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Notes on Sources


Much of the primary source material used within this book, including original copies of all letters sent by the then Major General Edward Hutton from South Africa back to his wife, Eleanor Mary Hutton, comes from the ‘Hutton Papers’, held by the British Library. This large, 37-volume collection was donated by Eleanor in two parts – in 1926 and in 1948. The Hutton Papers are divided into seven ‘lettered’ classifications and internal call numbers as follows: A. ‘Royal and special correspondence’, 50078-50089’; B. ‘Family correspondence’, 50090, 50091; C. ‘General correspondence’, 50092-50099; D. ‘Military books’, 50100-50106; E. ‘Diaries and letter books’, 50107-50109; F. ‘Literary Manuscripts’, 50110-50113; and G. ‘Lists’, 50114. Footnote references to the Hutton Papers held in the British Library in this book use the acronym HP [Hutton Papers], followed by a volume and folio identifer. For example, ‘Draft Memoirs of Lieutenant General Sir Edward Hutton’ (hereafter ‘Memoirs’), H P, F-2.


The entire Hutton Papers was purchased in microfilm form by the Library of the University of New South Wales Canberra in 1986. The collection is entitled: Hutton, E. (1996). [Edward Thomas Henry Hutton (1848-1923) Manuscript Collection], and its microfilm call number is mfilm 1173. Footnote references to the microfilm version of the Hutton Papers held within this library also use the acronym HP [Hutton Papers], followed by a reel number. For example, Hutton to Minto, 14 April 1900, H P, Reel A-1.


A typeset and bound copy of Hutton’s letters back to Eleanor exists within the National Library of Australia under the following title: ‘Hutton, Edward T. H. 1900, Letters and press cuttings 1900-1904 [manuscript] MS 1215. Wherever possible, references to Hutton’s letters from South Africa will point to this particular bound collection. This is on account of the ease of access to these versions of Hutton’s letters, and the legibility of their typeset print. This bound value is incomplete, however, and where reference is made to a letter Hutton chose not to place in this collection then either of the above sources is referenced as appropriate.


The reader, like the historian, must bear in mind that the Hutton Papers, including his letters from the veldt, are an edited collection. Hutton himself carefully constructed their form and structure before he died, for the specific purpose of posterity. No one will ever know what, if anything, was excluded or destroyed. Similarly, care must be taken when making use of a later pen ‘edit’ upon an original document by Hutton, who was ever conscious of future history.


Hutton’s letters from South Africa to Eleanor need to be read in this context. These were never the private conversations between partners that might be assumed. Nor were they the confidential or personal ruminations of a man seeking only to chronicle his thoughts and feelings. Rather, Hutton used his letters to deliberately create a record of events through his eyes, full of his observations and conclusion, for the purpose of his future memoirs or the pens of future historians. He was not shy of this fact. ‘I am beginning a letter to you’, Hutton wrote to Eleanor almost as soon as he arrived in South Africa’, ‘as I wish to make my letters as full as I can, so as to form a diary of events hereafter.’1 That there are precious few private thoughts or tenderness for Eleanor within the letters ought not be understood as the absence of such feelings –such was not the point of his ‘letters’. Eleanor knew that.


None of the afforementioned context makes Hutton’s South African letters less important or insightful. Rather, they are a particular and in many ways peculiar source in its own right.


The letters appearing in the following pages have not been altered in any manner, save for minor corrections in spelling, grammar and the removal of anachronistic military abbreviations and acronyms for the comfort of the 21st Century reader.
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Major General Edward Hutton, circa early 1900, in Canada, prior to his deployment to South Africa. Pen ever poised and ready, Hutton’s correspondence to his wife, Eleanor, provides a unique window into the war on the veldt. Source: AWMP03875.002.
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Eleanor Hutton, Edward’s wife and the recipient of his voluminous correspondence from South Africa. Source: Library and Archives Canada, PA-057332.
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Introduction


‘My very strong points constitute my weaknesses:
A war on the veldt, imperial implications, and a multi-faceted window through which to view them both


His column was five thousand strong — all mounted men — and guns;
There met, beneath the world-wide flag, the world-wide Empire’s sons;
They came to prove to all the earth that kinship conquers space,
And those who fight the British Isles must fight the British race!
From far New Zealand’s flax and fern, from cold Canadian snows,
From Queensland plains, where hot as fire the summer sunshine glows;
And in the front the Lancers rode that New South Wales had sent:
With easy stride across the plain their long, lean Walers went.
Unknown, untried, those squadrons were, but proudly out they drew
Beside the English regiments that fought at Waterloo.
From every coast, from every clime, they met in proud array,
To go with French to Kimberley to drive the Boers away.


- Extract from ‘With French to Kimberley’, A.B. ‘Banjo’ Paterson.


The South African War – or Boer War – running from 11 October 1899 until 31 May 1902 –was the largest British military effort since the Napoleonic Wars, and one that stretched the late-Victorian British Army to its limit.1 It was also the first time in the history of the British Empire that large-scale, meaningful and militarily necessary contributions were made to an active theatre of war by the self-governing colonies. Formal contributions of around 20,000 troops from the Australian colonies, for example, dwarfed paltry previous and contemporary overseas deployments from these colonies to theatres such as Sudan in 1885 (around 770 men) and to China in 1900-01 (approximately 270 troops).2 Moreover, the war had a profound impact not only upon British military and colonial military institutions, but on the psychology of the Empire and what might need to be done to defend it in the future.


The Boer War itself was fought between the Empire and two small self-declared Boer nations, the Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State. The military result was a foregone conclusion. At the height of the conflict close to half a million British and imperial troops sought to seek out and destroy no more than around 88,000 Boer fighters. As uneven as the typical measures of military power might have made the war appear at its outbreak, imperial forces struggled unexpectedly over an extended period to bring the conflict to a successful conclusion. An unfamiliar, rough and hostile environment, often characterised by antagonistic populations within the two Boer republics once imperial troops had entered them, institutionalised logistic problems, and long lines of communication all conspired to confound the application of disproportionate imperial military power. So too, did a tenacious enemy, well-suited to fighting small defensive engagements. A high proportion of Boer troops, civilians and part-time soldiers pressed into service, rode to war on their own horses with their own breechloading rifles slung over their shoulders. They lived off the farms and the land they knew and were, by and large, more mobile than their adversaries. Boer commanders at all levels also proved adept at designing operational plans and developing battlefield tactics that both minimised imperial material advantages and maximised their own. Boer hit-and-run engagements (particularly in the latter stages of the war), the imposition of delaying actions, rapid movement, and wide flanking manoeuvres frustrated British generals conditioned by military training, tactical conceptions, culture and experience to seek decisive ‘stand-up’ battles where the weight of imperial frepower might be brought to bear.


In an operational sense the war is typically divided in three phases. The first runs from October to December 1899. This phase is characterised by early Boer offensive operations and by British formations – largely infantry at this stage – struggling to counter them. Following a continuing and considerable build-up of imperial forces, the second phase of the conflict represented the inevitable British counter-attack from December 1899 until October 1900. This slow but irresistible juggernaut resulted in the capture of most of the major towns and cities in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. It is this ‘conventional’ phase of the war within which the events covered by this book unfold. Afterwards, with Boer conventional military power broken, but with a grim determination to continue fighting, the third and longest phase, from September 1900 to May 1902, was best described as a predominantly ‘guerrilla’ conflict between imperial mounted troops and Boer irregulars. Eventually, with Boer civilians suffering under an oppressive ‘scorched earth’ British military policy, with tens of thousands of Boer women and children interned within concentration camps, with no serious signals of European intervention on the side of the Boers, and with the last vestiges of hope for continuing independence thus fading, the Treaty of Vereeniging was signed on 31 May 1902.


* * *


The causes of the tensions between Britain and Transvaal that eventually led to war were long-running and numerous.3 These included the lingering grievances and consequences of the war of 1881, where a British military expedition had sought to restore the Transvaal to British control. An ignominious British defeat at the Battle of Majuba Hill in Natal in 1881, however, and the prospect of an extended and unwanted conflict, encouraged London to compromise for local self-government in the Transvaal under nominal rule from London – which did nothing to soothe the wound to imperial and British military pride.4 So too, the discovery of gold and diamonds in the Witwatersrand focused the attention of wealthy and influential individuals on the advantages to the Empire – and to themselves – if the republics were brought under effective British control. Cecil Rhodes, for example, agitated long and hard for British annexation, and sponsored a small private military force designed to spark a wider anti-Boer rebellion in the Transvaal. This ‘Jameson Raid’ was an embarrassing non-event, quickly mopped up by the Transvaal authorities, yet in the process, tensions escalated further. Beyond particular causes, broader issues such as global alliance politics and the continuing European ‘scramble’ for Africa helped stoke the fire. Sir Alfred Milner arrived as High Commissioner for Southern Africa and Governor of the Cape Colony in May 1898, determined to further the British agenda of a union of southern African states under its control. Contrary to the official position in London, for Milner the republics were to be taken as soon as practicable and by political means if possible, but by force if required. Milner therefore took a hard line from the start, determined to break Afrikaner power and aspirations.


The immediate catalyst for war was the issue of ‘uitlanders’ (foreigners’) rights, used earlier as a pretext by Rhodes, but an issue which had since gathered momentum. Most uitlanders had flocked to the Boer republics to find their fortune in the mines. A significant proportion of these gold-seeking immigrants were from English-speaking democracies and increasingly resented paying what they viewed as high taxes to the republics without having any political representation.5 President Paul Kruger of Transvaal, on the other hand, feared that granting a full franchise to these expatriate immigrant workers, whose numbers were almost double those of Boer burghers in the Transvaal, would threaten Boer independence. This was not to be tolerated. After all, the Boers of the Transvaal were of Dutch Calvinist German origin, whose forebears had left Europe behind long ago. The harsh conditions of southern Africa and competition with warlike indigenous tribes had, over time, encouraged considerable resilience, resourcefulness, and societies fiercely concerned for their freedom.6 Milner, and British Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, knew all of this too – and pressed their diplomatic attacks.


Throughout 1899, particularly in autumn, press outcries around the Empire concerning Boer ‘injustices’ inflicted upon the uitlanders gathered pace, as did calls for the British Government to act. Tensions and discontent mounted on the Rand, mines closed and talk of war filled the air.7 A meeting between Milner and Kruger at Bloemfontein early June 1899 solved none of the issues at hand. Three days later the decision was made in London to despatch an expeditionary force. Chamberlain admitted privately to Lord Minto, Governor-General in Canada at the time, that with ‘the influence of Great Britain’ at stake, war was inevitable.8 Faced with a shifting balance of military power as British troops steamed towards Africa, Kruger issued his famous ultimatum to Whitehall, demanding a recall of the ships, the removal of British troops already landed and the submission of the dispute to arbitration. In less than forty-eight hours the British answered in a predictable fashion, and early on the morning of 11 October Boer troops crossed into British territory. Transvaal and its ally, the Orange Free State, were at war with Britain. The War Office, politicians and the wider public expected no serious resistance from the two tiny Boer republics. The true military potential of the Boers had been badly misjudged, despite the fact that Milner knew the size of the Boer citizen armies and had in fact learned of the Boer campaign plan as early as June 1899, yet had failed to pass it on to London.9
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Civilians in Pretoria scramble for a berth on a train out of the city as the threat of war looms. Source: AWM P07379.067.
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Civilians in Pretoria scramble for a berth on a train out of the city as the threat of war looms. Source: AWM P07379.067.
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Group portrait of Boers citizen-soldiers prior to the outbreak of war. Source: AWM A04341.


The Boers struck first and fast on 12 October with what amounted to an invasion of the Cape Colony and the Colony of Natal. A number of sharp battles ensued – most of which, aside from the temporary British tactical gains at Battle of Elandslaagte, went in favour of the attackers. Boer forces subsequently invested the large British garrison at Ladysmith, and two smaller garrisons at Mafeking and Kimberley. A substantial number of British colonial troops serving with the Town Guard, the Bechuanaland Rifles and the Protectorate Regiment were caught up in the siege of Mafeking. As these imperial positions began to adjust to the hungry and anxious life of the besieged, Boer commanders waited for the inevitable British counter. At this moment General Sir Redvers Henry Buller, a well-respected officer decorated with a Victoria Cross from bravery under fire in the Zulu War on 1878-79 – and personal protégé of the British Commander-in-Chief of the Forces, Field Marshal Lord Wolseley, arrived in South Africa with significant reinforcements (including an army corps of three infantry divisions and one cavalry division).


Buller had originally intended to mount an offensive straight up the railway line leading from Cape Town through Bloemfontein to Pretoria. Finding on arrival that the British troops already in South Africa were under siege, however, he chose to attack on multiple fronts by splitting his force into several widely spread detachments to relieve the besieged garrisons. Buller thus set in motion three simultaneous and separate offensives in Natal, the Eastern Cape, and to the west. To his dismay, and to shocked cries of anguish from across the Empire, all three were soundly defeated within seven days, from 10–17 December 1899.


At the Battle of Stormberg, 10 December, General Sir William Gatacre, in command of 3,000 British and imperial troops guarding against Boer raids in Cape Colony, tried to recapture a railway junction about 50 miles south of the Orange River. In the process he assaulted the Orange Free State Boer positions surmounting a precipitous rock face, losing 135 killed and wounded, as well as two guns, with over 600 more of his troops captured. The following day, at the Battle of Magersfontein, 14,000 British troops, under the command of Lieutenant-General Lord Methuen, attempted to fight their way to the relief of Kimberley. The local Boer commanders, Koos de la Rey and Piet Cronje, however, devised a plan to dig trenches at the base of the hills in Methuen’s path rather than on their summits to fool the British and to give their riflemen a greater firing range. The plan worked well and Methuen lost 120 British soldiers killed and 690 wounded, which prevented him from relieving either Kimberley or Mafeking. Worse followed on 15 December at the Battle of Colenso where 21,000 troops under Buller’s personal command attempted to cross the Tugela River to relieve Ladysmith where 8,000 Transvaal Boers, under the command of Louis Botha, stood in wait. The tenacious Boers repelled all British attempts to cross the river. In the process Buller lost a further 1,126 casualties, and 10 artillery pieces in the subsequent and ignominious British retreat. Botha’s forces suffered 40 casualties.


This ‘Black Week’ was incomprehensible to many across the length and breadth of the Empire. The defeat of many proud regiments at the hands of Boer farmers was bad enough, but even greater was the concern that such a display of British weakness would invite European intervention and a general war, a prospect no less dreadful in the colonies than in Britain. An air of crisis and seriousness took hold. In Australia, reflecting a wider feeling across the self-governing colonies, even the radical and irreverent Bulletin now declared: ‘The Empire right or wrong.’10 In the wake of the Black Week disasters a further front was opened in the north-eastern Cape where Orange Free State Boer forces had invaded and were established in Colesberg. It was to this location that many recently arrived colonial units were placed. First the New South Wales Lancers and Australian Horse, for example, were engaged at Arundel (December 1899) and Slingersfontein (January 1900), before being withdrawn to reinforce Lieutenant General John French’s Cavalry Division. These Australian cavalrymen were replaced by Australian ‘mounted infantry’ and ‘mounted rifle’ units from Victoria, South Australia, New South Wales, West Australia and Tasmania.11 These detachments were subsequently involved in actions at Pink Hill, West Australia Hill and around the town of Rensburg. With the fall of Colesberg on 1 March 1900 the advance on what was christened the ‘Central Front’ continued on towards Bloemfontein.


As these events unfolded, General Buller’s fortunes declined as the wider imperial military situation first stabilised, and then began to improve. On 10 January 1900 another Victoria Cross recipient, Field Marshal Lord Frederick Sleigh Roberts,12 a veteran of 41 years’ service including wars in India, Burma and Afghanistan, arrived to replace Buller as Commander-in-Chief in South Africa with, Major General Horatio Herbert Kitchener,13 hero of the Battle of Omdurman and the Sudan, as his chief of staff. Roberts and Kitchener immediately began work planning a new British offensive aimed at conquering the Boer republics with overwhelming force, leaving Buller to toil in a subordinate role in Natal. The hapless Buller suffered further defeats in his attempts to relieve Ladysmith at the Battle of Spion Kop, 19-24 January 1900, where the British again tried to cross the Tugela, west of Colenso, and where Buller was again rebuffed by Louis Botha after a hard-fought battle for a prominent hill which resulted in a further 1,000 British and nearly 300 Boer casualties. Significant numbers of colonial troops fought on this front at this time in a number of irregular units, including the Imperial Light Horse, Thorneycroft’s Mounted Infantry, the Imperial Light Infantry, Bethune's Mounted Infantry, and the South African Light Horse. Buller attacked Botha again on 5 February at Vaal Krantz and was once again defeated.
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Lord Roberts, Commander-in-Chief of British Armies in South Africa. The picture on the left depicts Roberts wearing a black arm band as a mark of morning for his son, Fired, who died of wounds in December 1899, following the Battle of Colenso. Source: AWM 05168 (left), AWM P01437.001.
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Field Marshal Viscount Kitchener OM, GCB, GCMG, KCIE. Source: AWM P01209.001.


Meanwhile, Roberts and Kitchener developed a plan to follow the western railway from the Cape Colony with the relief of Kimberley as an initial objective, then on to the capture of Bloemfontein, and thence to Pretoria. For this campaign the new Commander-in-Chief gathered a force of some 50,000 men. When launched on 14 February, Roberts managed to relieve Kimberley thanks to the efforts of French’s Cavalry Division, which by now included significant numbers of colonial cavalrymen and mounted troops. Subsequently, at the Battle of Paardeberg (18-27 February 1900), Roberts’ force surrounded General Piet Cronje’s retreating Boer army, and forced him to surrender with 4,000 men after a siege lasting a week. Meanwhile, Buller at last succeeded in forcing a crossing of the Tugela, and defeated Botha’s outnumbered forces north of Colenso, allowing the Relief of Ladysmith the day after Cronje surrendered.


The Boers were shaken and despite notable stands at Polar Grove (7 March) and Dreifontein (10 March), Roberts continued his advance into the Orange Free State from the west, entering Bloemfontein, the capital, on 13 March. He later sent a small force under Colonel Bryan Mahon to work with Colonel Herbert Plumer to relieve Mafeking on 17 May 1900. The successful relief provoked riotous celebrations in Britain and in Australia. At this point the British Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, made it clear that British war aims had changed. Any form of ongoing independence for the two Boer republics was no longer acceptable. The objective now was not to restore the status quo and ensure uitlander rights, but rather complete annexation.14


Events, however, did not all move in Roberts’ favour. Following a brief hiatus, on 25 March General Christiaan Rudolf De Wet regrouped and re-inspired the remaining Orange Free State Boer troops at the Zand River, and began attacking isolated British outposts and columns. On 31 March 1900, De Wet’s men managed to defeat a British force under Brigadier Robert George Broadwood at Sanna’s Post, only 30 kilometres from Bloemfontein. Further minor Boer victories followed, including the occupation of the Bloemfontein waterworks, leaving Roberts’ force dependent on local wells. De Wet thus maintained a tenuous hold of the eastern strip of the Orange Free State almost to the border with Cape Colony, and the country north of Bloemfontein.15


It is at this point – with Roberts lightly invested at Bloemfontein by thin Boer forces and with all units south of the Vaal River under his command, planning his advance to Pretoria – that this book begins.


In due course imperial military might prevailed – more rapidly in the war’s ‘conventional’ phase, and more slowly once Boer forces resorted to a form of guerrilla warfare on the veldt. This victory, however, came at a cost to the British Empire that transcended the approximately £210 million spent (roughly £200 billion in its modern equivalent) and more than 50,000 British and imperial troops killed, wounded or captured. In the midst of this pyrrhic triumph important elements within the British Parliament, the wider imperial community and within the British Army itself, felt they had been humbled by a motley collection of ‘Dutch farmers’. How could this have come to pass? Who was to blame? The consequences were rapid and stark. The late-Victorian British Army – and to a lesser extent its counterparts in the self-governing colonies – was torn down and re-built in a series of wide-ranging reforms.16 The nature of British and Dominion troops that again marched to war in 1914 were the product.


* * *


Just as the war was a watershed event for the development and professionalisation of the British Army from 1902-14, it was momentous for the self-governing colonies in social, political and most certainly in military terms. The path to war from the periphery of the British world was complicated by real concerns about the integrity and credibility of the Empire in the face of stif imperial competition, not only from France, but from an emerging Germany and apparent challenges to relative British power from as far afield as Washington and Tokyo. Added to the mix was a clear popular drive to reflect a ‘loyalty’ from the self-governing colonies as beftted an era of high imperial sentiment across an Empire upon which the sun never set. Certainly local circumstances had their part to play and there were always voices of dissent – from classic liberals for example, sections of the Irish and German communities in Canada and the Australian colonies, some in the labour movement and pacifst religions like the Mennonites and Doukabors. Yet such voices were drowned out by a popular consensus that when Britain was at war so were the colonies. There was never any real chance of any other outcome. By and large, with a partial and momentary exception of the Laurier government in Canada, colonial politicians marched to the same tune as their constituents.17 Across it all lay the vexed question – particularly from the point of view of the modern reader – as to what terms like ‘nationalism’ and ‘patriotism’ actually meant to Australians, Canadians, New Zealanders and others at the turn of the 20th Century. Here, simultaneously, existed local parochialism and emerging local identities which defined themselves within a greater British nationalism that transcended the internal borders of the Empire. It was this duality, the rule not the exception, which prompted Australia’s first Prime Minister, Edmund Barton, to call on the federal parliament in July 1903: ‘Let us call ourselves Britons … we have not forfeited by our immigration or that of our fathers, any of the rights of Britishers at home, or any of our share of the glory or the material prosperity of the Empire. We are Britons of the Empire.’18 Alfred Deakin, Barton’s successor, for the same reasons and according to the same logic of the era, equally described himself as one of ‘millions of independent Australian Britons’ of the new Australian Commonwealth.19


The path to war for the Australia colonies was reasonably representative of the experience of the self-governing imperial colonies. It began, not in the colonial capitals but in London. As the crisis in South Africa deepened in mid-1899, Joseph Chamberlain sought to harness the imperial sentiment he had been shepherding so assiduously since his appointment to the post in mid-1895. By this point a few hundred militiamen around the Empire had already offered their services, including a detachment of New South Wales Lancers training at Aldershot. As the Commander-in-Chief of the Forces, Lord Wolseley, noted as preparations for a British expeditionary force for South Africa proceeded: ‘It would create an excellent feeling if each of the Australian Colonies, Tasmania and New Zealand, furnished contingents of mounted troops’ and if Canada offered ‘two battalions of foot’.20 Certainly the idea of colonials fighting beside British regulars had been Chamberlain’s vision at the 1897 Colonial Conference. Hence, on 3 July 1899, without any thought at the War Office of what to do with any colonial contingents that might appear for service in South Africa, Chamberlain cabled Lord Minto, Governor-General in Canada, and the Governors in New South Wales and Victoria, asking whether their governments might make formal offers of troops for ‘a military demonstration against the Transvaal’.21 Only the self-governing colonies were asked, since the use of non-white troops from New Zealand, India or Africa was out of the question. Their victory over white Boer soldiers risked a bad precedent for future governance in non-white areas of the empire. ‘Such an offer’, Chamberlain continued, ‘spontaneously made’, ‘would be welcomed here & might have a great effect in South Africa.’22 The ‘effect’ referred to was the sense of imperial unity they would symbolise rather than the military power they represented. Meanwhile, offers of service from British militiamen were refused. There seemed, as yet, no real need for them.


Chamberlain received a reply to his initial request from the Queensland Premier, James Dickson, only a week after it was sent, with an offer of a 250-man mounted contingent. Dickson, seeking to raise the profile and stamp the imperial ‘loyalty’ of his colony at little cost to itself, in the process laid down the gauntlet for his fellow premiers in an atmosphere of perpetual inter-colonial rivalry. The other Australian colonies were, however, initially more guarded. Charles Cameron Kingston, Premier of South Australia, told Chamberlain, without giving any precise commitment, that members of its defence force would no doubt volunteer if needed. In New South Wales the push was led by a British officer, Major General George Arthur French, the Commandant of that colony’s military forces, who had already, on 27 June, written on his own initiative to the War Office with a plan to send 2,500 men ‘to be of use in South Africa in the next few months’.23 ‘To my mind’, French explained, ‘it is highly important for Imperial as well as Colonial reasons that such an excellent spirit should be encouraged.’24 French also thought to advise Wolseley as to how his government might be encouraged, explaining that all the War Office had to do was to let it be known that it would bear the costs of any contingents. ‘The average Colonial Government’, French explained, ‘has usually not got backbone enough to offer the services of their men who volunteer, if they have to bear the cost and defend their actions in Parliament when asking supplies to be voted.’25 He was right. Correspondence between 5 and 14 July from the Governors of New South Wales and Victoria informed Chamberlain that their governments would likely support the enlistment of volunteers, yet they baulked at bearing the cost of sending and maintaining such contingents – not least when there did not seem to be much pressing military need to justify such expenditure. Meanwhile, French had lists of volunteers drawn up, continued to press his Premier, George Reid, and even called for a federal Australian contingent. Eventually, under this pressure, Reid cabled Chamberlain on 21 July noting that some 1,860 men had volunteered, although his government would not bear the expense of sending them.


Further south, the Victorian Commandant, Major General Charles Holled-Smith, a Wolseley protégé and a veteran of the British humiliation at Majuba Hill during the First Boer War (16 December 1880 - 23 March 1881), publicly declared his support of the idea of an ‘Australian’ force and lobbied his government hard to make such an offer to London. By mid-September, with the strength of public opinion in support of not only the war but also colonial involvement in it growing stronger than ever, the Victorians began enrolling volunteers and called for a commandants’ conference in Melbourne to discuss a federal force. Despite considerable and continuous colonial jealousies, the conference went ahead in late September, as the Boer commandos were mobilising. It managed, in the face of Queensland hopes that its contingent might stand alone and distaste from New South Wales of any Victorian-led initiative, to cobble together a plan for an Australian expeditionary force of more than 2,000 men.26


Developing Australian federalised plans were, however, halted in their tracks on 3 October 1899 by another cable from Chamberlain thanking the individual colonies for their expressions of patriotic feeling as evidenced by offers to serve in South Africa. The immediate effect was to end the continuing commandants’ conference and any chance of an ‘Australian’ contingent. All six Australian colonies then got on with planning their own individual contingents in accordance with London’s request and initiating parliamentary debates to authorise their despatch.


Initial Australian contingents were prepared and despatched barely a week after Chamberlain’s 3 October cable. In the first wave of troops sent from the Australian colonies, beginning 9 October 1899, a total of 1,529 volunteers were shipped to South Africa: 629 from New South Wales, 250 from Victoria, 262 from Queensland, 127 from South Australia, 130 from Western Australia and 84 from Tasmania. A further 11,325 troops in 23 contingents followed over the next eighteen months. From 16 February 1902 the new federal government sent off a further 3,801 men in three contingents. In total, around 16,600 men (and 21 female nurses) were deployed from the Australian colonies and the fledgling Commonwealth over the duration of the war. Further, over-subscription and limited places within ‘official’ contingents encouraged around 4-5,000 more to volunteer to serve within imperial units.


[image: image]


Melbourne, Victoria, 28 October 1899. A crowd of spectators watching a parade of the 1st Victorian contingent to the Boer War. The white helmets of the soldiers are visible as a line passing through the arch emblazoned with the words ‘For Queen’. The soldiers are on their way to embark on a ship bound for South Africa. Source: AWM P01700.001.


Such statistics of Australian enlistment to fight on the Veldt further underscored public attitudes and the public significance of the conflict. Certainly individuals offered their services for a range of reasons from high-minded principles to economic self-interest, from a personal sense of imperial nationalism to simple boredom. Yet volunteer they did. In terms of immediate public impact, the turnouts for departures on each colonial contingent spoke for themselves. Newspapers of the period estimated between 200,000 and 250,000 attended the first troop departure from Sydney on 28 October 1899 – more than half of the city’s population.27 The event was no sombre affair. Crowds sang and cheered with gay abandon, supported by multiple bands playing patriotic tunes. As the troop ship Kent moved from the wharf the din reached fever pitch. Furiously waving crowds continued to bid the colony’s soldiers farewell and the Kent picked its way carefully through a fotilla of well-wishing boats and yachts adding their own salutes to the chorus. Such scenes were repeated in all of the Australian colonial capitals – and across the self-governing colonies of the Empire. If anything, such support grew even more intense from late 1899 as the anxieties of Black Week hit home. Meanwhile, when not able to express their fascination and support directly, citizens of all classes donated generously to a wide range of patriotic funds for the duration of the conflict.28 Australian colonial politicians were no less captured by the war than the general populace, and, in the main, no less supportive. One Victorian parliamentarian, Donald McLeod, announced to the chamber when discussing the despatch of a contingent to South Africa in October 1899: ‘if we were not equal to the occasion now I consider that we would not be worthy of the name of Britons’.29 He continued on to quote a poem:


Britannia Britannia your loyal sons are free,


And Britain’s sons from every land will fight for liberty.


We link our hands from shore to shore with hands across the sea,


One God, one flag, one brotherhood, one glorious destiny.30


Such sentiments were the rule not the exception. The few voices of political dissent expressed their misgivings in terms of cost, not the righteousness of the conflict or the logic of sending Australian colonists to fight it. Nor did such attitudes diminish with time and the uncomfortable realities of a guerrilla conflict and its associated concentration camps in the last phase of the war. The final Australian contingents were supported by a 90 per cent majority in the House of Representatives, and unanimously in the Senate. Indeed, the former concluded its vote with a rousing rendition of ‘God Save the Queen’.31 However, the Australian public and political classes (like those elsewhere on the edge of the empire) harboured few personal resentments of the Boers – beside, of course, their temerity in defying the empire. The point was not so much that Boer nationalism and independence needed to be crushed, but rather that imperial unity needed to be demonstrated on the world stage. The Victorian Premier, Sir George Turner, explained this imperative in that while the first Victorian contingent might be small, it was nonetheless an important gesture, a demonstration to any European power that if the empire were to be menaced, the colonies would support her to ‘our last man and our last sovereign’.32 This theme of imperial solidarity was ever-present, from legislative chambers to newspaper columns.


At this point it is important to consider why Australian support for a war on the other side of the world by an imperial power against farmer-colonists determined to control their own political future was so consistently strong. The answer to this question lies in the riddle of what ‘imperialism’ meant to people throughout the Anglo-Saxon empire in the late-Victorian era.33 The key aspect in this regard was the idea of empire, rather than the physical act of empire-building in the period. In this respect, the contemporary term was itself politicised and malleable. The imperial concept was not only a rhetorical device but also a weapon in the political battles waged between Conservatives and Liberals. It was also an inherently ill-defined and adaptive notion in that it attempted to represent a wide variety of colonies with unique governments, physical and economic circumstances. The Empire was never a single or homogenous whole, despite the ceaseless imperial mantras of a common ethnic past and destiny.34 Moreover, what the word represented to self-governing colonies was not the same as that which applied to India or the direct-rule colonies. In this sense the ‘imperialism’ refers to a type of empire-wide nationalism, or even patriotism, shared between Britain and the self-governing colonies. It was the drive to celebrate and strengthen what was considered to be a shared ethnic, cultural and even religious heritage in a way that saw the whole as more than the sum of its constituent parts.


Importantly, late Victorian imperialism was also fundamentally rooted in conceptions of race – a shared Anglo-Saxon identity as a distinct cultural and ethnic group, itself a notion well aligned with emerging ideas of Social Darwinism. Communal beliefs in unique racial characteristics were a means of self-identification, and ‘ethnicity’ was a shared value that needed to be protected. Such ideas, more than any other single factor, created the ‘strategic mental mind maps’ of the era.35 So too, late-Victorian British imperialism developed within the context of the broader rise of nationalism across the globe from 1880, but at the same time remained separate from it. It never meant, for example, ignoring or making subservient the imperatives or interests of the self-governing colonies. The interests of Britain and these colonies ran side by side, not in competition. As it concerned the white empire, this was not ‘an imperialism of the despotic, grasping, oppressive mould; but, rather, a type of nationalism, a sense of belonging to a common nation’; a ‘greater Britain’.36 The dominant vision of that empire was one of Anglo-Saxon English-speaking communities living British lives in strange and far-away places. National identities were accepted, but they were asserted within a wider imperial framework. As Thompson points out, it was not the differences between these parts so much as the similarities that were emphasised. By the 1890s even the language of imperialism – voiced by men like Joseph Chamberlain – was a key currency of political debate in Britain and right across empire.37


The rise of the imperial idea in the late Victorian empire included, and was to some degree stimulated by, a rise in military consciousness. This was, again, a consequence of feelings of increased external threat mixed with popular and romantic sentiment. From the 1870s the Victorian army was constantly involved in colonial conflicts and, with some notable exceptions such as Isandlwana in Zululand (1879) and Majuba Hill in Natal (1881), it was most often victorious. Popular heroes like Wolseley, Roberts and even the ill-fated Charles George Gordon of Khartoum found fame as protectors of the empire and the imperial ideal. Extensive press and popular coverage of military affairs and adventures reflected the influence of rising imperialism and its associated cultural drivers.38 Yet the Victorian army was a small organisation by European standards and was constantly stretched, sometimes close to breaking, by various commitments across the globe. Its famous regiments of cavalry and foot were, in many ways, a ‘bluff that masked considerable weakness and vulnerability’.39 Although sufficient troops might be scraped together to put down an indigenous rebellion or two, this was not the same as maintaining a force capable of prevailing in a general war with a European power. Moreover, this uncomfortable truth was well recognised by a small but growing military reform movement, of which Edward Hutton was part.


That the self-governing colonies (with the notable exception of New Zealand) consistently refused to participate in a formalised imperial defence scheme that might have helped solve this military dilemma was by no means a rejection of the Empire, the imperial idea, the empire nationalism that underwrote it, or the need to defend it. Rather, it was a consequence of various shared domestic pressures. The colonies were jealous of their hard-won political rights, and always conscious of undue costs. The assumption was always that Britannia’s children would come to her aid in a crisis – but this was not the same as locking troops, resources, and military policy into place in peacetime, before the fact. There is no question that desires to further purely local interests remained, but these existed on a different plane from the links that bound the empire. There remained no real conflict between the two. Indeed feelings of ‘Australian-ness’ in the early years of the new century drew strength from an imagery of youthful vigour at the extremity of the empire revitalising the core, a notion that endured well after the Boer War had ended. Alfred Deakin, at the 1907 Imperial Conference, for example, declared: ‘We propose a closer partnership … the blood which goes from the heart here in the United Kingdom to the furthest extremities of Empire and returns again does so, not debilitated, but invigorated by hope and faith in our national stock and national life.’40 Meanwhile, the republican leagues had withered and even such organisations as the Australian Natives’ Association had moved towards positions of strict imperial loyalty.


All the while the symbols of empire grew more powerful. Empire Day in 1905 was a case in point. Introduced in Australia a decade before it was celebrated in Britain, this ‘sacred occasion’ was the closest thing to a national day.41 As far as most Australians were concerned, to celebrate the whole ‘was to automatically praise the part’.42 Even from a material or practical point of view the links that bound endured. Australian independence was, after all, premised on the maintenance of the empire. White Australia at its heart really meant a British Australia.43 At Federation, 98 per cent of Australians were of British descent, with almost one in five being born there. Some eight of every ten grocery lines were British, and it was Britain that took most exports and provided most investment. Such material dependence on Britain ‘could well have been resented by Australians if they were not so British themselves’.44 As Labor parliamentarian and future Prime Minister William Morris Hughes explained, once more: ‘A man may be a very loyal and devoted adherent to and worshipper of the empire and still he may be a very loyal and patriotic Australian all the time.’45 To return to Kipling’s verse, ‘The Young Queen’ aspired to grow from ‘daughter’ to ‘sister’ to Britannia in order to strengthen the family, not leave it.


Such is the imperial context of the Boer War, the environment into which Australian and other self-governing colonies despatched their contingents, and the intellectual/emotional framework in which Hutton penned his letters from the veldt.


In the end up to 20,000 Australians fought to thwart the republican aspirations of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State in South Africa, from all six colonies up to Federation in 1901 and thereafter as representatives on the new Commonwealth and its federal military forces.46 This was a relatively small slice of aggregate population of 3.77 million of the new Australian nation – around half of a per cent of the total population, or one-and-a-half per cent of Australian males of working age. Only a fraction of this 20,000 was ever deployed to South Africa at any one time. This seems a relatively small commitment at first glance – and indeed it was compared to the two global wars of the 20th Century – yet it was a greater proportion of the population than was committed by Australia to the Vietnam War from 1962-75.47


Australian troops fought within British and ‘imperial’ formations. Their military value was not negligible, but nor could it ever be decisive within the enormous British Army deployed on the Veldt. At the same time, however, for those Australian troops who did find themselves under arms in South Africa the fighting was both difficult and dangerous. In total 282 died in action or from wounds sustained in battle in South Africa, while 286 died from disease and another 38 from accidents or other unknown causes. Such rates of death represent 3 per cent of those deployed – significantly higher proportion than the 0.86 per cent of fatalities for Australians fighting the Vietnam War, and over a shorter time period. That is, around 240 Australian soldiers lost their lives in South Africa per year of the war, compared to around 48 per year in Vietnam. The overall lethality rate in South Africa was, in fact, not too distant from a rate of around 5.4 per cent for Australian combatants in World War Two.48 As a consequence of the sporadic ferocity of fighting on the veldt six Australians were awarded the Victoria Cross in South Africa, and many others received other decorations.


While it would be too much to suggest that the experience of war in South Africa transformed Australian society (any more than it did Canadian or New Zealand society), to once more evoke the Vietnam parallel it nonetheless had an impact beyond the numbers of troops deployed, or the successes or setback of military operations. This was well-illustrated by the transformation of national (and nationalist) imagery during the course of the war, and the interface of the war with Australian Federation. Before the war Australian federalists focussed a great deal upon the fact that a new nation was to be born of peace – yet they seemed delighted that it was, in fact, born in war. There were a number of strands to this complex knot. The image of the ‘bushman’, for example, had been established as a national hero-figure in the 1890s – and this image received a significant boost in influence thanks to the Australian mounted operations during the war. At the inauguration of the Commonwealth it was Australian Boer War bushmen contingents who were given medals by the Duke of York. So too, simple flattery of the performance of Australian troops by British figures – as often as not for political purposes – was eagerly embraced in all of the Australian colonies. It added an emotional charge to imperial feelings and was at once a confirmation of worth and worthiness as the colonies moved to nationhood. 49


Perhaps the best example of the power of the war to influence Australian conceptions of self and of nation at the turn of the 20th Century was through popular poetry. Both Henry Lawson and Banjo Paterson helped define Australian-ness at the juncture, and their contemporary work embraced the war. Paterson’s despatches from South Africa brought welcome news of Australian achievements, and enhanced the national prestige in the eyes of the beholders. The messages were clear: Australians in South Africa were as good as the British – perhaps even superior in some ways - even if they were a little ill-disciplined. But they could fight, and the British praised that fact.


While the Boer War was a feature of most verse written to celebrate Federation in Australia – the willing sacrifice, the valour and the blood that had proven Australian worthy – it was the influential Rudyard Kipling who helped seal the deal with his poem: ‘The Young Queen’. The verse was more or less a dialogue between the ‘Young Queen’ (Australia) and the ‘Old Queen’ (Britain). Crucially, previously dominant images of an innocent, virginal Australian daughter figure were now replaced by a youthful equal of Britannia. The Young Queen demands acknowledgement, and the imagery is Boadicean:


Her hand was still on her sword-hilt, the spur was on her heel,


She had not cast her harness of grey, war-dinted steel;


High on her red-splashed charger, beautiful, bold and browned,


Bright-eyed out of battle, the Young Queen rode to be crowned.


The Australian public embraced Kipling’s transformation, and the image of the youthful and battle-hardened Queen soon adorned the Exchange in Sydney and Parliament House in Melbourne. The first verse of Kipling’s poem was printed within the invitations to the opening of Australia’s first federal parliament. Australians knew full-well that most nations defined themselves through heroic military legends – now the new Commonwealth, baptised in blood, was really one of them. In many ways the war was thus of a social importance out of proportion to the scale of Australia’s military commitment, and the operational impact of Australian troops – particularly mounted troops – was well in excess of their purely military value.


Despite its significance, and the seminal moment the war meant to military affairs across all the self-governing colonies from 1899-1902, the ‘place’ of the conflict in history – and in the popular consciousness of the 21st Century Anglosphere – has largely been eclipsed by the cataclysmic events and aftermath of World War One. The lingering dominance of World War One imagery, and historiography for that matter, is clear to any 21st Century citizen or visitor to Australian shores by even the most cursory visit to a bookshop. That this has occurred within those colonies/nations that prosecuted the Boer War on the British side is as understandable as it is axiomatic. Yet, once more, the significance of the latter does not diminish the importance of the former.


* * *


The purpose of this book is to shed light on the operational and tactical activities of imperial military contingents during Field Marshal Lord Roberts’ famous march to Pretoria from May-September 1900. The successful conclusion of this large-scale offensive marked the end of ‘conventional’ operations on the veldt and the beginning the ‘guerrilla’ phase that would drag on until May 1902. A large proportion of colonial troops serving in South Africa at this point did so as part of the 1st Mounted Infantry Brigade, an important formation within Roberts’ advance. The operational experiences of this brigade have not figured largely even within the limited published operationally-oriented record concerning the Boer War. Yet they are important on a number of levels. Aside from the fact that much of the detail of the skirmishes, battles, privations, dilemmas, and accomplishments of the brigade during this phase of the Boer War remain largely unknown, the brigade itself was composed not only of Australians, but Canadians, New Zealanders, and British regular and volunteer troops, and a scattering of ‘loyal’ South Africans. It was in many ways a microcosm of imperial military cooperation; an important part of the steady development of attitudes, expectations and shared experience which led to the formation in 1914 of a much larger expeditionary force, once again raised for the purpose of fitting into a larger imperial army. The operations of the brigade further provide a window onto much larger issues of intra-imperial military cooperation, British Army ‘tactics’ against a challenging and determined foe, and even insight into doctrinal debates, such as the utility and employment of both cavalry and mounted infantry troops, that would beset military minds and establishments across the Empire leading up to and beyond 1914.


This book does not follow a standard pattern or format – there is no measured, steady operational narrative. Rather, the experiences of the 1st Mounted Infantry Brigade, and the light they shed on the wider afforementioned issues, are presented through letters written home by its commander, Major General Edward Thomas Henry ‘Curly’ Hutton himself a key figure in the early history of the Australian colonial, Canadian, and later federal Australian military forces.50 The brigade was raised and led by Hutton when he arrived in South Africa, fresh from an appointment commanding the Canadian militia (1898– 1900), in late March 1900. Curly was a familiar figure to many of the men who fell under his command, not only from his time in Canada, but also his experience in four of Britain’s previous expeditionary wars, and an earlier appointment as Commandant of New South Wales military forces from 1893-96. It was further noteworthy that the personal contacts, military maxims and conclusions drawn by Hutton from his experience in South Africa were taken with him to Australia with his appointment as the first General Officer Commanding the new federal army from 1902.


There are more reasons to make use of Hutton’s letters as a means by which to study the 1st Mounted Infantry Brigade than the fact that he was appointed to command it. The perspective offered by his earlier colonial commands, and his unique experiences and appointments in the self-governing colonies, for example, help to overcome the danger of a narrow national (and nationalist) approach during the key Colonial Secretaryship of Joseph Chamberlain, from June 1895.


Beyond this, Hutton was a talented and outspoken orator with a flair for publicity. As a junior member of the progressively-minded ‘Wolseley Ring’51 he had by 1900 already placed himself at the centre of a number of contemporary controversies within the late Victorian British Army – most notably his self-appointed mission as a ‘reformer’ in favour of education and professionalisation and his consequent steadfast criticism of dilettante gentleman officers. Part of this agenda was his dedicated advocacy of the use of mounted infantry and colonial troops – pitting him against many conservative elements, perhaps best represented by aristocratic British cavalrymen whose polished lances and dashing swordplay were found wanting on the veldt. For Hutton, the mounted infantry concept was the future. Such troops were relatively cheap (compared with cavalry), inherently mobile, focussed upon battlefield training and effectiveness rather than parade ground pomp, a capitalisation on modern infantry technology, and the best possible use of raw colonial material in defence of the Empire. At the same time his marriage into the aristocracy in 1889 and appointment as aide-de-camp to Queen Victoria in 1892 afforded him a degree of influence unusual for an officer of his rank and station. Hutton’s circumstances up to 1900 thus put him at the centre of a number of critical debates, which came to a head in South Africa. Operating at the practical end of such arguments in South Africa, Hutton’s war is an ideal case study by which such issues might be better understood. The observations, opinions, deliberations and pronouncements penned in his letters provide important insights.


Two other issues make Edward Hutton a worthy case study through which to examine both the course of Lord Roberts’ advance to Pretoria, and the controversies it brought to the fore. First and foremost, throughout his career Hutton pursued a vision of building a comprehensive system of what he called ‘Cooperative Empire Defence’. This was his grand project, his overarching professional goal. Over time, and consistently reinforced in his own mind by the experiences he found at each military post, Hutton’s dream of an imperial military partnership between the self-governing colonies and Britain, with each colony fielding relatively cheap, self-contained volunteer militia armies capable of both local defence, and combining to defend the Empire, took form. It was a scheme that fed off and reinforced the other pillars of his personality - the self-image of reform-minded military professionalism Hutton held dear. It was a plan that also incorporated his convictions regarding the value of mounted infantry (particularly as compared with cavalry), the natural martial advantages of the Anglo-Saxon race generally, and colonial stock in particular. This was not to be a system of coercion or compulsion. Indeed the whole basis of his assumption was that in a time of catastrophe, in the context of the peak of imperial sentiment that grew throughout the white empire in the late nineteenth century, volunteers would fock to the colours. Taken in total, this vision was Hutton’s solution to match or even surpass the military potential (and danger) represented by the mass conscript forces of Europe. Britain, through the empire, might then be equipped to deal with the European war that would decide its fate and which Hutton and many of his fellow officers thought was not only inevitable but also looming. In this context, Hutton’s appointment to command the 1st Mounted Infantry Brigade in South Africa – to him a physical manifestation of the idea of imperial cooperation he so cherished – was of central importance. His letters home, and his opinion on the importance of his command, for example, must be understood against the backdrop of his personal convictions regarding the solution to Britain’s imperial defence dilemma.


A second factor that makes Hutton and his letters such a valuable resource was his personality, which tended to draw out, polarise and set up confrontations between the actors, agendas and controversies of the late Victorian Army. He was at once, and in no small measure, brilliant, determined, vigorous, ambitious, arrogant, stubborn and ruthless. For Morton, Hutton was ‘cast in the pro-consular mould, aggressive, imaginative, energetic, with a nearly limitless self-confidence’.52 To Buchan he was ‘a propagandist, a missionary fired with apostolic zeal, and apostles do not think greatly of tact’.53 There was never any question that Hutton had a considerable intellect. His vision for imperial defence cooperation was based on a scholarly approach to empire-wide strategic questions uncharacteristic of the officer corps in general, particularly at his rank.54 Educated at Eton but caught socially half-way between the middle class and the aristocracy, he found personal legitimacy through professional competence and attainment, not an inherited title. In the context of a rise in the professional classes more generally Hutton saw himself as a new-style professional officer in the reformer mould. ‘To be a successful soldier you must work and work thoroughly and conscientiously’, he told an audience at Eton in 1880. ‘Knowledge is power … Men will not believe in those whom they know to be ignorant.’55 He was as a result possessed of a considerable internal drive and work ethic. Although he came to possess independent means, ‘able to move between court, military and political circles with ease’, Hutton at once despised his aristocratic dilettante brother officers and worshipped them, as only one on the outside looking in could.56 A streak of insecurity therefore ran side by side with an indomitable self-confidence. It motivated him to self-aggrandise, to crave the approval of his mentors and never to stop seeking official recognition. Once again, such context is essential in grasping the full meaning from his South African correspondence. Hutton was well aware of his own intelligence, organisational ability and of a level of professional competence rarely matched by his peers. He was, consequently, absolutely convinced of the correctness of any position he took while being intolerant of, and condescending to, anyone who might have a dissenting view. His high opinion of himself meant that nothing was as important in Hutton’s eyes as his own projects, and nothing more true than his own opinion. That others might be slow or reluctant to agree with him was understood by Hutton to be a consequence of their lack of intelligence, experience or a hidden agenda. He could not be wrong. He was therefore both tactless, easily offended and slow to forgive.57 Yet no one was more conscious of his faults than the man himself. Hutton wrote in June 1902 to a former subordinate and friend from the Boer War:


My very strong points constitute my weakness – for example my nature as you know is quick in perception and enthusiasm, amounting to strong impulse. These very qualities lead me to being impatient with others whose thoughts work slower than my own. I am strong in my views and the very strength which constitutes the value of most I try to do, betrays me sometimes into impressing my will too strongly upon those around me. I am my dear fellow very, very conscious of my failings, and try as all the best of us try, to overcome them.58


Read within their context, the Boer War letters of Major General Edward Hutton offer a window not only into the course and conduct of the British advance to Pretoria from May to September 1900, but also a lens through which to better understand a range of wider issues that framed his world, guided his hand, and set his path.




Chapter 1


‘Since the time of Alexander I doubt if a more
ambitious and unscrupulous warrior ever lived’: our
correspondent: snippets from Hutton’s early life


Edward Thomas Henry Hutton was born on 6 December 1848 into a respectable middle-class family, with traditions of military service. Hutton’s grandfather, Edward William, joined the 4th Royal Irish Dragoons in 1805 and retired as a lieutenant-colonel in 1838, after considerable operational service. His grandfather, Hutton later reflected, ‘much impressed my childish imagination as a Peninsular War veteran’.1 Three of Hutton’s paternal uncles were also military officers. Hutton’s own father, Edward Thomas, however, did not choose a military career but rather, after school at Rugby, became a junior partner in the West Riding Bank.2 Although he later mixed in the highest social circles, Hutton was not born to the aristocracy and was always sensitive about his social positioning


In 1845 Hutton’s father married Jacintha Charlotte, daughter of the Reverend James Phipps Eyre. The Eyres of Hampshire were strongly liberal in political outlook and had a lineage that could be traced to Oliver Cromwell’s Council. The joining of such a strongly Whig family to the Huttons was not viewed with satisfaction by Edward Thomas’s parents. Consequently, when Hutton’s father died on 15 February 1849, two months after his son’s birth, Jacintha and her in-laws grew steadily estranged. Alone and isolated, Jacintha doted on her son and received his deep affection in return.3 In January 1854, with Hutton now six years old, she married Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Johnstone Lawrence, of Fox Hills, Chertsey, at that time commanding the 2nd Battalion, Rifle Brigade. From this point Lawrence, who went on to become General Sir Arthur Lawrence, became a powerful influence on Hutton. Not only did he stimulate an early interest in a military career but Lawrence also ensured that it would mirror his own professional approach to soldiering, not the gentlemanly distraction it represented for many of his peers.4


In April 1862 Lawrence sent his stepson, at 13 years of age, to board at Eton – a mark of significant social distinction within the expanding middle classes. Unsurprisingly, Hutton remained attached throughout his life to the school as a symbol of the social status he craved. At Eton he formed friendships with some notable future officers with whom he always maintained an association, men such as Reginald Pole-Carew (with whom Hutton served in the Boer War), Henry Gordon-Lennox, Charles Byng and Charles Prideaux-Brune – the last joining the army the same day as Hutton and becoming a life-long friend. Like many at Eton, three of these boys, Hutton’s friends yet social superiors, held or later inherited titles.5


Not long into his school career Hutton fell under the influence of one of his masters, Dr Edmond Warre, whom he remembered as: ‘By instinct a soldier and by circumstances a schoolmaster.’6 Hutton never forgot Warre’s maxim that the ‘success of an army depends more than ever upon the intelligence and professional knowledge of the officers’, and the two years Hutton spent with Warre were crucial in extending Lawrence’s ideas of professionalism in Hutton’s mind.7 Warre also instilled ideas of ‘moral’ gentlemanly values into Hutton, which extended into loyalty and service to the nation. This ‘high sense of honour’, championed by Warre, provided an early sense of self-identity for a young man caught in many ways between his current social circles and his real social status.8,9


Lawrence had initially intended that Hutton should join his own regiment, but to his stepfather’s intense disappointment there were no vacancies available. Rather than lose seniority by waiting, Lawrence purchased Hutton a commission (at a cost of around £450) in the 60th Rifles (the nickname of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps). This was a respectable middle-class infantry regiment of no particularly high prestige or fashion, but with a reputation for innovation. Hutton joined the regiment at Winchester in October 1867 as a 19-year-old ensign and was appointed to the 4th Battalion under Colonel R.B. Hawley, who had served under Lawrence at Aldershot in 1859. Hutton’s new unit was stationed at Saint John, New Brunswick, Canada.10


Hutton’s experience in Canada was a happy one. Hawley was himself a well-known innovator, and the 4th Battalion was a well-trained and administered unit.11 Hutton was further encouraged that many of his fellow officers were fellow Etonians.12 Always class conscious, he was pleased to find little of the ‘cavalry swagger’ about them.13 It was at this point that another Etonian and Hawley’s adjutant, Redvers Buller, came into contact with Hutton for the first time. It was an important connection for the future, solidified by a shared admiration for Warre.14 Above all else, Hawley’s command crystallised many of Hutton’s developing attitudes to professionalism and military reform. Hawley’s approach was characterised by care for troops, a preference for individual initiative over robot-like responses, a much relaxed (by the standards of the era) relationship between officers and men, and comprehensive training of all ranks.15 Hawley also prided himself on battlefield innovation and his battalion practised widely extended or skirmishing movements of a type rarely attempted by others. 16 In his personal manner Hawley allowed an appearance of severity to overlay his natural instincts of sympathy and affection – a mask also copied by Hutton in years to come.


The professionalism Hawley encouraged in his officers thus reinforced the ideas in Hutton’s mind that Lawrence, Eton and Warre had already planted. The notion of technical mastery hence came more and more to represent to him a method by which to transcend his middle-class origins so as to move as an equal within the aristocratic circles he could never join. Such a professionally oriented outlook also focussed Hutton’s sharp mind. The conviction that problems could be overcome by hard thinking and hard work later drove Hutton to try to solve the military problems of the empire in a rational and practical manner.17


Hutton’s emerging military attitudes were, of course, tied to a much wider social phenomenon connected to the rise of professionalism within the middle classes. The natural extension was for Hutton to regard himself as a reformer and to gravitate towards like minds, such as Hawley. This type of self-identification, however, inevitably set him against what he saw as conservative forces within the army best represented by dilettante aristocrats (or middle-class officers projecting similar attitudes). Such officers became obstacles in Hutton’s mind to necessary military reform. The key to command success, and indeed the right to authority, for such men was their social standing. For one without such blood lines, like Hutton, legitimacy was increasingly to be found in technical competence. Hutton was charting a difficult path in this regard. Despite the emergence and growing influence of wider middle-class professionalism, political and military elites in the late Victorian era always valued and even favoured the role and contribution of aristocratic dabblers.18


With the end of the American Civil War and the Fenian Raids and as part of the general phasing out of British garrisons in the self-governing colonies, British troop numbers in Canada were reduced and Hutton’s battalion returned to England in July 1869. Hutton was soon caught up in the wider military reform debate (although yet too junior to shape it), centred at Aldershot. He witnessed the effect of Hawley’s low-level reforms, which began to attract positive attention from some of the army’s leading generals, as well as the press. For Hutton, by this time a firm supporter of the idea of recognition by merit not birth, there seemed hope ‘that the professional education of officers would be dealt with and placed on a compulsory basis’.19 While at Aldershot Hutton also met Major Henry Evelyn Wood, one of Wolseley’s Ashanti protégés and a key future friend.
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