
	
		
			[image: cover.jpeg]

            

            

            
	
		
		

	


	
		
		
			A catalogue record for this e-book is available from the National Library of New Zealand.

             

            ISBN: 978-1-86971-261-7

             

            A Hodder Moa Book

            First published in 2011 by Hachette New Zealand Ltd

            4 Whetu Place, Mairangi Bay

            Auckland, New Zealand

            www.hachette.co.nz

             

            This e-book published in 2011

           

            Text ©  Fernlea Trust 2011

            The moral rights of the author have been asserted.

            Design and format © Hachette New Zealand Ltd 2011

             

            All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without permission in writing from the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form.

             

            E-book produced by Hachette New Zealand Ltd

             

		

	


	
		
		
			To all who served.

		

	


	
		
			Introduction

			New Zealanders have been going off to wars for more than a century. It sometimes seems that wherever there have been wars, New Zealanders have been there. That’s not so, but the country has gained a reputation for its readiness to fight in the name of some just cause or, in the minds of some critics, causes which were not so just. From the Boer War that began in 1899 until the current fighting in Afghanistan, New Zealanders have ranged themselves alongside their allies.

			Even before the Boer War, New Zealanders wanted to fight — some of them, at any rate. In 1885, when the country was still establishing itself, groups of men put their hands up to head off to the Sudan, there to join a British force bent on avenging the death of General Charles Gordon at the hands of followers of the Mahdi, who was trying to drive the infidel British out. The death of the popular Gordon brought outrage in Britain and demands for the Mahdi and his men to be put in their place. Britain’s colonies were eager to help. An offer from New South Wales to send a detachment of infantry and artillery was accepted, but the British Government turned down similar offers from other Australian colonies (they were still 15 years from being states in the federation).

			The blood lust was up across the Tasman too. ‘There would be no difficulty in raising in this colony 500 or more well-drilled men,’ the Evening Post in Wellington remarked in an editorial. Volunteer groups (a sort of forerunner to a territorial army) offered their services and a well-heeled Dunedin family offered to raise a force and meet all costs. Alfred Hamersley, a well-bred Englishman working as a lawyer in Timaru, offered to take his Volunteer Artillery Battery. Two years before, he had led his unit in the government attack on the Maori settlement of Parihaka in Taranaki. The New Zealand offers were not taken up by the British. (Hamersley eventually got the war he wanted, serving as a lieutenant-colonel with a British artillery unit during World War I.)

			The New South Wales contingent found its way to the Sudan, but the fighting was practically over when it arrived and it saw little action. It returned home, having lost three men to disease.

			Fourteen years later, the British were only too happy to accept contingents from New Zealand and other outposts of its empire. The Boer War, the prolonged fight for control of Transvaal and the Orange Free State, marked the first foray by New Zealanders to the battlefields of the world. Ten contingents, some paid for by public subscription in New Zealand and the rest by the British Government, were sent and they established, at least in the eyes of a watching world, the reputation which would adorn fighting New Zealanders wherever they later went.

			Field Marshal Lord Wolseley, who, as General Sir Garnet Wolseley, had led the avenging mission to the Sudan, was the British commander-in-chief at the start of the Boer War. He gave evidence to a post-war British inquiry into its conduct and had this to say of New Zealanders: ‘If you compare them with our troops I should say they were better than any troops that I know of in Europe, not only of our own.’

			It was one of a series of encomiums that followed the New Zealanders throughout the war, especially in its second phase when the Boers mounted a guerrilla campaign against the British. In like vein was a comment by General Sir Ian Hamilton, who was chief of staff to Lord Kitchener in South Africa and later commanded the Allied armies at Gallipoli: ‘I have soldiered a long time now, but I have never in my life met men I would sooner soldier with than the New Zealanders.’

			Kiwi Battlefields traces the progress of New Zealand’s armed forces, the successes and the failures, through some of the battlefields of the twentieth century; from being colonials under the command of and in the pay of the British to being a national force independent of, and sometimes hostile to, British command. It takes in the modern era of American command when New Zealand’s strategic interests moved from a dependence on Britain to an increased awareness of its geographic place in the world. Although the title says ‘Kiwi’, New Zealanders did not see themselves as such at the time of the earliest conflicts covered here. A distinctive national identity was, of course, an evolving concept but one in which military involvement played a considerable part.

			It is largely the story of ordinary New Zealanders called upon in extraordinary times. The vast majority of New Zealanders who fought the twentieth-century wars were volunteers or conscripts, men who left their day jobs when their country called them.

			By definition, battlefields are fought on the ground, so the focus is on the soldiery of New Zealand from the Boer War to the two world wars, to Korea and Vietnam and some smaller battlefields in between. This book is largely about New Zealand’s citizen armies wherever they have been, wherever they have earned battle honours such as Gallipoli, the Somme, Passchendaele, Crete, El Alamein, Cassino and through to the ‘modern’ wars in Korea and Vietnam.

			The men in khaki or jungle greens formed the vast bulk of New Zealanders fighting overseas and this is largely about them. This is not to underplay or belittle the great efforts made by the country in wars in the air or at sea; all played their part. In the Battle of Britain, for example, the aerial campaign that thwarted German plans to invade Britain through the summer of 1940, New Zealanders were the second single biggest national group in Fighter Command after the British and Poles. They were spread throughout the other air force commands too, perhaps most notably Bomber Command whose war was one of unimaginably high risk. New Zealanders served throughout branches of the Royal Navy and also manned ships which during World War II became part of the Royal New Zealand Navy.

			In both world wars, New Zealanders manned merchant ships which maintained the carriage of essential supplies despite the grave risks of enemy U-boats and aircraft attacks. Likewise, there is no intention to underplay the work and commitment of those who had to stay at home to maintain essential industries, to keep the country going.

			Individual New Zealanders, or small groups of them, fought wherever there was a fight or wherever there was a job to be done. The tunnellers in World War I who worked in horrific conditions to lay underground mines are one example; the railwaymen who under constant fire and harassment laid lines in the Western Desert in World War II are another; the soldiers and airmen who worked in the sweltering heat of the Pacific, from the treachery of 1941 to the triumph of 1945 and beyond; the men who spent time in prisoner of war camps; all their tales deserve to be told.

			Not all the New Zealand at war story has been edifying. Soldiers such as Ormond Burton and war correspondents such as the Australian, Charles Bean, wrote of the unreasoned anger that came upon men in moments of extreme stress and danger and some deeds that were done in the name of war do not put the country in a good light, however understandable such reactions may have been. But that is to judge from afar. The worst of those incidents was what came to be known as ‘the Surafend Massacre’ or, more euphemistically, ‘the Surafend Incident’. The impact of the incident was aggravated because it occurred after the armistice in 1918 and was carried out not against enemy soldiers but non-combatant civilians. However understandable it may have been, it was a criminal act. Surafend is explained more fully and put into context in this book.

			It wasn’t just fighting men who traipsed the battlefields of the twentieth century. There were also those whose job it was to tell people at home what was going on — the war correspondents. Their task was made fiendishly difficult by official and unofficial censorship and by constraints placed upon their ability to do their job not just by commanders in the field but also by the government at home. For example, the official New Zealand correspondent in World War I, Malcolm Ross, was appointed by the government but under such terms and conditions he was hampered before he even got to a battlefield. Less troubled by such niceties was another New Zealander, Harold Williams, who spent part of the war in southern Russia reporting for British papers and making sense of the Byzantine politics that attended the two Russian revolutions of 1917. Williams was a wonder of his age about whom too little is known by his compatriots.

			Not many fought, but New Zealand women were also present wherever the front line was. There were nurses who went to the Boer War despite the government’s wishes and there were women in both world wars who either nursed or provided assistance wherever they could. When a troopship, the Marquette, was torpedoed in the Mediterranean in World War I, New Zealand nurses refused to leave the ship until the soldiers had been looked after. Ten of the nurses died. In World War II, five New Zealand women were pilots in the Air Transport Auxiliary. Their job was to ferry fighter aircraft to wherever they were needed. One of them, Jane Winstone of Wanganui, was killed when taking off from an aerodrome in southern England in a Spitfire. There was also the extraordinary story of Wanganui woman Sidney Duigan, aged 20 at the start of the war and a student in France. She served with the French Red Cross, was briefly imprisoned by the Germans and evidently was an active member of the French Resistance until liberation in 1944. She seldom spoke about the work she did there, but it was obviously sufficient to earn her the French Croix de Guerre. Duigan capped her remarkable life by becoming one of the first female priests when the Anglican Church in New Zealand agreed to ordain women. A book is waiting to be written about New Zealand women in war.

			Some men couldn’t get enough of war. One, Harry Whyte from Palmerston North, served with three different contingents in the Boer War, served throughout World War I and finished as the commanding officer of the Wellington Mounted Rifles, then re-enlisted as a colonel for service in World War II in 1940. During World War I, he won the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) during the Gallipoli campaign and won a second during the campaign in Palestine and Sinai. Another, Tom Mockford, turned 66 during World War II and was reckoned to be the oldest soldier in the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force. His fighting days had begun with the Seventh Contingent that went to South Africa in 1901. Three sons served in World War II.

			Age appears not to have wearied many New Zealanders who donned their country’s colours. In World War II, for example, 17 men aged 60 or more were among the war deaths, including 64-year-old Corporal Peter Vokes, who died in the fighting on Crete in May 1941.

			This book covers specific battles and the events, political and military, which preceded or followed them. It is by no means definitive, but it is representative.

			I have drawn on a great many works as source material. The books most consulted are listed in the bibliography, as are websites which I found helpful and where readers may wish to dwell longer. Document archives are the mother lode for any historian and the repositories of Archives New Zealand, the Alexander Turnbull Library, the Hocken Library and the Australian War Memorial in Canberra are unrivalled. So are their staffs.

			Hachette’s Kevin Chapman as managing director and Warren Adler as editorial director came up with the idea for the book (as they usually do) and Warren turned a manuscript into a book with his usual expertise and efficiency.

			During the writing of this and other books, I’ve had many long conversations with a valued friend and colleague, Peter Sinclair, over a whole range of topics, but especially New Zealand’s part in wars, none of which has been as foreign as may first appear to a casual reader.

			To my family, especially Kathy, goes my unqualified gratitude and thanks.

			Ron Palenski

		

	


	
		
			BOER WAR

			‘THE IMPERIAL SPIRIT HAS TAKEN FIRM HOLD’

			Then New Zealand shall be there,

			In the van,

			Young New Zealand shall be there —

			Her rifles from the mountain and her horsemen from the plain,

			When the foeman’s ranks are reeling o’er the slain.

			— Charles C. Bowen, ‘The Battle of the Free’

			The Boer War was supposed to have been one of the ‘little wars’, one of the series of battles and skirmishes as Britain led the European powers’ ‘scramble for Africa’ during the nineteenth century. Instead, for the British it was a humiliation as the war’s foremost historian, Thomas Pakenham, described it. The bard of Empire, Rudyard Kipling, put it simply:

			Let us admit fairly, as a business people should,

			We have had no end of a lesson; it will do us no end of good.

			It began in October 1899 and like wars to follow, it was supposed to be over by Christmas. It was; just not that year, or the next, or the next. The war lasted until 1902 and forced the greatest mobilisation of British forces since Waterloo. The soldiers of Britain and its empire, the biggest empire the world had known, were estimated at a maximum of around 450,000, but were surprised, exposed and frequently beaten by a Boer force of an estimated 75,000. The British won in the end and subjugated the Boer republics of Transvaal and Orange Free State. Shortly thereafter they became self-governing colonies and ultimately formed the Union of South Africa. In the long view of history, the Boers got what they wanted.

			New Zealand’s contribution to the Empire forces was both slight and significant: it was slight in terms of the overall numbers because an estimated 6000 New Zealanders served. It is difficult to be precise about numbers because, in addition to the 10 New Zealand contingents that were dispatched periodically from 1899, others fought with contingents from the Australian colonies (as they were then) and still more with British units. Compounding the problem of establishing a finite figure was that many of the contingenteers, as they were called, were part of more than one contingent. They either re-enlisted in South Africa with a following contingent or they came home, only to go again.

			The contribution was significant because when they came home, the New Zealanders trailed, to borrow Wordsworth’s phrase, clouds of glory. Newspapers and books that followed the war were awash with encomiums for the New Zealand troops, which had fought on foreign soil for the first time. There was much self-praise as well, written by some soldiers and condemned by others. That was just skiting. It was the praise that came from outsiders that rang in their ears and helped establish the reputation of New Zealanders as fine soldiers, a reputation that was for the most part enhanced in the global wars still to come.

			New Zealanders lapped up with self-contentment the judgement delivered by the British Army’s commander-in-chief at the start of the war, Field Marshal Lord Wolseley, when he gave evidence to a post-war British inquiry into its conduct. He said of New Zealanders: ‘If you compare them with our troops I should say they were better than any troops that I know of in Europe, not only of our own.’ One often-quoted tribute to the worth of the New Zealanders appeared in the seven-volume The Times History of the War in South Africa written by Leo Amery, a noted imperialist: ‘Of the service of the New Zealanders in the field it would hardly be an exaggeration to say that after they had a little experience they were by general consent regarded as the best mounted troops in South Africa.’
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							Members of the First Contingent (and some of their horses) on the troopship Waiwera before leaving Wellington in October 1899 for South Africa.
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			One of the British officers associated with the New Zealanders in South Africa and who later had an even closer association as the commanding officer of the Gallipoli campaign in 1915 was General Sir Ian Hamilton. He had this to say: ‘I have soldiered a long time now, but I have never in my life met men I would sooner soldier with than the New Zealanders. I feel the greatest affection for them and I shall never forget the work they did in South Africa.’

			One of the leading illustrated magazines in Britain, the Illustrated London News, published a special edition in 1900 about the war. According to it, the New Zealanders were distinguished by their initiative, their eye for the country, their hardiness and endurance and their boyish delight in getting even with the Boer. ‘For gallantry and steady courage, they are not beaten by any of the soldiers in the Queen’s Army.’

			Praise from Australians, from whom New Zealanders at the time were gradually growing apart, was especially valued, such as a comment from the poet ‘Banjo’ Paterson, who was in South Africa as a war correspondent. After fighting at Arundel in Cape Colony in December 1899, he wrote there was no doubt ‘that the New Zealanders are as fine a body of men as there are on the field’. The following February, he noted the arrival of the First Contingent at an Orange River camp: ‘The New Zealanders arrived yesterday, dusty and travel-worn, but carrying themselves with all the swing of a regiment that has earned distinction and means to earn more.’

			Australians even used the New Zealanders as a yardstick against which to measure their own worth. One modern view had Australians rating themselves as below the New Zealanders, if spuriously drawing on the Maori land wars as a reason for New Zealand excellence, overlooking that Australians also fought in those battles: ‘Australians refined their sense of themselves by looking at their colonial cousins. New Zealanders, when seen as different at all, were suspected of being abler soldiers, perhaps a legacy of their “own bloody wars” with the Maori.’

			This retrospective view seems to have been drawn from the contemporary memoirs of one of the Australian soldiers, Jack Abbott, who wrote the New Zealanders differed materially from the ‘Cornstalk’ (New South Wales) troops: ‘However, New Zealand had her own traditions of a fierce and bloody war, which, even though it be of the last generation, is still fresh enough in the memories of the people of today to give added soldierly qualities to her sons.’

			The Boer War was fought partly for strategic reasons, partly for financial and partly simply to assert British might (which conveniently rhymed with, and was often conjoined with, right). The Boers, as New Zealanders were to learn well throughout the twentieth century, were descendants of the mainly Dutch Calvinists who settled in the Cape Town area in the seventeenth century. They became known as Afrikaners or sometimes ‘Afrikanders’. The British moved in on Cape Town early in the nineteenth century to establish a naval base and protect the sea route to India, the Empire’s ‘jewel’. The Afrikaners lived happily enough under British rule for a time but eventually decided to branch out and establish their own country, especially after the abolition of slavery in the early 1830s increased Afrikaner resentment of Britain. This led to the ‘Great Trek’ as Afrikaners poured north in a quest for their own independence and two republics, Transvaal and Orange Free State, were established.

			Britain followed and established the province of Natal and after initially recognising the two Boer republics, annexed Transvaal in an attempt to create one South Africa. Transvaal’s president, Paul Kruger, ‘Oom Paul’ (Uncle Paul) to his followers and an anachronistic Old Testament figure to his detractors, led the Boers in revolt and achieved a notable victory over the British at Majuba Hill, just across the border in Natal. Humiliated, the British withdrew their forces and their intentions but still claimed paramount power. This was made formal by two treaties, however much Kruger disliked it.

			Money then became even more of a factor than strategy or power politics. The diamond mines in Kimberley on the border of the Cape Colony had already made Cecil Rhodes rich beyond imagination and the discovery of the massive gold reefs south of Johannesburg acted as a magnet for more. They were a magnet too for hundreds of Britons, Americans, Australians and New Zealanders who all went in search of riches. Rhodes and a fellow multi-millionaire, Alfred Beit, decided they would annex Transvaal themselves and they mounted, with some government connivance, the ill-fated Jameson Raid in the summer of 1895–96 that was put down effortlessly by the Boers. 

			The foreigners who poured into Johannesburg, given the Afrikaans name ‘Uitlanders’, were more of a problem. They were in the numerical majority but had few civil rights and no vote. Kruger feared losing power if he extended the franchise to them. Britain, pointing to its treaty rights to Transvaal, tried to get Kruger to agree to a limited franchise, but it came to nothing. As both sides geared up to reinforce their arguments with force, ‘Uitlanders’ became refugees, fleeing Johannesburg by any available transport. During September of 1899, Britain gradually increased its forces in Natal while Kruger called his burghers to arms and enlisted the aid of his fellow republic, Orange Free State. In early October, Kruger delivered an ultimatum to Britain, demanding that it withdraw its troops from the borders, stop any more that were at sea and agree to arbitration on ‘all points of mutual difference’. Britain had been preparing its own ultimatum but, in the face of Kruger’s sudden move, it got filed away. Britain and its empire were at war with the two South African republics.

			Remarkably, New Zealand had already committed itself to rush to Britain’s aid. About a fortnight before the ultimatum, Richard John Seddon rose in the House of Representatives to move that New Zealand dispatch mounted troopers to South Africa. The support he gained was overwhelming and when the vote had been counted, members stood and joined in a rousing rendition of the British national anthem. A reporter, Malcolm Ross, later wrote: ‘It is a glorious page in our history. The whole nation is aroused and the Imperial spirit has taken firm hold.’ His wife Forrestina (‘Bessie’) burst into verse:

			Listen! Across the languor of our peace

			There breaks a sudden voice — ’tis England calls:

			‘Come to my help, O stalwart sons of mine!

			When we were weaklings, I protected ye.

			And now I ask for hearts and nerves of steel

			To guard my Empire from th’ insolent foe.

			This bellicose enthusiasm was not solely a New Zealand phenomenon. Queensland offered troopers even before New Zealand did and the Australasian colonies mounted an unofficial race to get their troops to South Africa first. New South Wales won because they had a detachment of lancers training in England and they had less distance to travel.

			Newspapers from the time leave an overwhelming impression of excited New Zealanders rushing to sign up and those who couldn’t supporting them in any way they could. Companies and community groups lavished presents on the troopers once they assembled. When the First Contingent left Wellington, crowds thronged the streets around the waterfront. One report said 50,000 gathered for the farewell. The Observer newspaper in Auckland quickly noted such a figure was well in excess of Wellington’s population. The paper did concede, though, that it was a big crowd: ‘Wellington is famous throughout the colonies for her love of a cheap show and this was an absolutely free one and that’s all about it.’

			The farewell, however many people were involved, had an effect. One of the troopers, Alex Wilkie, wrote home: ‘The sendoff made an indelible impression in the minds of all hands. None of us ever anticipated such a splendid show and the enthusiasm displayed by the public sent us on board in very good spirits, the cheery effects of which will remain with us for many a day.’
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							Noted English war artist Richard Caton Woodville depicts New Zealanders and Australians attacking a Boer force in March 1901.
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			Whether the young men whistled up their horses and galloped off to serve their distant queen with gaiety in their hearts and ‘Soldiers of the Queen’ on their lips is problematic. An unidentified columnist in the New Zealand Observer thought it more likely men were in search of adventure and travel in strange lands.

			It is safe to assert that only a man here and there understands the cause of the war, and the majority don’t care as long as they get a share of the fighting. The jingo idea sounds all right, but it has no foundation in fact. New Zealanders excel in fighting as they do in football. They don’t play football for the Empire, but only for the personal honour success wins.

			Banjo Paterson could have been writing for New Zealanders as well as Australians when he wrote:

			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.

			New Zealand sent 10 contingents of mounted troopers between 1899 and 1902. The first two were paid for by the government, the third and fourth by local subscription mainly in Canterbury for the third and Otago and Southland for the fourth, and the British Government paid for the remainder. Nationality was a portable label. One of the most celebrated ‘New Zealand’ soldiers was a First Contingent company commander, Captain William Madocks, who led New Zealanders in their first significant action, on 14 January 1900. But to describe Madocks as a New Zealander is to stretch the truth. He was posted from London to Wellington in 1896 as staff officer with the New Zealand Permanent Force and soon after the action in South Africa he returned to the British Army.

			The war was fought in two distinct phases. The first was between two armies in what might be described as conventional warfare in which the Boers initially were successful, culminating in what came to be known as ‘Black Week’ in which the British suffered three decisive defeats. The British weight of numbers told in the end and the Boers were driven back, with both Johannesburg and Pretoria captured within the first six months of 1900. The second phase was the irregular fighting that dragged the war out for another two years as the Boers adopted guerrilla tactics to harass and harry the British. This phase was also won by the British eventually, but only after the British commander, Lord Kitchener, set up concentration camps into which women and children were herded with the aim of cutting Boers off from their support. (Some reports say that the Hitler-era principle of concentration camps originated with the Boer War, but the Americans also adopted the practice in their occupation of the Philippines). Kitchener also set up a vast network of 8000 armed blockhouses which were linked by barbed wire and which limited the Boers’ freedom of movement.

			New Zealand’s — and Madocks’ — first big action came in the first phase of the war when the British commander, Major-General John French, was attempting to dislodge the Boers from strategic points in the north-east Cape. The New Zealanders and a company of a Yorkshire regiment were charged with holding a kopje (hill) that had a commanding position of a likely Boer line of retreat. The Boers inflicted heavy casualties on the Yorkshire troops and Madocks led the New Zealanders in a counter-attack that caused the Boers to flee. As Arthur Conan Doyle recorded: ‘Madocks engaged in a point-blank rifle duel with the frock-coated, top-hatted Boer leader and had the good fortune to kill his formidable opponent.’ A grateful Major-General French named the hill ‘New Zealand Hill’ and a doubtless grateful Madocks was promoted. (Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, was in South Africa as a surgeon and occasional correspondent.)

			It was in the second phase of the war that the worth of the New Zealanders was confirmed. They were competent horsemen — they had to undergo various riding tests at camps throughout the country before they left — and adequate riflemen. They were also said to be more adaptable to the open country conditions in which they found themselves and were able to endure long hours of patrol in baking temperatures better than the British. Various British commanders sang the praises of the New Zealanders and of the Australians too, with just a couple of qualifications: one that they did not tend their horses as well as a British cavalry soldier did, and the other that they lacked training so they had to learn on the job. There were also mutterings that neither the New Zealanders nor the Australians paid much regard for the social gulf that existed between British officers and their men. This contributed to the larrikin image of the New Zealanders and Australians who had a reputation for playing as hard off the field as they did on. This was to be a recurring theme for the next 50 years when British and ‘colonial’ troops served side by side.

			Soldiers of the Sixth Contingent went on strike in 1901 over the poor quality of their clothing and an apparent refusal by British authorities to issue them with new gear. One sergeant was court-martialled and given five years’ imprisonment, but this was remitted by Kitchener. Later in 1901, the same regiment threatened to strike over a delay with pay:

			Paraded before lieutenant in a body and threatened to go to the commandant if he did not get us our pay. He promised us £3 so we had to be satisfied. He told us parading was against all military rules. We knew nothing about military rules, but thought it a very effective style.

			There was a sense among men of the Fourth Contingent that they were being used by the British authorities and, when their usefulness was at an end, were not well treated. James Moore wrote that when the contingent was heading for Cape Town and home, the troopers were not allowed off the train on to station platforms, which were reserved for officers and civilians.

			As may be imagined, this did not serve to improve our already sorely-tried tempers and — well, we were too full for words. What had we done, we asked ourselves, that we should be treated like so many niggers. We had fought and bled and starved on the veldt for months. We had suffered all manner of indignities at the hands of men who were superior to us only in rank . . . now that our regiment had gone out of commission, and we were of no further use to the British Army, we were dumped into trucks like a mob of cattle, hunted from the platforms of railway stations, and placed on a level with the scum of South Africa. Twelve months of active service had convinced us that there is no sentiment in warfare, and that no such thing as patriotism exists; but surely we deserved better treatment than was meted out to us by the authorities.

			Members of the Fifth Contingent took matters into their own hands when they felt they were being unfairly treated. They were posted to Worcester, north of Cape Town, prior to embarking for home and, according to Frank Perham, their commander was ‘something of a martinet’ and restricted the men to normal military duties in camp, some distance from the town. The men, Perham wrote, felt they were entitled to some leisure and relaxation after a year of strenuous campaigning, but they were banned from town because ‘it was reeking with typhoid’. The commander himself lived in the town, however.

			One day four hundred men donned their ‘glory rags’ and marched to the Town in a body; and quite enjoyed themselves too! The fat was then in the fire, they were ‘dam rabble,’ ‘mutineers,’ and everything but soldiers. To quiet things Colonel [Richard] Davies made a special trip from Capetown. He talked quietly to us and possibly without our knowledge to the Officers as well. At any rate things improved after his visit.

			New Zealanders were not above looting Boer farmhouses, even though the practice was forbidden. A trooper, William Macpherson, wrote home:

			Any houses we have looted have been splendidly furnished. I got a silver watch and gold chain, and a large bundle of love letters in a house last Sunday and a 10gal jar of fig jam on Monday. The letters are most interesting. The girl appears to have been engaged to no less than three men.

			As the war dragged on and as the reputation of the New Zealanders was consolidated, there was increased agitation for them to be kept together and not hived off, a company here, a company there, with different columns. In short, a national unit in the field was sought. The agitation came from the top. At the end of 1901 when New Zealand agreed to an Eighth Contingent, the Governor, the Earl of Ranfurly, cabled the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Joseph Chamberlain, that the government wanted the men kept together.

			It should not unless absolutely necessary be subdivided but be kept in one column and with it sixth and seventh contingents now in South Africa placed in same column. By so doing, twofold object would be gained New Zealand would maintain its own identity and lend strength and field efficiency tending to encourage large number of officers and men and sixth and seventh whose time soon expires to remain and volunteer for extended service.

			Ranfurly added there was grievance in the past that the contingents had been split up and that the men were strongly objecting. He received a reply 10 days later saying that New Zealand’s wish would be carried out ‘as far as possible’. In the event, it did not happen. 

			The New Zealanders, as with contingents from other countries, left an impression with the rank and file British troops if Rudyard Kipling interpreted it accurately:

			But ’twasn’t merely this an’ that (which all the world may know)

			’Twas how you talked an’ looked at things which made us like you so.

			All independent, queer an’ odd, but most amazin’ new.

			My word! You shook us up to rights. Good-bye — good luck to you!

			We’ll never read the papers now without inquirin’ first

			For word from all those friendly dorps where you was born an’ nursed.

			Why, Dawson, Galle, an’ Montreal — Port Darwin — Timaru,

			They’re only just across the road! Goodbye — good luck to you!

			Another area in which New Zealanders disagreed with British policy was the employment of ‘coloured’ troops. It was a white man’s war as the Boer general, Piet Cronje, made plain in a much-quoted message to Colonel Robert Baden-Powell during the siege of Mafeking: ‘Disarm your blacks and thereby act the part of a white man in a white man’s war.’

			An under-secretary at the War Office in London, George Wyndham, made Britain’s official attitude plain when he was asked in the House of Commons in the first month of the war if ‘native races’ would be encouraged to take up arms: ‘I can hardly find words in which to repudiate the suggestion of the Hon Member. The first duty of the paramount power in South Africa is to act as a guardian against the possibility of any such horrors.’

			The British intended that a stricture against ‘native’ combatants also applied to New Zealand. Ranfurly cabled Chamberlain, urging that Maori be allowed to be involved, but the British were adamant. ‘They [the British Government] would have been glad to afford an opportunity of active service for the Queen to the Maoris who have so often proved their soldierly qualities and courage, but political considerations peculiar to South Africa render it impossible.’
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							Dunedin nurses who were sent to South Africa by public subscription. Back row, from left: Dora Louisa Harris, Dora Peiper, Elizabeth (‘Bessie’) Rennie Hay. Front row: Nellie Monson, Sister Janet Williamson, Sarah Jane Ross, Isabella Campbell. Sister Williamson received the Royal Red Cross award, the first New Zealand nurse to be so honoured and the first New Zealand woman recipient of any royal honour.
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			Chamberlain observed in a handwritten postscript that he was sorry Maori could not be given a chance but then added: ‘If they had sent them without asking and mixed up with others, no one would have known the difference.’ Chamberlain’s nod and a wink were taken literally, whether he knew about it or not. Many Maori served in the war, including at least two, Walter John Callaway and William Tutepuaki Pitt, in the First Contingent. Callaway was mentioned in dispatches for rescuing some Queenslanders under heavy fire and Pitt later joined the permanent army and was a captain in the Pioneer Battalion on Gallipoli in World War I. Callaway served with two other contingents and ‘it is the opinion of returned troopers that for courage on the field of battle . . . he was unsurpassed at the front’, according to the Auckland Observer. Another celebrated (and decorated) Maori soldier was ‘Tip’ Broughton, who falsified his age to enlist in the Ninth Contingent. He was later an officer in the Pioneer Battalion during World War I and again falsified his age in 1940 to enlist in the Australian Imperial Force. Henry Te Reiwhati Vercoe, who died in 1962 after a lifetime of service to the Arawa people, was mentioned in dispatches for his courage when serving with the Seventh Contingent. He also served in World War I, where he was again mentioned in dispatches and was awarded a Distinguished Service Order, and his military career ended during World War II when he was commandant of the Matata Military Camp.

			Perhaps fortunately for New Zealand–British relations, certain British comments about Maori involvement were not published at the time. In a series of inter-ministry notes about a suggestion Maori troops could be sent to other British possessions to free troops for service in South Africa, Chamberlain remarked: ‘Maoris would be useless and very costly for garrison duty and unless there is actual fighting going on somewhere in which they could be utilised, it would be absurd to accept this offer.’

			A hand-written note in the margin suggested ‘softening the refusal’ by inviting a Maori Contingent to King Edward VII’s coronation. ‘This means a haka at London, but I don’t object!’ the unidentified official wrote. ‘They are merely children and though they might fight as well as any coloured troops officered by English men, they would soon become a great trouble in a garrison.’

			Although black Africans were not officially on the muster rolls of either side, they were heavily involved — voluntarily or otherwise — and it cost them dearly. One historian estimated that about 12,000 Africans on the Boer side were killed, but deaths among the possible 50,000 Africans on the British side were not recorded. In addition to the loss of life, there was the loss of property and land.

			It wasn’t just a man’s war either, although it was almost exclusively men who did the fighting. Some Boer women were recorded as defending their homes against the depredations of troops from both sides, and thousands of Boer women died in the concentration camps.

			Despite an initial reluctance by the government, about 35 nurses from New Zealand were among the estimated 1700 military and civilian nurses, laywomen and volunteers who went to tend the wounded and sick. Seddon was not averse to the sending of New Zealand nurses; he worried that money spent on dispatching nurses might better be spent on sending more men. After meeting a group of women in Dunedin who were anxious for nurses to go, he said the issue was really one for the imperial authorities and, in any case, there were no doubt many qualified nurses in South Africa able to be called upon. Undaunted by the Premier’s seeming indifference, committees were set up in several cities to raise money to send, and pay the wages of, nurses.

			The nurses and the troopers soon discovered that the greatest danger in South Africa was not Boer bullets but disease. Typhoid was described as ‘the scourge of 19th and early 20th century armies’ and it killed more soldiers in the Spanish-American War (1898) and in the Boer War than did military action.

			The prevalence of disease was rarely mentioned by politicians and military commanders, but nurses were not so reticent. Sister Bessie Hay of Dunedin, in a letter written from a hospital in Bloemfontein, said she had never been busier — or happier. Some of her patients went insane after recovering from fever, she wrote. ‘One did today. It is all fever — no wounds. We see funerals by the score every day passing. Several of the sisters have died.’

			Sister Emily Peter, who led the contingent of six Christchurch nurses, was interviewed in January 1901 when she returned home. She was not complimentary. ‘As for the [British] Army Medical system,’ the story went, ‘Sister Peter is very outspoken as to the crying need for reform, root and branch.’ Another New Zealand nurse, Elizabeth Teape, was attached to the Imperial Army Nursing Reserve and sent to Bloemfontein: ‘On arrival I found the place a hotbed of fever — enteric raged everywhere. It was no wonder. There were no sanitary arrangements and dead animals lay everywhere.’

			Joan Rattray in her history of New Zealand nursing noted that while monuments were erected for soldiers, ‘Little was heard of the women who also served.’ That was not quite correct. Four years after the war, the Observer recalled: ‘It was not only the “boys” of New Zealand who distinguished themselves in the South African War. New Zealand “girls” in considerable number did valuable service on the army nursing staff and at least one has risen to distinguished position in consequence.’

			It singled out Rose Shappere from Timaru who ‘won such a name for devotion to her work that . . . some of the best positions in her profession were at her disposal’. It could also have mentioned, but did not, Sister Janet Williamson from Dunedin, who served in Bloemfontein for 17 months and later on a hospital ship. She was mentioned in dispatches and became the first New Zealand recipient of the Royal Red Cross. As such, she was also the first New Zealand woman to receive a royal honour of any type.

			Much of the New Zealanders’ time in the guerrilla phase of the war was spent in the pursuit of forces led by General Christiaan de Wet and it was in an effort to ensnare them that New Zealand lost the most men in a single battle. De Wet’s commando (as a force of Boer troops was called) drove a herd of cattle ahead of them to take the hill being held by the New Zealand Seventh Contingent in company with the 3rd New South Wales Rifles. ‘Driving up cattle as a screen, they . . . fought their way through the Seventh Contingent posts, annihilating each in turn’, according to the official historian, David Hall. The action, variously known as Langverwacht (the name of the hill) or Bothasberg, cost the New Zealanders 24 killed and 41 wounded of the total complement of 80. Although de Wet and the president of the Orange Free State, Marthinus Steyn, were among the 600 Boers who broke through the British lines, several hundred more retreated and were later captured. It was regarded as a gallant action by the New Zealanders and others against considerable odds and, as Sarah Hawdon recorded, the overall British commander, Lord Kitchener, wasted little time in saying what he thought and, significantly, singling the men out as New Zealanders rather than as merely a ‘British’ unit.

			‘I rode these weary miles today to tell you that I am proud of you. The large capture of . . . Boers and also of many thousands of sheep and cattle is entirely due to the gallantry displayed by the New Zealanders, who are all an honour to the little country from which you come. I am glad to think that the Boers happened to strike against you . . .’

			This was music to the ears of the men who survived. A Christchurch schoolteacher, Sergeant Hastings Andrews, wrote home and said Kitchener’s speech was all the men talked about that night:

			He said the manner in which we held our posts was an example to the whole British army and not even the oldest hand out here can remember another occasion when he left headquarters and praised in person a column’s action. On all former occasions he sent messages, always complimentary, but on this occasion he passed some score of columns operating conjointly with us, asked specially for New Zealanders only, and delivered his speech.

			Kitchener at least knew a little about New Zealand, unlike probably most British soldiers at the time who would have had difficulty pinpointing the country on a map or, as a writer for the London Graphic once put it, most English thought New Zealand was to Australia what the Isle of Wight was to England. Kitchener’s father Henry moved to New Zealand in the 1860s and bought land in North Otago with the intention of settling. He changed his mind, however, and eventually settled in France. But his sister Frances (‘Millie’) married and settled in Kurow and her son, James Parker, served with the Second Contingent and later Kitchener’s Horse (serving in a regiment named for his uncle was apparently just a coincidence). He was killed in action on 1 May 1900.

			A cousin of Lord Kitchener’s, also Henry, and four of his children were killed in a house fire in Dunedin in 1882. Henry Kitchener was also a soldier and served in Jamaica before he sold his commission and went to Waihemo to manage his Uncle Henry’s property. He managed the farm for two years before moving to Dunedin. Kitchener died from burns three weeks after the fire. His widow, who was also severely burned, left with the two remaining children. One died of typhoid and the other committed suicide.

			Lord Kitchener never married and occasionally questions were raised about his sexuality. He was in New Zealand in 1910 to advise the government on defence planning and the sex question was put to his sister, ‘Millie’, by journalist Bessie Ross. ‘Mrs Parker laughingly told me that most women bored him dreadfully,’ she reported. ‘He hated frivolity and used to declare that he would get fearfully tired of seeing the same face at the breakfast table.’

			Parker met her brother at the Dunedin railway station when he arrived from Invercargill and the pair embraced affectionately, according to reports, but the large crowd was prevented from watching the reunion. Kitchener, appointed Secretary of State for War in 1914, died in 1916 when the cruiser Hampshire was torpedoed.

			There was initial opposition within New Zealand to the war, but it was overwhelmed by the clamour of support. A nationally known Presbyterian minister, Rutherford Waddell, argued against the war in the church’s newspaper, but a couple of issues later he made clear it was his opinion and not the church’s. The Presbyterians subsequently sent a chaplain, Daniel Dutton, who became one of the celebrants at a service in Johannesburg in 1902 marking the peace. Another voice raised in protest had a wider reach. James Grattan Grey was an Irish-born reporter for Hansard, the official record of Parliament, and he had permission to supplement his income when Parliament was not sitting by writing for newspapers. There was no caveat that he should write only stories approved by Seddon. But he was sacked when Seddon found out that a piece in the New York Times critical of New Zealand’s support for the British cause in South Africa had been written by Grey. The offending paragraph read:

			To outside nations it will appear not a little odd that self-governing colonies 7000 miles away from the scene of strife should send off bodies of men to do battle against people they have had no quarrel with, or that they should think it necessary to assist in the subjugation of a people who claim the right of self-government the same as they do; but the jingoistic spirit at the Antipodes is too inflamed just now to care anything about the rights or wrongs of the question.

			At least one public opponent of the war supported it privately. A Wellington woman active in the temperance movement and other issues embraced mainly by women, Marianne Tasker, spoke out against the war at public meetings in Dunedin and Wellington. Her son Charles went to South Africa with the Sixth Contingent and he was court-martialled for sleeping while on guard duty and sentenced to three years’ jail in Britain. His parents petitioned the British Government through Seddon for his release and said, among other things, ‘Your petitioners have always actively interested themselves in formation and departure of Contingents to South Africa and gave their Son to assist in the Empire’s service.’

			Marianne Tasker also echoed a growing view when she suggested in a letter to the editor of the Evening Post that Britain was using its colonial troops to do its dirty work: ‘Leaving the individual out of the question, England, with all her boasted civilisation, wants the “man with the muckrake” to uncover some of her foulest spots. The day has now arrived when her soldiers should be treated like human beings, not like machines.’

			The Tasker case raised in the minds of colonials whether their volunteer effort was as appreciated as it should have been by the British and whether professional British army commanders paid due regard to the callow military experience, and to the separate national identities, of the colonial men under their command.

			Before the war was a year old, the Observer in Auckland worried about losses through disease and about the number of New Zealanders leaving contingents in South Africa to join better paying jobs with South African police or railways. ‘It is coming home to us very forcibly that this contingent business is working out to our positive disadvantage,’ it said.

			Around the same time, Seddon at a social function in Wellington suggested New Zealand could also send troops to help quell the nationalistically inspired Boxing Uprising in China. Newspapers criticised Seddon for trying to go a war too far and for misreading the public mood. It was not just newspaper talk. Ranfurly noted Seddon’s offer in his quarterly report to Chamberlain and commented: ‘But the other members of the Cabinet did not consider there was sufficient cause to justify such an act when all the European powers were combined against China.’

			The Evening Post in a leading article in May 1901 questioned whether Seddon accurately represented the feelings of the people by continuing to offer troops for South Africa. ‘We are sadly in want of our young men at home,’ it said, ‘as the country settlers are finding to their cost.’ In similar vein, the Observer later the same year noted: ‘It is difficult to view with complacency and unconcern the withdrawal of 1000 of our finest young men from agricultural and manufacturing pursuits. War is not our destiny so much as the walks of industry and peace.’
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							Some troopers after the war in South Africa went on to London as the official New Zealand Contingent at the coronation of King Edward VII. On their return in October 1902, they and Premier Richard Seddon paraded up Queen Street in Auckland to Albert Park, where Seddon unveiled a memorial to troopers who had died.
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			For all the patriotic fervour at the start of the war, the extensive coverage of it in newspapers and what the war meant in promoting a distinct New Zealand identity, it has been poorly documented. Five different authors were involved at various times in preparing an official history for the government but, for diverse reasons, no report was published until 1949 and even then it was a fairly lean account, dismissed as a booklet by bibliophile Alan Mulgan. One draft of an official history lies fallow in the Alexander Turnbull Library in Wellington and another has been lost. The public had to make do with the necessarily limited scope of troopers’ own accounts, some of them self-published, until the centenary of the war filled a couple of publishing gaps. Even so, there is still nothing like a complete history of New Zealand’s role in the war, either a military history or one that combines the military with the social impact the war had.

			No definitive number for New Zealand deaths in the war has been arrived at, possibly because of different counting methods (for example, some troopers died before leaving for South Africa and others died on the way home). The numbers vary between 228 (a figure the government published in 1902) and 233 listed by Hamilton researcher Richard Stowers, the most prolific chronicler of the war. Using Stowers’ figures, 137 of the 233 deaths — nearly 59 per cent — were attributable to disease, mostly from what was known at the time as enteric (typhoid). Another 27 were accidentally killed, including 16 members of the Eighth Contingent when the train on which they were travelling was in a head-on collision with a goods train near Potchefstroom in April 1902. The stationmaster manning the signals evidently made a mistake, but New Zealand troopers initially thought he was a Boer sympathiser and the crash was caused deliberately. Some attempted to ‘get’ the stationmaster but were restrained by others.
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