colonies – who believes there can be no better fate for all the peoples of the world than to be drawn into the British Empire, whether they like it or not – who is driving the whole thing. Not for nothing is Chamberlain known as the ‘Birmingham Judas’ because of a particularly brutal political manoeuvre he had pulled many years earlier, whereby he had got his way with no regard for who was damaged by it.


If possible, he must be stopped and Lloyd George intends to do what he can, by returning to Britain immediately.


‘It is wicked’,46 he writes to his wife, Margaret.


God give him strength.


•


President Paul Kruger is a very simple man of simple tastes, and enduring ancient beliefs, up to and including genuinely believing the earth is flat,47 something which has proven to be a political virtue as he has risen to the top job in the Transvaal by virtue of that very approachable simplicity, and is now a beloved figure.


Affectionately known to his people as Oom Paul, Uncle Paul, Kruger is more than just a head of state, he is closer to the head of the family, deeply cherished for his humility, despite his eminence.


‘The President of the Republic lives in what we could call a whitewashed cottage,’ an American journalist will chronicle of these times, ‘like that of a pastor. The church in which he preaches to his people faces him across the street. On the porch of his cottage, with a cup of coffee at his elbow and a long pipe between his lips, he transacts the affairs of state. The children from the school house on the corner come to visit him at recess and hang over his fence . . . they talk to the President and he talks to them.’48


Nearby, his second wife, Gezina – the mother of 15 of his 17 children – walks by with full pails of milk she has just squeezed from the Krugers’ dairy cows, ready to sell to the neighbours. Yes, she is proud enough of the statue of her husband that is being shaped in the middle of Church Square, but she is firmly of the view his top hat should be hollowed out at the top as to catch the rain, to provide a kind of birdbath for the passing warblers, bee-eaters and striped swallows – and says so.


These are simple folk. And it is for very good reason that, right now, the sculptor should be inclined to etch, even deeper, the worry lines on Kruger’s noble visage.


For war with the British Empire now seems inevitable and the President is all too aware what that will mean for the Transvaal Republic – widespread death and destruction. They will be a small country in Africa, up against the combined might of the British Empire. But what choice do they have? To succumb to the British demands would mean their destruction in any case. Honour demands they resist.


And given war’s inevitability, it might be that military sagacity demands they attack first? It is with this in mind that President Kruger gives the orders to gather their forces, to equip them, to prepare them. In these last days of July 1899 those forces do indeed converge on the Transvaal capital, Pretoria, as the streets rattle and clatter to the mass of mounted troops in ragged columns followed by artillery units all making their way to their gathering points, across the cobblestones laid just this year. Most of them are on their way to the Natal border, with the idea being to attack the British where they are weakest.


One young man determined to be in it is Deneys Reitz, son of Transvaal’s State Secretary. On this particular morning in early September, he is with his father at the Ou Raadsaal, the Old Council Hall, an imposing sandstone building in the main square of Pretoria, when they run into the President himself.


Deneys can’t resist, and tells the nation’s leader that the office of the Field Cornet – the organiser, and 2IC of the Pretoria Commando – had outright refused to enrol him for active service because he was a year younger than the desired age.


Oh, really?


Looking him up and down carefully – there is no doubt he is a fine figure of a lad – the old man pauses for a moment and then growls: ‘[General] Piet Joubert says the English are three to one – Sal jij mij drie rooi-nekke lever? Will you stand me good for three of them?’


‘President, if I get close enough I’m good for three with one shot.’


It is the kind of response the President delights in hearing. The youthful conceit notwithstanding, the war effort needs young men with this confidence, this love of country. Turning to his colleague, Deneys’ father, he asks how old the lad is.


‘He is seventeen, Mr. President.’49


‘Well then, Mr. State Secretary, the boy must go – I started fighting earlier than that.’50


Two minutes later Piet Joubert himself – nudging 70, the craggy Commandant-General of all the military forces of the Transvaal, who had achieved distinction in the Boer War of 20 years earlier – is handing the young man a new Mauser rifle, together with a bandolier of ammunition. Deneys is thrilled, though also very quietly wonders if the old man before him is going to be up to the monumental task ahead.


‘He was a kindly, well-meaning old man who had done useful service in the smaller campaigns of the past, but he gave me the impression of being bewildered at the heavy responsibility now resting upon him, and I felt that he was unequal to the burden.’51


Nevertheless, for the moment, all that counts is that Deneys is on his way, and after farewelling his family joins the nearly 15,000 horsemen gathering on the border of Natal, and finds his place in the unique Boer command structure.


‘Our military organization was a rough one,’ he would recount. ‘Each commando was divided into two or more field-cornetcies, and these again were subdivided into corporalships. A field-cornetcy was supposed to contain 150 to 200 men, and a corporalship nominally consisted of 25, but there was no fixed rule . . .’52


•


Across the Australian colonies, the slide to war against the Boer is watched closely. As the Bendigo Independent reports to its readers on 21 September 1899:




There is a general understanding that in the event of war breaking out and the British Government accepting their services, an Australian Contingent is to be dispatched to the Transvaal. In Queensland and New South Wales the movement is much further afoot than in Victoria. Queensland practically has its contingent ready to sail whenever the Imperial authorities say the word, and in New South Wales there are the names of about 2000 volunteers on the list. In New Zealand it is much the same.53





The only real question is, when will the Boers make their move?


•


On 26 August 1899, the British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain had spoken plainly in public, knowing his views would be reported in the Transvaal. If agreement is not reached, Chamberlain said, then ‘having taken the matter in hand, we will not let it go until we have secured conditions which once and for all shall establish which is the paramount power in South Africa’.54


Translation?


Aside from motivations of gold and political power the British are appalled with the Boer treatment of the Native peoples. While Blighty had done away with slavery and denounced forced bondage as an affront to the human spirit, the Boers remained well and truly in its thrall. The means by which the British intend to convince the Boers of the evils of slavery is, of course, the British Army. There is no better way than boots and bullets to ‘establish which is the paramount power’ in the region. In July of 1899 there are 6000 British Troopers in Cape Colony and Natal, a paltry figure compared to the 60,000 Boers. Yet by August that number has doubled to 12,000, and by September it grows to 22,000.


On 21 September the Raad of the Orange Free State meet and decide that, despite the fact that they have no Uitlander issue in their own republic, and therefore no quarrel with Britain, they have no choice but to honour an alliance previously signed between them and Transvaal and to stand with their brother Boers to the north.


By 9 October, President Kruger judges all is in readiness, and at 5 pm on that day his government issues an ultimatum to Britain demanding that: ‘The troops upon the borders of the republic should be instantly withdrawn, that all reinforcements which had arrived within the last year should leave South Africa, and that those who were now upon the sea should be sent back without being landed. Failing a satisfactory answer within forty-eight hours, “the Transvaal Government will with great regret be compelled to regard the action of Her Majesty’s Government as a formal declaration of war, for the consequences of which it will not hold itself responsible”.’55


Britain’s stern response is sent the next day by telegram, by the British High Commissioner for Southern Africa, Sir Alfred Milner: ‘. . . The conditions demanded by the Government of the South African Republic are such as Her Majesty’s Government deem it impossible to discuss.’56


The stage is set, with a clear question posed, as later elucidated by one close observer at the time, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: ‘Should Dutch ideas or English ideas of government prevail throughout that huge country? The one means freedom for a single race, the other means equal rights to all white men beneath one common law. What each means to the coloured races let history declare. This was the main issue to be determined from the instant that the clock struck five upon the afternoon of Wednesday, October the eleventh, eighteen hundred and ninety-nine.’57


The middle of October?


Perfect.


President Kruger had been steering for that very thing, stalling the opening of hostilities until now, when the grass on the veldt will be at its most verdant, and able to support the horse-mounted army he is about to unleash. It had not been easy . . .










CHAPTER TWO



BOUND FOR THE BOERS




Was it possible to find an irregular soldiery with the same power of initiative and resource [as the Boers], the same freedom from the bias of the drill-book and barrack-square within our own territory . . . ? The answer of Australia was the Bushmen. They were all men who could ride and shoot . . . ‘These men,’ [squatters] said in their letters to the newspapers, ‘have bushcraft – they can drive a mob of cattle for hundreds of miles across mountain, plain, or river to a given point. They are used to roughing it in the open. They can get their own food, and cook it; and, if need be, they can live on the smell of an oily rag for a time. They would excel in capturing horses and cattle.’ In short, said they, ‘the Bushmen will play the Boers at their own game’.1


The Reverend James Green, The Story of the Australian Bushmen







Certainly there was nothing in Harry Morant’s life or character worth recounting – and notwithstanding a lot of gush that was written about him by a few who like to be considered ‘Bohemians’ – which, in their case, means a life led very much after the manner of the man they slobbered over – birds of a feather, in fact – this bashi-bazouk horse-breaking, horse-BORROWING, flippant rhymster who posed as a blue-blooded aristocrat was not worth a second thought.2


Letter to the Windsor and Richmond Gazette, 1904





11 October 1899, the Natal border, Pom-Pom for the Poms


As it happens, Deneys Reitz is just in time, for on the evening of the day in which the deadline passes, President Kruger gives the orders and at dawn the following day 15,000 Boers cross the Transvaal border into Natal, even as another 14,000 Boers cross the border from Orange Free State attacking towards the main British garrison in Natal at Ladysmith, from the west.


In short order, Ladysmith is under siege, just as are the towns of Mafeking, which serves as the capital of the Bechuanaland Protectorate to the west of Transvaal, and Kimberley, situated to the north of Cape Colony. Yet another Boer force will soon invade Cape Colony, heading for the town of Colesberg, strategically significant for the fact it is filled with a large Boer population that might join the invader.


Still more Boers surge forth from the Orange Free State, and there are soon no fewer than 40,000 Boers in hostilities – most of them on horseback – against just 22,000 British troops, and most of them are mere infantry.


Most galling to the English in the face of this general disaster? There is an embarrassment of options. But the most appalling of the galling is the Boer use of English-made Maxim-Nordenfeldt Pom-Pom guns, which are now unleashing hell on the English defences.


[image: Illustration]


•


When the news of war breaks in the Australian colonies, it is greeted with great exultation, bordering on hysteria. Oh how the people cheer, as they gather round the bulletin boards outside the major newspapers, where the glad tidings are posted. Men set their jaws and declare they will join immediately. Women feel proud.


‘Boers behaving like frenzied savages’3 reads one headline, soon matched by a series of them.


Outrageous Conduct.


Brutal Boers.


Acting Like Savages.


Bullying Women and Children.


‘The refugees from the Transvaal report that the Boers are behaving in a frenzied manner towards those leaving the country,’ reports one paper. ‘They enter trains with a ferocious and semi-savage air, and point rifles at the passengers.’4


The headlines set the tone of just what it is that the noble sons of the British Empire will be up against, as they head off to repel them, and teach the brutes a lesson.


The South Australian Register runs with the headline: ‘War Begun. Boers Advancing. Natal Invaded. Brave Uitlanders.’5


In the South Australian Assembly that very afternoon a motion is carried 18 to 10 to send the First South Australian Contingent on its way to Southern Africa immediately, with the only opposition coming from members of the Labour Party while some German-born members of the House left the chamber, so as not to record their votes.


‘The Legislative Council has already authorised the despatch of troops,’ the Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate reports, ‘so that no time will be lost, and it is understood that the men will sail by the same vessel as the Victorians’.6


•


Yes, it is no more than a nebulous dust storm at first, creeping across the veldt. But now look closer. Emerging from the flat dusty veldt, and now starting to climb the slopes towards us, comes the first of the Transvaal forces, intent on invading Natal. Hundreds of men on horseback, nay, neigh, thousands. An army, yes, but with no uniform. These strapping Boers have their coats across their saddles, their sleeves rolled up and their rifles slung across their backs, ready to bring forward at a moment’s notice. In their rolled-up kit on the horses’ rumps are their swags, and hanging from their saddles is everything else they need to live off the land, from blankets, to pots, to freshly slaughtered pigs.


For Deneys Reitz and his weary but still exuberant comrades it has been a long and difficult ride to get to the border of Natal, as they have had to wind their way through difficult passes and over rugged mountains. And yet here is the shining moment to make the hearts of the warriors soar, as they come out into open country on high, and can suddenly see the vista splendid before them: a beautiful plain through which runs the mighty Buffalo River and all the green hills and pleasant valleys of Natal stretching beyond. Over yonder horizon, they know, just a little further still, lies the English town of Ladysmith, which they hope to occupy as a first blow on the British.


Without a word now, all the horsemen rein in and gather around their grizzled commanding officer – ‘clad in [a] black claw-hammer coat, and semi-top hat trimmed with crêpe, a style of dress and headgear affected by so many Boer officers as virtually to amount to insignia of rank’7 – General Daniel ‘Maroola’ Erasmus, who sits easily on his horse, gazing ‘silently on the land of promise’. Just a short way ahead is the stream that marks the actual border.


And now General Erasmus turns his horse to face his men to say a few portentous words.


‘Natal,’ the craggy old warrior says, ‘was a heritage filched from our forefathers by the English, which must now be recovered from the usurper.’


It will be up to them to reclaim it for the Boer people.


‘Amid enthusiastic cries,’ Reitz will recount, ‘we began to ford the stream. It took nearly an hour for all to cross, and during this time the cheering and singing of the “Volkslied” anthem were continuous . . .’8


Oh, sing one, sing all!




Four coloured waves o’er our dear land,


The Transvaal flag on high,


And woe betide the imperious hand


To haul it down should try


Wave now aloft in our bright sky


Flag of the Transvaal free;


Our enemies before thee fly


And happier days shall be.







. . . And with God’s help we then the might


Of England overthrew,


And free once more our banner bright


Waves fair in spotless blue.


It cost us heroes’ blood to gain,


More sore was England’s fall.


The good Lord did our cause sustain


We give Him praise for all.9





The Boers ride on, as Reitz puts it, ‘into the smiling land of Natal full of hope and courage’.10


Unsure of where the British resistance will come from, but determined not to present a bunched target when they encounter it, the Boers spread out laterally, with Reitz’s group spanning several miles.


‘Far away, on either side we could see the other forces moving abreast of us. There was not a man who did not believe that we were heading straight for the coast . . .’11 One of the columns Reitz sees is that of Ben Viljoen, leading the Johannesburg Commando.


Yes, once they have destroyed the British garrison at Ladysmith they can then capture the ports – preventing British reinforcements immediately arriving that way – and Natal will be for the Boers once more!


On this same day, of course, other Commandos of Boers are crossing borders at other key places. From Harrismith in the Orange Free State, 10,000 Boers are also pushing to Ladysmith from the west via Van Reenen’s Pass, while almost as large a force under the legendary General Piet Cronje – a legendary lion of a man, 64 years old, who had been taken on the Great Trek as a baby, and covered himself in glory in the First Boer War – is already on the outskirts of Mafeking, just as another 5000 Boers from Bloemfontein have surrounded the mining town of Kimberley. In Cape Town every report coming in beckons British disaster.


•


In response to all of the Boer machinations, declarations and abominations, England moves quickly, but still not so quickly as the Daily Mail and Morning Post journalist, a Mr Winston Churchill.


The Harrow and Sandhurst graduate has been born to a famous family, and has a notably illustrious forebear in General John Churchill, who, among other triumphs such as defeating those rapscallions in the Monmouth Rebellion of 1685 to secure the crown for James II, had defeated the French at Blenheim in 1704, naming his palace after the battle.


His statue atop a column at the family’s Blenheim Palace estate had been the beacon of young Winston’s childhood; a reminder that he, too, must achieve something great.


No, Winston is not content to rest on the laurels of his forefathers.


For one thing, he is far too busy trying to outdo and so lay to rest the restless ghost of his perpetually disapproving and distantly caustic father, the famous Lord Randolph Churchill, who had promised so much only to deliver so little and who was dead at 45. Whatever else happens, Churchill is determined to be a whole lot more than ‘the son of Randolph’ and to escape his father’s fate, a man blessed with everything but the will to see it through. Winston has already seen action of his own as an officer of the British Army, moonlighting as a war correspondent all the while. The Boers are just another in a long line of uppity subordinates needing to be crushed, as Winston has already witnessed the Cubans revolt against the Spanish before himself fighting the Pathans in Afghanistan and serving under Kitchener in the Sudan.


On all occasions he has been in dangerous situations with bullets whistling nearby, but had not been worried.


‘I do not believe the Gods would create so potent a being as myself,’ he had written to his mother, ‘for so prosaic an ending.’12


Now resigned from the army, going to a war in Africa as a correspondent will likely be a lot more thrilling and on a much grander scale than his previous two wars, and he simply must be there!


As fast as he is in making plans to get there, however, his friend Oliver Borthwick – now the fast-rising 26-year-old editor of the Morning Post – is faster, and the Boer ultimatum had not ticked out on the tape machines for an hour before he is looming over Winston with an offer for him to be the Morning Post’s principal war correspondent for the war which is surely to come.


Winston Churchill accepts on the spot, later noting that the offer of ‘250 pounds a month, all expenses paid . . . [was] higher I think, than any previously paid in British journalism to a war correspondent, and certainly attractive to a young man of twenty-four with no responsibilities’.13


It is indeed a measure of the regard in which young Churchill’s writing is held – not to mention his pluck and ability to get into the thick of the action – that his salary is certainly more than two of the most noted literary lions of the day, Rudyard Kipling and Arthur Conan Doyle, who are also in South Africa and writing. (The fact that Kipling is on holiday and Conan Doyle is there in his capacity as a military doctor does not dissuade Churchill from his claim; he is the highest-paid observer in the land! Detail will not detract from his feat or his gall.)


Churchill makes his arrangements and swiftly books passage – together with his own cache of 18 bottles of Scotch – on the earliest possible steamer heading to Southern African, the Dunnottar Castle, setting off on 11 October 1899. It is the same vessel that will be bearing Sir Redvers Buller, who’s been appointed to command all the British forces in Southern Africa. Buller, a British bulldog of a man if ever there was one – all jowly aggression, who can bark with the best of them – is a brave man, a previous recipient of the Victoria Cross for his heroism during the Zulu War of 1879. Yes, there is some question as to whether he is capable of commanding large combined forces, but it is thought that the value of his previous experience in Africa might make up for the queries about his command abilities.


•


In the ordinary course of things Mafeking would be no more than a dusty speck of a town just below the Kalahari Desert, an outpost of Empire consisting of little more than a railway station, a hospital, a Masonic hall, a few government buildings like a courthouse, library and prison together with half-a-dozen stores dotted around the central market square and a few hundred rather dilapidated houses containing perhaps a thousand or so equally dusty residents.


In peacetime the town is of minimal importance. But in wartime the fact that it stands on the Cape Town to Bulawayo railway line and is just on the Cape Colony side of the border with Transvaal makes it an attractive target for the massed Boers of the Transvaal to attempt to subdue. So attractive, in fact, that just the day after war is declared they begin their attempt to do exactly that. First General Cronje has his troops who have slipped over the border cut both the town’s railway and telegraph lines, to totally isolate it. Then an emissary is sent forth to demand the town’s surrender. And finally, after that demand is rejected by the British commander, Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, at 9 am on 14 October the Siege of Mafeking begins. First there is the sound of an explosion in the distance, then, just an instant later, a whistling, and now, before their very eyes, a shell bursts through the roof of Colonel Walford’s stable and kills a horse while, remarkably, no other horse or man in the stable is touched. But it proves to be just an opening salvo as soon shells start exploding all over the town, even as sniper bullets start taking their toll, and a railway truck filled with dynamite and a long fuse is sent rolling down the hill. (Mercifully, the fuse proves to be not long enough, as the whole carriage explodes well before it hits the station.)14


What will do most damage from now will be General Cronje’s nine field guns, including a prized Creusot ‘Long Tom’ big gun – capable of firing 10,000 yards, double the distance of the longest-range British guns – which the defenders will nickname ‘Old Creechy’,15 for the distinctive sound it makes when it fires the 94-pound shells that cause such extraordinary devastation when they land. Still there are ways of coping. As the Old Creechy is positioned atop a visible hill a couple of miles to the south-west, it is earnestly watched. When her barrel goes up, ready to fire, a bell rings . . . followed by another bell when the puff of smoke from the muzzle indicates the shell is on its way. At this point there is mayhem for some 12 seconds while everyone scrambles to whatever trench they can get to, until such time as the shell has exploded.16


Fortunately in the weeks leading up to the war, Baden-Powell had put together reinforcements to go with the 500 strong soldiers of the Protectorate Regiment – including some 300 Troopers from the Bechuanaland Rifles and as many from both the Cape Police and the town itself. There are also 300 Africans armed with rifles whose job it is to defend the actual perimeter, referred to, perhaps inevitably, as the ‘Black Watch’. Unfortunately there are no trenches dug for them, and the trenches in the town are for the British soldiers only, so they will just have to do the best they can.


Now, to run messages between them all, together with ammunition, Baden-Powell can call on the services of the Mafeking Cadet Corps, which is no more than junior soldiers aged between 11 and 15, all of them led by the 13-year-old Sergeant Major Warner Goodyear. They all prove to be good scouts.


For artillery, the defenders have just two muzzle-loading, 7-pounder guns and a cannon so old it fires a small projectile ‘exactly like a cricket ball’.17


•


At Elandslaagte on 21 October, just a week after the war had begun – 300 Troopers of the Imperial Light Horse, of whom half had been Australians living in Cape Colony when the war broke out – go all out to stop the advance of the Transvaalers on Ladysmith.


‘It was,’ Boer leader Ben Viljoen would recount, ‘the baptismal fire of the Imperial Light Horse, a corps principally composed of Johannesburg [Uitlanders] who were politically and racially our bitter enemies.’18


Moving swiftly around the Boer left flank, the Light Horse dismount and, by virtue of short rushes between the rocks, soon get into position to launch a full-blown charge, which sends the Boers fleeing.


General Ben Viljoen is shocked.


‘It was at sunrise that the first shot I heard in this war was fired,’ he would recount. ‘Presently the men we dreaded were visible on the ridges of hills south of the little red railway station at Elandslaagte.


‘Some of my men hailed the coming fight with delight; others, more experienced in the art of war, turned deadly pale. That is how the Boers felt in their first battle.’19


The Boers are defeated that day – and one of those, a fighter from a corps of Dutch volunteers, the ‘Hollanderkorps’, is Cornelis van Gogh, the younger brother of an obscure dead Dutch artist, Vincent van Gogh – but the only outcome of the Battle of Elandslaagte is just a small delay in the Boer advance.


Colonel Henry Rawlinson – on the staff of General Sir George White, who commands in Ladysmith – writes in his diary:




22 October. Hamilton and Haig came in [to Ladysmith] at 11.30am and gave me a detailed account of Elandslaagte. The Boers seem to have fought like men, particularly the Johannesburg Commando. We have no soft job here.20





But beyond that, all the news is grim. They can do little but wait until superior forces – ideally both numerically, and in terms of quality – arrive from around the British Empire.


•


In Cape Town, when he arrives on 30 October 1899, General Sir Redvers Buller is greeted with mixed news – varying between extremely bad and catastrophic. The Boers have advanced on all fronts, and practically before his orderly has put his bags down, Ladysmith is under full siege, while the Boers have also come across the border of Cape Colony and are now beleaguering another railway town in Colesberg.


High up in the northern Transvaal, the Zoutpansberg and Rustenburg Commandos – the former under the command of Tom Kelly, who used to pass this way hunting elephants for ivory – have crossed the Limpopo and successfully attacked two British outposts in Rhodesia before withdrawing. Kelly’s 400 Boers had attacked at Pont Drift right on the Limpopo, and one of the men killed, serving with the Rhodesian Regiment, was Trooper George Nethercott, from Beechworth in Victoria – newly married, with a two-year-old child – the first Australian to be killed in action in the Boer War. Tom Kelly returns to the northern Transvaal as an even more respected figure and is soon put in charge of raising another 150 volunteers for his Commando, using one of three portable steel forts near Sweetwaters Farm as their base. Not only must they continue to attack the British, but also push back on any potential Native uprising.


Everywhere General Buller looks meantime, the Boers are breaking out of their own territories and attacking British positions, even as the imagination of the British Empire is captured by tiny Mafeking still holding out against such overwhelming odds.


For the first time, people are interested in this: the most unheard of place they’ve never heard of! Now with 8000 Boers attacking the key outpost, it means the British supply line between Cape Colony and Rhodesia is no more.


The Boers are also laying siege to the mining town of Kimberley some 200 miles to the south.


Yes, it is a humiliation for the British, but it is not as if the Boers are laying siege to the likes of Durban, Port Elizabeth and Cape Town – for if ever the British in Southern Africa lost their ports and the means to easily bring tens of thousands of reinforcements from all over the British Empire, they really would be in grave peril. Those inland towns will have to be relieved, but the fact the British still have the ports means that they have the means to do it. The only question is, when can the expected mass of fresh soldiers from the British Empire get here?



30 October 1899, aboard the Kent, leaving Sydney Harbour21



A little over a century earlier, Governor Arthur Phillip had sailed triumphantly up what would be Sydney Harbour, expanding the footprint of the British Empire.


Now the strengthened British Empire is calling her loyal sons home – or at least to her aid – and those sons are leaving with great pride and no little fanfare. On this day of inclement skies, as the newly fitted out Kent raises both anchor and steam and starts gently pulling away from Pyrmont wharf, the crowds cheer, the band plays ‘Rule Britannia’ and the departing brave troops wave merrily back. They are the first raft of the first draft of officers and men of the NSW Lancers – together with their mounts in their hastily constructed stalls below deck – who in Cape Colony will be joining their brethren of A Squadron, who have been training in England.22


Also aboard, as proudly reported by the Sydney Morning Herald, is none other than their newly minted war correspondent Banjo Paterson – who ‘takes over letters of introduction to Cecil Rhodes and others in authority, so that he expects to be enabled to see whatever is to be seen’.23


Though, as reported by the worthy Truth, ‘lots of ladies present complained that “Banjo,” in his broad wide-awake hat and oilskin, did not look romantic . . . he did look eminently practical’, and that is the main thing.


And hark now, as the ship picks up steam, and moves out into the harbour proper.


‘Then the cheers from those who had braved the rain commenced to ring out. They were hearty cheers, spontaneous and genuine. They signified a peculiar trait in the Australian character. One of the easiest things to do is to espouse Australian enthusiasm on any subject which does not immediately concern them.’24


As it happens, however, it all does concern Banjo Paterson most intimately and he could hardly be more enthusiastic. There is no doubt that the Motherland has right on her side, and it is right and proper that those of us in the colonies fight to protect her interests. Besides, everyone knows that Boers are only a step or two, if that, above animals. Uncouth, unwashed, uneducated, they are a venal breed who would as soon shoot you as shake your hand. They have defied Great Britain and must be disciplined for their trouble, and the trouble they have caused. Outrageously, the Boers have invaded Cape Colony, Natal, Rhodesia and Bechuanaland; and the Transvaal Secretary of State, Francis Reitz, has declared the aim of the war is to bring about ‘a free United South Africa, an ambitious Afrikander Republic stretching from the Zambezi to Table Bay’.25


Disgraceful! Such aggression, such presumption by the uppity and savage Boers must be resisted and punished, and Banjo knows he is just the man to document it for Sydney readers. At 35 years old he is at the height of his powers – and with no wife or children, like his friend the Breaker, he has no reason not to embark on such an adventure.


Most of the troops with him feel the same, as they blow kisses to their families and friends, now just tiny figures back on the docks. They shift to the stern, straining for last looks. They are on their way.


•


It is the question that much of the English-speaking world is wondering. How is Ladysmith holding out, as it remains under siege by the Boers?


Since it began, two weeks ago, no-one has been able to get into or out of the besieged town, and there is no solid information available. Today the task of trying to get through falls to Major John Cayzer of 7th Dragoon Guards, now head of the signals section, Natal Field Force. Can he get close enough to Ladysmith to try and communicate via heliograph – a system of opening and closing a small shutter above a mirror to direct flashes of sunlight in Morse Code across distances as far as 20 miles?


Today, as he has done on previous days – albeit with no success – Major Cayzer climbs to the top of the highest hill in the area and starts flashing queries in the direction of Ladysmith only to get absolutely noth . . .


No, wait!


There is a flash back! And another one! And still another one.


Excitedly, he writes down the letters as they come, which he can review once completed.


‘H . . . O . . . W space D . . . O space . . .’


Completed, he puts all the letters together to look at the full sentence.


‘HOW DO YOU LIKE OUR POM-POM GUNS?’26


Oh.


Bloody Boers. Some of them speak English, and clearly one of them is on a hill between them and Ladysmith. Nevertheless, Major Cayzer and his men keep pushing ahead and climbing hills until one day they are close enough that the heliograph messages coming back seem to be genuine! But how can he be sure?


Cayzer asks his heliograph correspondent to go and find Captain Brooks of the Gordons and ask him what town Cayzer owns a house in. The heliographist does exactly that, and finds Brooks, whose response is so pithy the heliographist repeats it, word for word: ‘Well, I always thought Cayzer was an ass, now he proves it by forgetting where he lives.’27


Thereafter, the name of Cayzer’s town, Gartmore in Perthshire, becomes the code word so both sides can be sure they are not talking to a Boer.


15 November 1899, Estcourt, he shall never surrender . . . well, hardly ever


They don’t call Winston Churchill ‘Pushful the Younger’ for nothing. By November he is at Estcourt, in Natal, 41 miles south of Ladysmith. As Churchill will chronicle, ‘it occurred to the General in command on the spot to send his armoured train along the sixteen miles of intact railway line to supplement the efforts of the cavalry’.28 Which is why the young war correspondent had, in turn, finagled his way aboard this armoured train filled with soldiers, a telegraphist and a single naval gun. All together they are nudging across the dramatic countryside on this fine morning, ’tween the rolling hills and enormous flats that lie north of the small town of Estcourt, reconnoitring that stretch of the line heading towards Colenso, which lies some miles further on. By going up and back and keeping their eyes open they should be able to see if there are any signs of the Boers moving on from Ladysmith and even advancing on Estcourt.


As pleased as he is to be approaching the front lines, young Churchill feels far from safe, noting that, ‘Nothing looks more formidable and impressive than an armoured train; but nothing is in fact more vulnerable and helpless. It was only necessary to blow up a bridge or culvert to leave the monster stranded, far from home and help, at the mercy of the enemy.’29


Still, with no fewer than 150 soldiers on board, and a naval gun, it is not as if they are without arguments of their own, should it come to it.30


Are they all nervous?


Yes. Beside themselves. For they are travelling through country known to be infested with Boers. And yes, this so-called ‘armoured train’ has been configured so that heavily armoured carriages and the carriages bearing the men are in front, with the engine behind – in theory protecting it – but no-one is fooled.


That much was demonstrable by the fact that the train, daily taking men and supplies forward from Estcourt to the troops trying to get through to Ladysmith, had already been ambushed twice, and it is bound to happen again sometime soon. Though this is regrettable, Churchill is not unduly worried. He is convinced he has great things awaiting him, and the notoriety he will gain by being the first journalist into Ladysmith is simply a step on the way to putting himself into a position to achieve it.


•


Normally, the train would have stopped at Frere, but so keen is Churchill to keep going that he manages to convince the man in charge of the expedition, Captain Aylmer Haldane – an old friend, who he had bumped into just the night before – to go even further into enemy territory.


‘Had I been alone and not had my impetuous young friend Churchill with me,’ Haldane will later write, ‘I might have thought twice before throwing myself into the lion’s jaws. But I was carried away by his ardour and departed from an attitude of prudence.’31


•


As it happens, from hidden spots in the distance, the Boers are indeed watching this train – ‘a long brown rattling serpent with the rifles bristling from its spotted sides’ as Churchill describes it – with more than usual interest, and none more than one of the most charismatic figures in the Boer Army, and their youngest general to boot, Louis Botha.


Just 37 years old with – like most Boers – a background in farming, the strapping six-foot blue-eyed Botha is the son of Voortrekker parents and a celebrated veteran of the Zulu wars. He knows there is little point in attacking the train now, filled with bristling soldiers with guns and ammunition. No, much better to wait for its return journey when it will only be bringing back the wounded and exhausted.


As soon as the train is out of sight, thus, Botha gives his men their orders and they swing into action. At the base of a steep hill, where the tracks take a sudden curve, they begin to amass enough stones that the train will be derailed when it hits them. This accomplished, they return to the top of the hill to secrete themselves to wait for the train’s return and . . .


And here it comes now!


From their high position they first see the puffs of steam rising in the north and before long can hear it. The English train is heading back to them. Well, they are ready . . .


•


For Winston Churchill, it is all a tad alarming. After passing the outpost of Chieveley they had seen men behind them on horseback.


‘Certainly they were Boers,’ Churchill would recount. ‘Certainly they were behind us. What would they be doing with the railway line? There was not an instant to lose. We started immediately on our return journey.’32


Ever restless, Churchill stands on a box and pokes his head above the top of the armoured truck he is in at the rear, just in time to see a very strange thing. Just up ahead there is a hill that the tracks must rise over, and right near the top he can see a bunch of roughly attired men – looking suspiciously like Boers – clustered around something, seemingly setting up . . .


Guns. Three of them. Mobile guns all primed and looking for targets, targets with much the same contours and constructs as . . . the truck Winston is sitting in right now.


‘A huge white ball of smoke sprang into being and tore out into a cone, only as it seemed a few feet above my head. It was shrapnel – the first I had ever seen in war.’33


A vicious spray of metal peppers the armoured train, the sound of bullets ricocheting off the steel like some hellishly discordant orchestra with gargoyles on cymbals and the Devil himself on drums. Not for nothing does ‘the devil’s tattoo’ refer to a drumming sound exactly like this beating of the bullets on the armoured side of the train. The damage is noticeable, great dents pockmarking the plating of the train, though not enough to bring her to a halt. The engine picks up speed, belching black sooty smoke from its stack as it rounds a curve and begins to descend a steep incline.


Winston, meanwhile, finds himself with a troubling thought. Surely that couldn’t be the extent of the Boers’ efforts. They can’t have thought their guns would prove enough to pierce the train’s armour; they’d need to derail it somehow . . .


And somehow is transformed from speculation to reality in an instant.


With a hideous shriek of metal twisting against metal, the train lurches sharply as a section comes free from the tracks beneath. Winston and the troops go flying, bouncing around like small pellets in an iron barrel.


Detangling themselves from themselves, the troops rise from the heap they have fallen into only to discover that . . . whatever knocked the section from the rail was not enough to knock the engine itself. Well, that’s one good thing.


Rising to the occasion, and creating a position for himself, Winston Churchill takes charge, inflated by the power vested in him by . . . absolutely no one.


Right. Men, I want you on the tracks. Whatever debris derailed us, I want it gone. Move it. Turning to the dazed and delirious driver, Churchill shouts over the ‘repeated explosions of shells and the ceaseless hammering of bullets’,34 and orders the man to use the engine as a makeshift battering ram. Yes, they might have derailed part of the train, but all we need do is clear the tracks and we’ll be back on our way. You’ll see.


Once the rail is clear and the worst of the wounded have been seen to, Churchill continues to call the shots.


Driver! Continue on to Blue Krantz River and wait for us.


However, as there are still soldiers further back on the line, someone must see to them. Churchill himself promptly disembarks and begins following the rail back down the line. Now free of this upstart journalist who thinks he has the authority to give orders, the driver releases the brake and the train begins to move. Despite what it has gone through, it has no trouble picking up speed as it continues on to Blue Krantz River, though the driver sees no need to engage the brake. In fact, the train speeds right over the river, and the brake remains untouched until Estcourt. Winston is on his own.


As ever, it is like Churchill is protected by a magic spell. While shells burst and bullets continue to ping all around him – ricocheting off the sides of the derailed carriages – the young correspondent takes command and organises the soldiers to fight back.


In the end, however, it is no use.


The Boer numbers are too overwhelming, their aim too deadly, the toll they are taking too devastating. Even Churchill can see there is no use in fighting to the bitter end when they would all be wiped out, and so while other soldiers surrender, he decides to make a run for it, charging across the rails towards what he hopes will be continued freedom.


And now he sees him. On the other side of the railway is a tall, dark Boer on horseback with a rifle in his right hand.


Now reining the horse in, the Boer points the rifle at Churchill, staring down the sights, and shouts something in Afrikaans.


They are 40 yards apart, and this is the moment.


Should Churchill go for the Mauser pistol he has secreted – despite his official status as correspondent meaning he must not be armed – and try to bring the Boer down, or even for such as him would this be the equivalent of committing suicide when up against a Boer with a rifle, this close?


Churchill cannot help himself – ‘I thought I could kill this man [and] I earnestly desired to do so’ – and swiftly brings his right hand to the pistol in his belt . . . only to find it is not there.


‘The Boer continued to look at me along his sights, if he fired he would surely hit me, so I held up my hands and surrendered myself a prisoner of war.’35


While the wounded are tended to by Boer doctors, Churchill joins the rest of the British soldiers who have been captured and they begin the long march towards the train that will take them to the newly established prisoner-of-war camp in the Boer capital of Pretoria.


En route for Pretoria, this time on a Boer train, Churchill finds himself with little else to do but fall into polite conversation with his guard, a ‘polite, meek-mannered little man very anxious in all the discussion to say nothing that could hurt the feelings of his prisoners’. A farmer from the Ermelo district, this Mr Spaarwater is a tremendously likeable fellow and Winston finds himself enthralled.


The conversation ambles along amicably enough until it takes a sudden strange turn.


‘No, no, old chappie, we don’t want your flag,’ says the Boer, ‘we want to be left alone. We are free, you are not free.’


‘How do you mean “not free”?’


‘Well, is it right that a dirty Kaffir should walk on the pavement – without a pass too? That’s what they do in your British Colonies. Brother! Equal! Ugh! Free! Not a bit. We know how to treat Kaffirs . . . in this country. Fancy letting the black filth walk on the pavement! Treat ’em with humanity and consideration – I like that. They were put here by the God Almighty to work for us. We’ll stand no damned nonsense from them. We’ll keep them in their proper places. What do you think? Insist on their proper treatment will you? Ah, that’s what we’re going to see about now. We’ll settle whether you English are to interfere with us before this war is over.’36


Late November 1899, Cape Town, the roos ruffle


For Banjo Paterson and the men of the NSW Lancers there is good news and there is bad news.


After 30 days of rather tedious steaming across the Indian Ocean, they spy the African coast and, shortly afterwards, two British ships pass, coming from that coast.


The good news comes after the Captain has signalled they are friends, from Sydney, and asks the question by semaphore for news of the war.


‘Constant fighting going on,’ the answer comes back, which sees great cheering from all the men! There will be enough of this war still left for them to fight in, hurrah, hurrah, HURRAH!


The rather less positive news comes when they arrive in Port Elizabeth, full of vim and vigour and ready to fight . . . only to find that . . . well, none of the British mob seems to particularly care.


‘We went to the club at Port Elizabeth and said we were Australian troops. The English officers were politely indifferent. We explained who we were, and where we came from, and conveyed no impression.’37


Only one thing saves them. It so happens that, on this very day, thrilling news has come through about the ‘fighting 29’, that is, the squadron of mighty NSW Lancers who’d just arrived from Britain, having registered a great success the previous day at a place called Graspan.


Yes! Didn’t you know? Just 29 lancers on horseback, up against a force of Boers several times the size, chaaarged, and routed the brutes.


‘When we said that we were the same regiment that had been in action the day before,’ Banjo Paterson tells the Herald readers, ‘that made all the difference. We were no longer outsiders, no longer a handful of Australian refugees crawling along the coast in a disconsolate tramp steamer; we were of the brotherhood, and could hold up our heads with the best. The kangaroo was himself again . . . ! This morning we were nobodies; now we are full-blown soldiers, and can ruffle it with the best of them.’38


Now if one of the knacks of good journalism is being in the right place at the right time with notebook in hand, then this is the very occasion when the Sydney Morning Herald’s Banjo Paterson is an exemplar of the art.


For not long after arriving in Cape Town with that first draft of the NSW Lancers, he just happens to be in the innermost room, the sanctum of ‘the castle’ – the Dutch-built stone fort completed in 1679, in which the British now make their war HQ – when an interesting scene takes place. At the centre of the room ‘a much-decorated military veteran with a bald head, a grizzled moustache and an eye-glass’, is giving dictation to three underlings at once, even as clerks run about in ever-diminishing circles bearing cablegrams, letters, and notes from people wanting just a moment of his attention. Before him on the table is the detritus of previous communication, each and every one marked ‘URGENT’. And now, a clerk rushes in . . .


‘Cablegram from Australia offering [more] troops, sir!’


Military Veteran: ‘No! Can’t have ’em. It has been decided not to use blacks, except as a last resource.’


Clerk: ‘But these are white troops, sir – the local forces. It is officially desired that they be taken if possible.’


Military Veteran: ‘Who is the Australian Commander-in-Chief? I didn’t know they had an army at all. I knew they had police, of course!’


Clerk: ‘There are seven distinct cablegrams, sir; seven distinct Commanders-in-Chief all offering troops.’


M.V. (roused to excitement): ‘Great Heavens! Are they going to take the war off our hands? Seven Commanders-in-Chief! They must have been quietly breeding armies all these years in Australia. Let’s have a look at the cables. Where’s this from?’


C: ‘Tasmania, sir. They offer to send a Commander-in-Chief and –’ pauses, aghast ‘– and eighty-five men!’


M.V. (jumping to his feet): ‘What! Have I wasted all this time talking about eighty-five men! You must be making a mistake!’


C: ‘No, sir. It says eighty-five men!’


M.V.: ‘Well I am damned! Eighty-five men! You cable back and say that I’ve seen bigger armies on the stage at Drury Lane Theatre. Just wire and say this isn’t a pantomime. They haven’t got to march round and round a piece of scenery. Tell ’em to stop at home and breed!’ (Resumes dictation.) ‘At least five thousand extra men should be sent from India in addition to . . .’


C: ‘Cabinet instructions are to take these troops, whether they’re any good or not, sir. Political reasons!’


M.V. (with a sigh): ‘Well, let ’em come. Let ’em all come – the whole eighty-five! But don’t let it leak out, or the Boers will say we’re not playing ’em fair.’39


25 November 1899, Pretoria, Transvaal, model prisoner


Have you heard, Deneys?


On a rare visit back to Pretoria to visit his father, the young man hears that we, his fellow Boers, have an interesting prisoner at the State Model School – none other than ‘Winston Churchill, a son of Lord Randolph Churchill, of whom I had often heard’.


Not only that, but he is demanding an interview with Deneys’ father Francis, the Transvaal Secretary of State, who suggests that Deneys accompany him to find out what he wants.


The young man is not long in finding out.


After passing through the sentries they are confronted – the right word – by young Churchill.


‘I am not a combatant, but a war correspondent,’ he says, ‘and I must be released.’40


The annoyed Francis Reitz has no interest in the argument.


Finally accepting his fate, Churchill at least presses on the Secretary of State to take with him some of the articles he has written for his newspaper in England and, if he has no objection to them, see them sent in the mail via the one Boer outlet to Europe – the shipping service still running from Marseilles to Delagoa Bay and back.


That evening, Francis Reitz reads out portions of the articles to his family and declares that ‘Churchill is a clever young man.’41



30 November 1899, Cape Town, Banjo waltzes about



Banjo Paterson has imagined the Boers as ‘long and wild and hairy’,42 rough approximations of humans, but no more than that. And now he hears that a Boer soldier who had been wounded in the process of being captured is being held at one of the Cape Town hotels. Most fortuitously a mutual friend has arranged to introduce them.


Banjo Paterson can’t get there quick enough, eager to see a Boer fighter up close.


But who would have thought it?


‘He was not long and wild and hairy.’43


Rather he looks ‘refined and educated’,44 and is a highly sophisticated doctor, with not just a degree in medicine but also in English. He even plays a mean game of billiards, able to compile a break of 50!


‘Apparently,’ Banjo concedes, ‘these Boers are at any rate partially civilized.’45


Not that this fellow makes any bones about how hard the Boers will fight them, when it comes to it, even going so far as to say, as Banjo will recount it, ‘if the Boers catch our hospital orderlies with rifles in the ambulances, they will be entitled to shoot them. He evidently looks on us as less civilized than his own people – the poor fish.’46


Perish the thought. Whatever else you might say about the British war effort, there is no way they ever have armed hospital orderlies, just as they would never shoot unarmed prisoners.


All up?


There is no way around it.


‘All the talk about the Boers being savages is nonsense.’47


Still, for Banjo, his education in the ways of this war continues apace. As well as getting to know something of the Boers themselves, he is also half bemused, half appalled, at the way the English class system works, when it comes to both officers and war correspondents.


While on a long railway journey in the company of two ladies of Cape Town, the subject of a spectacularly incompetent English officer arises, and the English ladies are frank to the inquisitive Australian.


‘They should never have sent him out, my dear. Goodness knows how old he is, and he rouges and wears stays. No wonder he walked his men right straight into a Boer camp, instead of going where he was told. But, of course, he’s a great friend of the Prince of Wales.’48


He’s what?


A great friend of the Prince of Wales, and that is enough to explain his position as an eminent English officer in the Boer War.


‘From these and similar remarks,’ Banjo will chronicle, ‘one gathered that . . . [British] military appointments were like the Order of the Garter – there was no damned merit about them. It was hard for an Australian to understand how the machinery worked; but brother correspondents, including Prior and Hands of the Daily Mail, told me that everything in England was run by aristocratic cliques, each clique being headed by some duchess or other.’


Do tell?


‘They fight like cats over the big jobs,’ the correspondents told him, ‘and the man whose duchess can put in the best work, gets the job.’49


As Paterson will soon learn, even the correspondents themselves are ridden with class consciousness.


Correspondents for The Times are regarded as the top of the pile and not only expect special consideration from all and sundry, but receive it!


‘With the English passion for regimentation,’ Banjo notes with wonder, ‘they all wore a tooth-brush stuck in the band of their hats, as a sort of caste mark. If you were a Times man you wore a tooth-brush; if you were not a Times man you didn’t dare do it. No, sir!’50


Needless to say, not only does Banjo Paterson have no toothbrush in his hat, he does not aspire to have one. What he does want, however, is to see some action for himself like a real war correspondent and a week later, on 8 December, that honour is his when he is present at the Battle of Arundel.


The thrill is indescribable, but describe the battle itself – his first – he must, together with its context. The forces of General John French, some 2000 strong – the Carabineers, 10th Hussars, Inniskilling Dragoons, O and R Batteries, Royal Horse Artillery, the Berkshires and Suffolks, the NSW Lancers and New Zealanders – have been engaged in pushing the Boer forces ever further back in the north of Cape Colony. On this occasion the Boers had taken a stand on the kopjes around Arundel, a small railway station some 350 miles north-east of Cape Town. If the Boers break through to the sea here, they will cut off Natal from the Cape Colony. General John French – a man with a body like a coiled spring and a chin like a clenched fist – has decided to clear them out. As this will be the first major action in which Troopers from Banjo Paterson’s homeland will be involved, the Sydney Morning Herald correspondent has been given permission to cover it.


What most interests him is the actions of the NSW Lancers, named for the fact they actually bear lances, descendants of the lances used by knights in shining armour in days of old, and now 9-foot-long bamboo and ash poles, with a narrow spear point on one end. They had been training in England when war had broken out and they’d immediately volunteered for duty.


Action, at last!


‘It was only a small skirmish that was going on, but quite exciting enough for beginners such as ourselves,’ Banjo tells his readers of the Sydney Morning Herald. ‘The battleground was a great big plain (called veldt in this country) with a circle of irregular hills round it. These hills are very rugged and stony, and are called kops if of a great size and kopje (pronounced coppy) if small. All Africa so far as we have seen it is either veldt or kopje . . . No better fighting ground for cavalry could be found than the veldt, and no worse ground for them could be found than the kopje.’51


Initially Banjo ventures forth with the 10th Hussars and the Royal Horse Artillery, going at some Boers moving across their right flank. While the Lancers are kept back for the moment, ready to assist where needed, the Hussars push forward into the kopjes, seeking contact, and, sure enough, ‘these kopjes proved to be alive with Boers, and a brisk rifle fire was started. Horses began to drop, and the regiment retreated as fast as it could, but still keeping together and in good order. It was a wildly exciting thing to watch the steady gallop of horsemen and to hear the crackle of musketry.’52


But what now?


Suddenly from a kopje about a mile and a half away comes the boom of a big gun, and Banjo realises they are under artillery attack.


‘We waited in suspense while a shell screamed its way through the air and burst with a great roar about one hundred yards past our guns. At once our two small guns wheeled like angry wasps to face this new foe, and then we saw to what accuracy artillery fire is brought nowadays.’


For now . . .


‘Our right-hand gun roared answer, and we watched in suspense to see where the shell would light. Bang! It lit right on the spot where the Boer gun’s smoke had come from, and we heard no more of the big fellow that day. Our guns were vigorously plied, and shell after shell was pitched right into the gap where the Boers had fired from. The accuracy of fire was wonderful.’


Now, at last, the NSW Lancers are called forth to assist a party of infantry who are under attack and they respond without hesitation, only to find – to their evident disappointment – that the Boers recede at their sight and the attention of the big guns.


Never mind. Banjo is satisfied.


‘This country is an ideal place to see fighting. The entire absence of trees makes it possible to see for miles, and if one gets up on a good big kopje one can see away over the plain the guns shelling a hill; on another flank a mounted infantry force dismounting to pour rifle fire into a Boer stronghold . . .’53


12 December 1899, Pretoria, Winnie in the Poo


In the quadrangle of his Pretoria gaol, Winston Churchill is lurking with intent, prowling with purpose, waiting his moment.


Oh, recite it, William Shakespeare . . .




Nor stony tower, nor walls of beaten brass,


Nor airless dungeon, nor strong links of iron,


Can be retentive to the strength of spirit . . .54





Some 50 yards away the warden is clanging the dinner bell summoning all prisoners from their dormitories for whatever slop is being served tonight. Now is the time . . .


Moving with the other prisoners across the quadrangle towards the mess, at the last instant the 24-year-old aristocrat ducks away to secrete himself in what he calls ‘the circular office’, otherwise known as the toilet. There will be no roll call until just before lights out, meaning he has at least 90 minutes to go through with his plan. His every sense tingling, Churchill half expects a shout to go up to the effect that a prisoner is missing, at which point a frantic search will begin but . . . there is nothing. Through a chink in the metal casing, he watches the two guards on sentry duty very carefully, each man in his designated position.


But after 30 minutes, the moment comes. One goes to talk to the other, with both their backs turned to him. Leaving the office, Churchill moves silently in the now deep twilight towards that part of the unguarded wall that is still more sheltered by a tree and, with an uncharacter istically athletic leap for the deeply untalented rugby prop he once was, manages to get his hands to the top of the wall and slowly try to haul himself up . . . only to find he has insufficient strength. Again he tries, and again he fails. On his third attempt, powered by the horrid realisation that if he doesn’t do it this time he will definitively fail, he . . . just manages to get one leg to the top of the wall, which allows him to swing his whole body up.


‘The top was flat. Lying on it I had one passing glimpse of the sentries, still talking, still with their backs turned . . . fifteen yards away. Then I lowered myself silently down into . . . the adjoining garden and crouched among the shrubs. I was free. The first step had been taken and it was irrevocable.’55


As quickly as he can without attracting attention, the escapee walks through the streets, averting his eyes from the many burghers who are all around, always fearing he will be challenged but managing to blend in, until he successfully makes his way to the Delagoa railroad, where he manages to jump aboard the 11.10 goods train from Pretoria, and get a spot in the corner of a carriage! For supplies he has ‘four slabs of melting chocolate and a crumbling biscuit’, hopefully enough to sustain him until he can work out how to make his way through the 300 miles of enemy territory to get back behind his own lines. It will be all the more challenging for the fact that it is little exaggeration to say the only words he speaks of Afrikaans are ‘Pretoria’ and ‘Bloemfontein’, but he intends to manage it somehow.


Back in the prison, they find a letter that Churchill has left on the bed.




To Mr. de Souza,


Secretary of War, South African Republic


Sir,


I have the honour to inform you that as I do not consider that your Government have any right to detain me as a military prisoner, I have decided to escape from your custody . . .


I therefore take this occasion to observe that I consider your treatment of prisoners is correct and humane, and that I see no grounds for complaint. When I return to the British lines I will make a public statement to this effect. I have also to thank you personally for your civility to me, and to express the hope that we may meet again at Pretoria before very long, and under different circumstances. Regretting that I am unable to bid you a more ceremonious or a personal farewell,


I have the honour, to be, Sir,


Your most obedient servant,


WINSTON CHURCHILL.56





Once the alarm is properly raised, posters are pasted up all over Pretoria with the photo of Churchill, above an offer of £25 reward for his capture, ‘dood of levend, dead or alive’.


In Great Britain – already shocked by the constant headlines of bitter defeats and massive loss of life – the fact that young Churchill has escaped is seized upon by the press. A humiliation for the uppity Boers. This son of Lord Randolph has done it! Just where he is, no-one knows, least of all the Boers, but with every day that passes and he is not captured hope grows that he has made good his escape.


15 December 1899, Pretoria, a strange train of events


Raising his head from an impromptu bed smelling of coal residue and old hessian in a dark corner of the train carriage, Churchill finds himself without the adrenaline that had electrified him last night. He is cold, calculating, and conscious that he must flee his post before the sun rises. Darkness will be his ally. But the time for idle contemplation has passed. He must act. Now.


‘The train was running at a fair speed, but I felt it was time to leave it. I took hold of the iron handle at the back of the truck, pulled strongly with my left hand, and sprang. My feet struck the ground in two gigantic strides, and the next instant I was sprawling in the ditch considerably shaken but unhurt.’57


Miserable, morose and meandering through the veldt, Churchill is struggling. Dusty and desperate, it has been a dreadful four days since leaving the prison. Exhausted beyond all redemption, he is as unhappy as he has ever been in his life, thinking of all of his friends at home, no doubt in their comfortable evening dress, content after dining in Piccadilly and returning from the theatre while here he is, near fainting with hunger, so thirsty that his tongue feels like it is swelling larger than his mouth. Finally he realises. He must take the most desperate action of his escapade so far . . . or simply collapse.


Ideally, he will be able to find a ‘Kaffir kraal’ – an African village of simple huts, surrounded by a fence to contain their animals – where his white skin, mixed with their kindness, might help him to get a dry and warm place in which to sleep and, even more importantly, something to eat and drink.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		List of Maps



		Introduction



		Dramatis Personae



		Prologue



		One: Breaker Morant Et Al



		Two: Bound for the Boers



		Three: Bobbing and Weaving



		Four: Besieged



		Five: The Push to Pretoria



		Six: Rejoice!



		Seven: The Battle of Elands River



		Eight: The Beat Goes On



		Nine: The Breaker Breaks Away



		Ten: Pietersburg



		Eleven: Pale Riders



		Twelve: Hunt



		Thirteen: Murders Most Foul



		Fourteen: Trouble Builds



		Fifteen: The Law Closes



		Sixteen: Court Martial



		Seventeen: Trial and Error



		Eighteen: ‘Shoot Straight, You Bastards’



		Epilogue



		Endnotes



		Bibliography



		Index











		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		xxvii



		xxviii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
PETER
FITZSIMONS

Breaker Morant

The epic story of the Boer War and Harry ‘Breaker’ Morant:
drover, horseman, bush poet, murderer or hero?

»





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The epic story of the Boer War and Harry ‘Breaker” Morant:
drover, horseman, bush poet, murderer or hero?






OEBPS/images/f0025-01.png
Zoupansberg

Rfistenburg
® " @pretoria

[u'ghl;ig!’smlth

Colesber;

SOUTH AFRICA
1899-1910

Port Elizabeth





OEBPS/images/f0xxiii-01.png
SALISELIRY @

RHODESIA

BECHUANALAND

PROTECTORATE [PORTUCUESE EAST AFRICA

TRANSVAAL
PRETORIA
°

CAPE COLONY

SOUTHERN AFRICA
1899





