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1910. The Rand Regiments’ Memorial, crowned by the Angel of Victory, was built to honour Johannesburg “Uitlanders” 
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Foreword 
 
 
This essay is the result of a holiday project-gone-awry. I was looking for something to tide me 
over the Christmas-New Year break. I budgeted a week and expected an article of about ten 
pages. It quickly morphed into a five-month effort and ballooned into a text more than a hundred 
pages long and containing over two hundred maps and photos as well as over 400 footnotes. 
Even with low resolution photos the manuscript weighed in at a hefty 20MB of data.  
 
“Doornkop” seemed an easy topic as it is now within Johannesburg city limits and would therefore 
be relatively easy to visit, photograph and explore. I was further intrigued into the project by the 
brief description of both the Raid and the 1900 battle in Thomas Pakenham’s The Boer War (of 
which more later) and the absence, other than a passing reference, to the events of that May in 
other books on the war within my reach.  
    
I’ve had a keen interest in military history for some decades now and have found from personal 
experience that one must visit a battlefield to truly understand a battle. About a decade ago I was 
privileged to tour Normandy with African Armed Forces Journal publisher Peter McIntosh. Both of 
us were bemused by the false picture we had developed of the battle and the landscape based 
on the histories and maps. Many accounts made a huge fuss of a mountain, Mont Pinçon. It 
turned out to be a low ridge, no more significant than the Melville Koppies or Brixton Ridge

1
, 

albeit with a similar impressive view. The Magaliesberg or Table Mountain it was not.  
         
Last year I had the pleasure of visiting Brussels in Belgium and was delighted to find my hotel in 
the vicinity of Waterloo (the Mont St Jean battlefield). It turned out to be a 12km hike on a hot 
June day, but I walked it. To my delight the day happened to be the 193

rd
 anniversary of the 

seminal clash between Wellington and Napoleon and I was able to attach myself to various tour 
groups that had popped over from England for the day.  
 
I was also assisted by Richard Holmes’ Fatal Avenue – A Travellers History of the Battlefields of 
Northern France and Flanders 1346-1945 that provided history, an explanation of the topography 
and hints to the best vantage points.  
 
It struck me that someone that would walk 12km to Waterloo should be willing to drive to some 
local battlefields. As is the case with charity, these visits could start at “home”. Trouble is the 
South African War of 1899-1902 has always seemed remote and its battles, in comparison with 
those of the World Wars and since, somewhat primitive. A reading of Pakenham’s well-written – if 
flawed – work corrected that foolishness as did Tim Couzens’ Battles of South Africa.      
 
The next spot of bother was finding material on Johannesburg’s battlefields. Nearly every account 
and history mentions “Doornkop” but that’s about it. A mention. No detail. No great description of 
the battlefield or its location beyond a general reference that the British fought a battle at 
Doornkop where Jameson had surrendered. Annoyingly, Tony Westby-Nunn’s otherwise good 
Tourist Guide to the Anglo Boer War 1899-1902 ignored both Jameson and the events of 1900.  
 
A visit to the library of the SA National Museum of Military History (SANMMH) in Saxonwold, 
Johannesburg, resulted in a wealth of information and combined with several site visits the 
battlefield started making sense. Map, alas, were not much help in this process. The first map I 
found was that posted online by the Canadian War Museum. This caused me a great deal of 
confusion as it did not match the topography of the area. A comparison with other maps – 
obtained at the SANMMH showed this map was misorientated by 90 degrees: not that some of 
the other maps are necessarily more accurate.  
 

                                                 
1
 Both part of Johannesburg’s topography.  
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If there is a single account of the battle, providing insight on the dispositions and thinking on both 
sides, I have yet to find it. Closest is probably Professor JH Breytenbach’s Geskiedenis van die 
Tweede Vryheidsoorlog in Suid Afrika which suffers two flaws: a certain bias against the Imperial 
Forces and the fact that being written in Afrikaans it is inaccessible to anyone who cannot read 
the language. Furthermore most of the more detailed accounts are long out of print and therefore 
unavailable to the interested reader except at specialist libraries – or at some considerable cost at 
specialised bookshops as pricey “first editions”. This is not good enough in the 21

st
 Century.  

 
This is not a definitive version of events. I’m not sufficiently expert for that. In any case, most of 
us who have read one or more accounts of the same event or who have lived an event and seen 
a later account – if only in the newspapers – can attest that there is more than two sides to any 
story. I hope it will provide at least a good base for further research as well as something of a 
guide to anyone who wants to visit the various sites associated with “Doornkop” 1896 and 1900.      
 
To me the Jameson Raid remains interesting because it was the “wonga coup” of its day. As 
much as Simon Mann and Mark Thatcher allegedly planned to seize Equatorial Guinea for 
personal profit, so Jameson and his associates planned to grab the Transvaal for its gold. The 
military aspects of the Raid are equally interesting and in many ways were a harbinger of 
modern-day commando operations. The scale of action was also not that small: Jameson’s force 
was equivalent to a battalion and by one account the Transvaal mobilised 8000 burghers to 
oppose the adventurers. The clash at Remhoogte (Queen’s Battery) west of Krugersdorp on New 
Year’s Day 1896 was therefore at least on par with most of South Africa’s cross-border raids 
during the Border War.        
 
The battles before Johannesburg over the period 27 to 29 May were even more extensive. Most 
accounts concentrate on the fight near Doornkop on the 29

th
. Some also include the action at 

Vanwyksrust the day before. Most ignore the seizure of Gatsrand Pass on the 27
th
. The fight for 

access to the Klip River valley took an afternoon and a night, the exertion at Vanwyksrust 
occupied Lt Gen John French’s cavalry and Gen Ben Viljoen’s burghers a day and a night (and 
the next day) while the clash on the 29

th
 had the full attention of several thousand burghers under 

command of Viljoen and Gen “Koos” de la Rey as well as French’s cavalry division and Lt Gen 
Ian Hamilton’s infantry. The latter deployed seven infantry battalions and at least 24 76.2mm field 
guns in addition to two long-range 127mm (5-inch) garrison guns to attack a ridge line in what is 
now suburbs of Soweto. (The defenders had one 155mm fortress gun – the famous “Long Tom” – 
and six 75mm guns.) This too was an all-day affair, rather than a short and minor skirmish.                
 
Instructive also is that both sides employed automatic grenade launchers – the 37mm “pom-pom” 
– as well as rifle-calibre Maxim machine guns and that the British used both diversionary attack 
and manoeuvre to gain advantage over the defenders. The result was, me thinks, a most modern 
battle, well worth studying.       
 
As is tradition, the mistakes are mine alone. However, this work would not have been possible 
without the active assistance of the library staff of the Amos Masondo Library, at the SANMMH in 
Saxonwold, Johannesburg; Johan Wolfaardt at the Boer War Museum in Bloemfontein; historian 
and battlefield guide John Bleloch, and Derek Walker, webmaster at www.allatsea.co.za and a 
member of the South Africa War Graves Project. Derek located the Jameson Raiders’ graves in a 
Randfontein “military cemetery” as well as in Burgershoop Cemetery in Krugersdorp in addition to 
finding a nominal role of the prisoners and much more. I’m deeply grateful. A special thanks also 
to Eric Itzkin, deputy director immovable heritage of the City of Johannesburg for his assistance; 
to the Boer War Museum for their excellent photo archive; and The Gordon Highlanders Museum 
for a photograph of Highlanders’ battalion commander Colonel Forbes Macbean.      
 
Leon Engelbrecht 
May 27, 2009 
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Introduction 
 

Right on the western perimeter of Soweto lie a 
nondescript ridge thousands of shoppers see 
everyday from the Westgate mall in Roodepoort 
and across which thousands more pass every day 
on their way to and from work.  
   
It has nothing to distinguish it from its 
surroundings except a raw concrete reservoir to 
the one side and a gold mine to the other. Most 
commuters and shoppers know not its name and 
those who do are likely unaware of its history.  
 
It is called Doornkop.  

 
Twice in the early history of the nearby 
Johannesburg, Doornkop played silent witness to 
part of a series of events that would have far-
reaching consequences for the City of Gold.     
 
Its northern slope was in January 1896 the scene 
of the surrender of British adventurer and Simon 
Mann-prototype Dr Leander Starr Jameson. Just 
four years later – in May 1900 – the ridge and 
those adjacent to it was the site of the “Battle of 
Doornkop”, an action in Field Marshal the Earl

2
 

Frederick Roberts VC’s Bloemfontein-Pretoria  

 
Fig 1: A nondescript hill: Doornkop ridge from the north. Note 
reservoir on left and mine shaft on right. The wires in the 
foreground feed the Johannesburg-Krugersdorp-Randfontein 
railway important to the events of both January 1896 and May 
1900. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.     
Fig 2: Doornkop ridge seen from the south. The reservoir is 
clearly visible in the centre of the photo. A handy landmark. 
Photo taken at N12/R558 intersection. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  
Fig 3: The “butte de Lion” (Lion’s mount) monument at 
Waterloo battlefield, Brussels, Belgium. A good example of a 
conserved battlefield, protected against from development and 
urban encroachment. Pic: LE, Jun 2008.            
 
offensive, a major campaign in the South African 
War, Anglo Boer War, Second War of 

Independence or Tweede Vryheidsoorlog of 1899-1902, a conflict in part the result of the 
Jameson Raid.             
 
Today there are two monuments and three dilapidated plaques marking where the Jameson 
Raiders surrendered to the armed forces of the Zuid Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR), better known 
as the Transvaal. There is nothing at all to mark the 1900 battlefield.  
 
There is a strong international tradition to preserve battlefields from development and for future 
generations, notable examples being Waterloo (pictured, below) in Brussels, Belgium, and 
Gettysburg in Pennsylvania in the United States.  
 

                                                 
2
 1

st
 Earl of Kandahar, Pretoria and Waterford 
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South Africans, sad to say, are generally disinterested in history and no like tradition exists here. 
The only reason many South African (SA) battlefields still exist in their elemental state is that they 
are generally in remote or rugged terrain. The few fields of honour that have been preserved, for 

example Isandlwana in KwaZulu-Natal, are 
subject to repeated artefact robbery and 
vandalism. The latter generally has also befallen 
the country’s war graves – in addition to neglect. 
A prime example of both trends is the vandalised 
war graves of some of the 1900 dead in the 
Maraisburg Cemetery, just west of  
Johannesburg.  
 
Fig 4: The damaged graves of Capt Meyrick and Lt Fife, 
Maraisburg Cemetery. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.   

 
Organised interest in history is mainly confined to 
political mobilisation and myth making. This is a 
broad brush-stroke and not universally true. 

Fortunately there is a significant minority who have a keen interest in the study of history, often 
for its own sake But even they might be surprised to know there are a number of battlefields in 
and near Johannesburg – some pristine and other, alas, covered or threatened by urban sprawl, 
mostly at place names now only found on antique maps: Rietspruit, Brinks Vlakfontein, 
Engelbrechtsdrift, Rietkuil, Doornkuil, Gatsrand Pass, Natalspruit, Elandsfontein, Germiston, 
Vanwyksrust, the Senaoane-Chiawelo ridge, Doornkop and Klipfontein among others. 
 
 
Fighting for Doornkop  

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figs 5 & 6 : A broken plaque at the spot Jameson is reputed to have surrendered. Out of sight from Adcock Street and not 
marked on map or on the ground, the plaque implies Jameson and his officers sought shelter from gunfire in a servant’s 
cottage and raised a white flag through a chimney: neither Jameson’s biographer Ian Colvin nor Colonel AS Hickman’s 
account of the raid support this. Two more plaques lie here in the grass and between the “kakiebos” and blackjacks. The 
kraal in which the needle stands is behind the house in the background. The presence of this structure and other 
outbuildings makes visualising this battlefield difficult. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  
 

Should Doornkop be preserved?  To fight for the conservation of Doornkop will require the 
combatants to show it is worthy of such safeguarding by proving that one or more significant 
events took place there. On the face of it, this should be easy.  
 
The trouble with preserving historical sites, to appropriate the words of US law professor Glenn 
Harlan Reynolds is “that they often involve little actual history. Sometimes, the history was never 
there to begin with. Other times, lessons from history are wrong because nobody has bothered to 
look at the facts”. So it is with Doornkop.  
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There are several reasons one would want to preserve a battlefield. It is firstly, a “field of honour” 
where soldiers representing two states clashed to decide an issue in dispute between their 
nations. It is importantly also a sacred site where warriors fought, were wounded and died, or in 
the words of the memorial on the Kohima battlefield where those who came before us gave their 
tomorrows for our today

3
. It is a place of sacrifice. A less sentimental reason for preserving such 

terrain is to allow future historians and students of military affairs to study the field and its 
approaches in order to gain a better understanding of the events that took place there.          
 

 
Fig 7: The Vlakfontein needle. Erected 
“nearby”(likely at the Klip River drift) in 
1913, it was moved to its present 
position, inside the stone kraal where 
the Raiders made their last stand, in 
1963. The kraal measures 15x25m and 
is about 1m lower than the surrounding 
land. The stone revetments appear in 
good condition. The monument lists the 
names of the dead, both Boer and 
British. The kraal is behind a brickyard 
and is not marked in any way. Most 
maps, including the MapStudio street 
guide, show a monument close to the 
Klip River. Nothing could be located 
there during a search in May 2009 and 
it is likely this needle is the mystery 
monument. The kraal would have 
offered cover from fire and observation 
from the front but would have left the 
defenders utterly exposed to flanking 
fire and artillery. Pic: LE, May 2009.            

    

Does Doornkop measure up? In the end that is subjective decision each of us must take, but a 
dispassionate view would probably conclude “yes and no.”   
 
It is beyond dispute that Jameson did surrender at a location in a valley north of the geographic 
Doornkop following a skirmish with ZAR government forces that included a brief artillery 
bombardment. But the events that drove him and his band there – and the terrain that happened 
on – is perhaps more important than the place where a white flag was raised.  
 
As for the 1900 battle, it is best to say that calling that after Doornkop amounts to some 
journalistic licence. Despite accounts and maps to the contrary, the famous infantry attack was 
certainly not on the southern glacis of Doornkop ridge. It was however contested terrain and 
subject to a cavalry attack.              
 
That does not mean that that what can be preserved should not be saved for future generations. 
It simply implies that previous generations have very literally placed emphasis on wrong places.  
 
The purpose of this writing must therefore be determining what happened over New Year 1895/6 
and in May 1900 – and where.   
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3
 “When You Go Home, Tell Them Of Us And Say, For Their Tomorrow, We Gave Our Today” 
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The scale of the battle  
 

Fig 8: A Maxim-Nordenfeldt “pom-pom” automatic grenade 
launcher at the SA National Museum for Military History 
(SANMMH) in Johannesburg. This 1903 example was captured 
from German forces in Namibia in 1915. Artillery expert Darrell 
Hall noted its “effect on morale was considerable, although its 
material effect was small. The aggravating bark, coupled with 
the fact that one burst meant more were on the way, was trying 
on the nerves”.

4
 Calibre: 37mm, range: up to 2743m, weight of 

shot: 450g (one pound), type: cast iron high explosive, 300rpm, 
weight with shield: 1372kg. Pic: LE, Mar 2009.  

 
Presumed familiarity also breeds contempt. There 
is a perception Jameson – and his military 
commander Lt Col Sir John Willoughby 
surrendered after a few shots. Research suggests 

that in modern terms they fought a battalion action with supporting weapons –infantry guns, 
grenade launchers and machine guns – in the vicinity of today’s Krugersdorp Nature Reserve 
before making a fighting withdrawal involving several short but sharp defensive actions.  
 

The 1900 event suffers from this same curse. 
Many accounts suggest “Second Doornkop”, to 
give the battle a name, was a minor attack on a 
single hill. How many troops does it take to storm 
a kopje? Some popular accounts concentrate on – 
or only mention - the attack of the Gordon 
Highlanders. Others add that of the City [of 
London] Imperial Volunteers (CIV). In fact 
Doornkop is not a hill but a ridge and the infantry 
attack was not “Doornkop” but on a ridge line to its 
east, involving about seven battalions of infantry 
organised into two brigades and several batteries 
of field and heavy artillery. They too were 
supported by automatic grenade launchers – then 
called “pom-poms” and machine guns. Opposing 
them was a similarly equipped foe.   
 
Fig 9: Field Marshal Lord Roberts working in his mobile office. 
Pic: SANMMH.   

 
The cavalry action included elements of two 
cavalry and two mounted infantry brigades.  
 
But the attack was not an isolated event. It was 
part of the “left hook” of Roberts’ army-sized South 

African Field Force that was seeking to envelop and capture Johannesburg as well as adjacent 
parts of the Witwatersrand in preparation of the seizure of Pretoria. This “left hook” consisted of 
Lieutenant General

5
 (Lt Gen) Ian Hamilton’s (9

th
)
6
 Mounted Infantry Division (MID) and Lt Gen Sir 

John French’s (1
st
) Cavalry Division

7
.  

                                                 
4
 Darrell Hall, Halt! Action Front! With Colonel Long at Colenso, Covos-Day, Johannesburg, 1999, 

5
 Hamilton was acting Lt Gen, although still colonel on the Army List (Pakenham, p423). At the time the British Army did 

not yet have the rank of brigadier. Brigade commanders at this time were often called brigadiers.    
6
 JH Breytenbach, Die Geskiedenis van die Tweede Vryheidsoorlog in Suid Afrika, Deel V, Die Britse opmars tot in 

Pretoria, Staatsdrukker, Pretoria, 1983, map, p534, identifies this formation as the 9
th
 Division. Noteworthy is that 1 SA 

Brigade was attached to the British 9
th
 (Scottish) Division for the Somme offensive of 1916. But Thomas Pakenham, (The 

Boer War, Weidenfeld and Nicholson, London, 1979, p313) notes that the 9
th
 Division was already formed by February 

and was commanded by Maj Gen Henry Colvile. It reportedly consisted of the Highland Brigade and 19 Infantry Brigade 
under Horace Smith-Dorrien. But Leo Amery (General Editor, The Times History of the War in South Africa, 1899-1902, 
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The “right hook” consisted of Maj Gen Charles Tucker’s 7

th
 (Infantry) Division and Maj Gen 

Reginald Pole-Carew’s 11
th
 (Infantry) Division as well as the 3

rd
 Cavalry Brigade and a battalion 

of mounted infantry (MI).  
 
Roberts’ advance is often also wrongly 
remembered as a solitary advance up the railway 
from the Cape, first to Bloemfontein, then 
Kroonstad and Johannesburg. That is incorrect. It 
was a frontal advance with forces – for the 
Bloemfontein-Pretoria operation – deployed from 
west of Kimberly (Lt Gen Lord Methuen’s

8
 1

st
 

Division and Lt Gen Sir Archibald Hunter’s 10
th
 

Division) to south of Bloemfontein. As the 
advance progressed northeast, this southern flank 
would swing and link with the western flank of Lt 
Gen Sir Redvers Buller’s 

9
 advance up the 

Durban-Johannesburg railway with the 2
nd

 
Division (Lt Gen Neville Lyttleton

10
) and the 4

th
 (Lt 

Gen CF Clery). In many ways this advance is 
reminiscent of the Allied advance across France 
in September 1944 – or of the great Russian 
advances west between 1943 to 1945.  
 

 
Fig 10: A map of SA showing the eastern and western sub-
theatres of operation. Pic: Internet. 
Fig 11: General Redvers Buller and Lt Gen John French. Pic:  
Anglo Boer War Museum (ABWM). 

 
While numbered corps were just entering vogue – 
hence the despatch of the 1

st
 Army Corps at the 

outbreak of war, the nomenclature was not used in 
that conflict. Even so, the left and right of Roberts’ 
main advance, his forces in the northern Cape, the 
Cape Colony, Natal and on his lines of 
communication (LOC, principally the railway) in 

the Free State can today all be described as such.      

                                                                                                                                                 
Volume 4 [Editor: Basil Williams], Sampson Low, Marston & Co, London, 1906, p134) has Colvile still in command of the 
Highland brigade in May. Field Marshal Lord Michael Carver (The National Army Museum Book of the Boer War, Pan, 
London, 1999, p156) definitely places the 19

th
 Brigade in Hamilton’s division, along with the 21

st
 Brigade, the 3

rd
 Cavalry 

Brigade and a Mounted Infantry brigade under Colonel CP Ridley. RWF Drooglever (Editor, From the front – AB (Banjo) 
Paterson’s dispatches from the Boer War, Pan Macmillan Australia, Sydney, 2000, p300) describes Hamilton’s formation 
as a “Colonial” division. A Colonial Division was formed under General Sir Edward Yewd Brabant. (Brabant formed the 
Buffalo Volunteer Rifles, still in existence, in 1876 as well as Brabants Horse in 1878. (Ian Uys, South African Military 
Who’s Who, 1452-1992, Fortress  Publishers, Germiston, 1992, p28). For the purpose of this exercise Hamilton 
commanded the Mounted Infantry Division (MID).                
7
 His chief of staff was Major Douglas Haig, who would succeed him in December 1915 as commander of the British 

Expeditionary Force in France. There is an argument, derived from Pakenham that both were poor choices. As cavalry 
officers they had not taken part in the set-piece battles of Magersfontein nor of Buller’s Natal campaign and thus missed 
the demonstration of the defensive value of barbed wire, trenches and massed fire. In addition they had not seen the 
integration of fire and movement, infantry and artillery support in the offensive as used by Buller to break through to 
Ladysmith.               
8
 Paul Sanford, 3

rd
 Baron Methuen of Corsham (in Wiltshire).  

9
 Unpopularly known as “the ferryman of the Tugela” for crossing and recrossing the river before and after each 

successive reverse. “Redvers” also became “reverse” in consequence. A major subtheme of Pakenham’s Boer War is to 
rehabilitate Buller, as is stated in the introduction, p xvii.      
10

 Lyttleton in Pretoria is named after him. 
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Roberts’ force compares well with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) that deployed to France 
in August 1914 to confront Germany at Mons. This fielded just two corps of two infantry divisions 
each and a cavalry corps of five cavalry brigades

11
. In command was none other than French, 

who at Mons had to conduct a hasty defence, the position the Boers repeatedly faced in 1900. 
Notable too was that his II Corps was under command of General Horace Smith-Dorrien, infantry 
commander at Second Doornkop.           
 
The Field Force of 1900 further contrasts favourably with the BEF awaiting the German assault of 
May 1940. That force consisted of three infantry corps, two with three infantry divisions and one 
of four divisions, making for ten numbered divisions. When deployed in 1939, the force was 
organised as two corps of two divisions – an organisation smaller than that commanded by 
Roberts

12
, who had six divisions in the vicinity of Bloemfontein, two around Kimberley, two more 

in Natal and some in the Cape.      
 
The battlefield is also not 
confined to “Doornkop”, 
however defined. It effectively 
stretches from the Vaal River 
at Parys in the south to 
Johannesburg in the north (a 
distance of 90km) and from 
just of west of Doornkop to just 
east of Germiston, about 40km 
apart. Of that a block some  
 
Fig 12: An extract of 1:250 000 map 
2626 West Rand and 2627 East Rand 
showing the extent of the battlefields, 
starting with Rietkuil in the south and 
the Jameson battlefields in the north. 
1896 sites marked in blue, 1900 sites 
marked magenta and green. Source: 
Government Printer.     

 
25km square centred on the modern Soweto – the Southwestern Townships – is of the greatest 
significance and the location of the climactic infantry attack.   
      
Jameson’s battlefield measures about 15km east-west and 20km north-south. Willoughby 
commits his forces to a hasty attack on well-sited Boer positions just west of Krugersdorp. 
Outnumbered and outmanoeuvred he sees an opportunity for a last “dash to Johannesburg” – 
their objective – to the south. He withdraws under cover of darkness and decides to bivouac. It is 
an uncomfortable night under sniper fire. Dawn patrols find the way south still open and the 
mounted insurgent force rides south through Randfontein, turns southeast and crosses the 
Luipaardsvlei, heading east. But they have been shadowed and now, on the east bank they are 
engaged and have to fight a rearguard action. Meanwhile, more Boers have come up and the 
force finds itself trapped by government forces and the terrain.                        
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
11

 Malcolm Brown, The Imperial War Museum Book of 1914 – The men who went to war, Sidgwick & Jackson, London, 
2004, pxiii.   
12

 ICB Dear (General Editor), The Oxford Companion to the Second World War, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1995, 
p165.  
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First Doornkop, January 1896  
 
 

 “Doornkop” became important at 9.15am on the 
morning of 2 January 1896, when Jameson, 
Willoughby and about 600 officers, men and camp 
followers surrendered to a Boer force at what was 
then “a stone cattle-kraal

13
 and an outhouse to 

farm buildings of Vlakfontein.”
14  

 
Fig 13: A drift too far? The drift across the Klip River at 
Doornkop. Jameson was headed here when trapped and 
forced to surrender just a few hundred metres away. The low-
water bridge is still in daily use and is accessible from Adcock 
St as well as Dobsonville. Pic: LE, May 2009.   

 
The spot is today marked by an overgrown 

enclosure around a decaying tree stump surrounded by tall grass and blackjacks. It is about 50m 
east of Adcock Street, screened from view by a house with an 
unkempt garden, prosaically next to a brick yard. The location 
is on the northern slope of a nondescript but famous hill now 
known as Doornkop – “crowned” today with a large and 
inelegant concrete reservoir that does serve the useful purpose 
easy to identify at a distance.         
 
 
The wikipedia notes Jameson led his men into the ZAR over 
New Year 1895-96. He intended to trigger an uprising by the 
primarily British expatriate workers, known as the “Uitlanders”, 
working the gold mines of the Witwatersrand.  
 
Fig 14: Jameson. Pic: Wikipedia. 

 
At the time Jameson was the “right hand man” of the Prime 
Minister of the Cape Colony, Cecil John Rhodes and 
administrator of his British South Africa Company (BSAC), 
chartered to run Matebeleland, Mashonaland and 
Bechuanaland on behalf of the British government 

 
Britain briefly ruled the Transvaal from 1877 to 1881, when Paul Kruger had led the Boers in 
rebellion. That conflict ended with the famed defeat of the British Army at Majuba, a mountain on 
the Transvaal-Natal frontier; and the signing of the London Convention. British Prime Minister Sir 
William Gladstone, according to Thomas Pakenham

15
  had campaigned for office on a ticket to 

reverse that annexation.   
 
The wikipedia adds that when the Gladstone government restored the ZAR's independence in 
1884 “no one could have foreseen the discovery of the colossal gold deposits of the 
Witwatersrand a mere two years later.” 
 
The discovery of diamonds at Kimberley some years before had brought the previously 
semiautonomous Namaqualand and independent Griqualand into the Cape Colony, turning the 

                                                 
13

 This kraal still exists and is in surprisingly good condition.  
14

 Colonel AS Hickman, Rhodesia served the Queen, Rhodesian forces in the Boer War 1899-1902, Volume 1, The 
Government Printer, Salisbury, 1970, p13. Hickman retired as Commissioner of the British South Africa Police in 1955.   
15

 Thomas Pakenham, The Boer War, Weidenfeld and Nicolson Limited, London, 1979; reprinted by Jonathan Ball 
Publishers, Jeppestown, Johannesburg, 1998.  
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Cinderella dependency to profit, bringing self-government, and making Cecil Rhodes, Alfred Beit 
and others their fortunes.         
 
Pakenham writes that gold made the ZAR “the richest … nation in southern Africa

16
.” In August 

1895 Rhodes and Beit “conspired to take over the Transvaal for themselves and the Empire.
17

”   
 

The problem was getting around the London Convention. A 
convenient peg was the massive change in demographics 
brought about by the Gold Rush. By then the Uitlanders were 
said to outnumber the Boers and had created a number of 
towns and permanent settlements. But they had not the vote. 
The wikipedia claims “30 000 white male Boer voters and 
potentially 60 000 white male Uitlander ones.

18
”        

 
Fig 15: Cecil Rhodes. Pic: Internet.   
Fig 16: Paul Kruger. Pic: ABWM. 

 
 
Reform & insurgency 
 
Whether they were entitled to the vote is a moot point. A 
“Reform Committee” was established in Johannesburg to 
organise the Uitlanders and on the face of it agitate for electoral 
reforms and a greater say in how the mine taxes were spent.   
 
Natalie Hammond

19
, a participant in the events, writes that for 

“many months the political kettle had been simmering. 
Johannesburg had grown tired of sending petitions in to the 
government to be answered by promises which were never 
redeemed.  
 
“An appalling death-rate of fifty-six in each thousand, directly 
traceable to lack of proper sanitation, resulting from bad 
government, spurred the general discontent; and a number of 
representative citizens, unwilling longer to wait upon gods and 
Government, finding all attempts to obtain redress of their 
grievances by constitutional means ineffectual, determined to 
enforce their demands for right by arms if necessary.  
 
“As arms for the Uitlander under the law of the Transvaal could 

                                                 
16

 The original reads: “and militarily most powerful” (p.xxii.). Pakenham, however, contradicts this on p41, where he notes 
that the Raid had showed Kruger the ZAR was “practically defenceless” at the time; £1 million would be spent on arms. 
Purchases included 36 000 British Martini Henry rifles, 6000 Austrian Guedes rifles, 37 000 Mauser rifles, four Schneider 
155mm “Long Toms” (from their Creusot arsenal and therefore often called that, a convention followed here), four Krupp 
120mm howitzers, 14  Krupp 75mm field guns and 20 Maxim Nordenfeldt 37mm one-pounder “pom pom” automatic 
grenade launchers. Hickman has the Staatsartillerie fielding about 100 weapons at the outbreak of war (p46). Hickman 
adds (p45) that the construction of forts in Johannesburg and Pretoria began in 1893 “quite two years before the ill-starred 
Jameson raid had taken place”. Rifles and cartridges were imported via Delagoa Bay in Portuguese East Africa 
(Mozambique) and through Cape Town and Port Elizabeth, marked “agricultural instruments” and “mining machinery” 
(p46), no doubt founding a cliché!                              
17

 Pakenham, p.xxii. Hickman (p7.) disagrees: “The intrigue seems to have started not later than in December 1894 when 
both Rhodes and Jameson travelled to Britain, accompanied by Sir John Willoughby…”    
18

 White women only received the vote in 1918 – ahead of many of their global peers. Non-whites of any colour had no 
vote in the ZAR – nor were they allowed to walk on sidewalks.     
19

 Natalie Harris Hammond, A woman’s part in the revolution, Longmans, Green, and Co., London, 1897.  
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only be obtained by a permit, guns and ammunition were smuggled into the country, hidden away 
in oil tanks and coal cars.”

20
 The Boers presumed they had received up to 20 000 rifles this way

21
.   

 
Rebellion was in the air and on 31 December the Uitlanders were forming militia “brigades”. 
Hammond reports that emissaries were going to and fro between Johannesburg and Pretoria and 
talks between the Kruger government and the Reform Committee were scheduled for the morning 
of 1 January.      
 
By then Jameson and his men were well on their way, using an undated invitation from the 
Reform Committee to protect the Uitlanders as a pretext

22
. However legitimate the Uitlanders’ 

concerns; it was camouflage for an Anschluss of the type 
engineered by Nazi leader Adolf Hitler in Austria some four 
decades later.  
 
The possibility of talks, however, turned the Reform Committee 
into a hotbed of cold feet…  
 
 
Pitsani Pothlugo  
 
In December 1894, Rhodes, Jameson and Willoughby travelled 

to London on company business. While there, they received 
authorisation from the British government to increase the size 
of the BSAC’s military forces from 350 paramilitary policemen 
to 1500, including volunteers. They were also granted authority 
to possess “rifles and Maxims sufficient to arm” these men

23
.     

 
Willoughby was gazetted to command this force. Colonel AS 
Hickman in Rhodesia Served the Queen

24
 writes: “I think there 

is no doubt that the real object of this military organisation was 
planned action against the Transvaal Republic, when a suitable 
chance should present itself.”   
 
Fig 17: A 37mm “pom-pom” with shield. The shield added considerably to 
system total weight. Pic: ABWM 
Fig 18: Seven pounder mountain guns under Boer control. Pic: ABWM.      
Fig 19: A Vickers-Maxim rifle-calibre machine gun. Pic: ABWM.   
 

That opportunity was engineered for late 1895. “The incursion had been planned with every 
attention to detail, a precursor of modern commando

25
 raids,” writes Hickman. “Tents and stores 

were left behind because the intention was to travel light on account of previous preparations 
made along the 170 mile route.  
 

The men would depart the police training base at Pitsani Pothlugo (bastardised to “potlucko”
26

) at 
sundown, riding through the night in full marching order with one day’s rations, 120 rounds of rifle 
ammunition and 25kg of grain for the horses.”      

                                                 
20

 And in the vault of the Standard Bank. (Pat Hopkins & Helen Grange, The Rocky Rioter Teargas Show, The inside story 
of the 1976 Soweto Uprising, Zebra, Cape Town, 2001, p33.        
21

 Ian Colvin, The Life of Jameson, Vol II, London, Edward Arnold & Co, 1922, p110. The text only speaks of rifles but the 
context suggests the Reform Committee had also received Maxim rifle-calibre machine guns (as opposed to grenade 
machine guns – automatic grenade launchers in today’s tongue, “pom-pom’s” at the time.)     
22

 There must also be sympathy for the Boers, who like the Israelis, faced the prospect of becoming a minority in what 
they considered their own state if Uitlanders got an unrestricted vote.  
 
23

 Hickman, p7.  
24

 Hickman, p8.  
25

 “Commando” here used in its Special Forces context, not in the meaning current at the time, namely a commandeered 
citizen soldier, singly or as a group.       
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Jameson would be the political master and Willoughby, late of the Royal Horse Guards the 
military commander. In many ways the raid was a precursor to Mark Thatcher and Simon Mann’s 
21

st
 Century “wonga coup” in Equatorial Guinea: a private military venture to overthrow the 

government of an independent state to gain control of its resource riches.          
 

While Jameson is normally 
credited with 600

27
 men, 

Hickman insists on 511: “17 
officers of the staff of the 
British Regular Army and the 
Militia and Rhodesian 
Volunteers of the Rhodesia 
Horse, there were 372 officers 
and men of the Matebeleland- 
Mounted Police as well as the 
Mashonaland Mounted Police 
(MMP) and 122 of 
Bechuanaland Border Police 
(BBP).  
 
Fig 20: Extract from 1:250 000 survey 
map 2626 West Rand showing the 
Queen’s Battery battlefield, the 
Robinson Lake area, Millsite and 
Brinks Vlakfontein. A possible Raider 
route marked in green. The “errant” 
likely took place in the Millsite area.  
Source: Government Printer.       
 
The former had six Maxim 
machine guns

28
 and a 12½-

pound field gun. The latter 
deployed with two 7-pounder 
mountain guns and two 
Maxims. The difference in 
numbers can be accounted for, 
Hickman counting just the 
white mounted troopers and 
company men, while 
Pakenham and other also 
included the “Cape Coloured 
‘boys’ who led the spare 
horses.”   
 

Pakenham writes that Jameson read the invitation to his men at Pitsani Pothlugo (often corrupted 
to “potlucko”) on the afternoon of 29 December, a Sunday. Of the moment he says: “Of course it 
was a wild gamble,, this dash for Johannesburg. But then so was much of the work of Rhodes’ 

                                                                                                                                                 
26

 Pakenham, p1. 
27

 Pakenham, p2; The Adcock Street monument, erected in 1962 by the then-Historical Monuments Commission, reads, in 
part: “…a force of approximately 600 raiders…”   
28

 Apparently 11.4mm calibre. Pierre Lowe Victor, The Uitlanders and the Jameson Raid, Veg, Issue 4, p54.  
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chartered company, and in fact much of the history of the British Empire. ‘Clive
29

 would have 
done it,’ Jameson told a friend.”

30
    

 
 “If Jameson gambled and won – if they could rush Johannesburg into a rising and forcibly take 
over the Transvaal – they would be forgiven the illegality. If they gambled and lost – well, the 
usual penalty was death. Death but not necessarily defeat.  
 
“It was one of the lessons of history that it needed a disaster to make the British interested in their 
Empire. They seemed to prefer dead generals to living generals; they avenged them by 
completing their work. At least half the Empire had been conquered by dead men. People could 
see that process happening in the Sudan. Any day now the English would avenge Gordon by 
taking over the whole of the Mahdi’s country.      

 
Fig 21: An extract from the 1960 
edition of 1:50 000 survey map 
2627BA Randfontein, showing the 
Remhoogte battlefield (magenta) and 
the bivouac area (green). The 
Randfontein Estates Gold Mines 
Military Cemetery is marked in purple 
at the very bottom of the excerpt. Note 
that at the time the Krugersdorp Nature 
Reserve had not yet been proclaimed. 
Also note the prospecting trenches in 
the bottom right quadrant of the 
magenta block. It would be these that 
Willoughby sought to avoid. The 
contours in the vicinity of the artificial 
lake match the description of the 
bivouac location. Source: Government 
Printer.            
 
“Already the same process was 
happening in the Transvaal – 
ever since the Battle of Majuba, 
where General Colley and four 
hundred men had been cut up 
by the Boers fourteen years 
before.”

31
   

 
 
Invasion 
 
They set off at sunset, 29 
December. “Because they 
were to travel light and far, 
staging points at various stores 
on the line of march had been 
stocked with provisions for man 
and horse, and at Doornpoort 
was a supply of fresh remounts, 
assembled there under the 

guise of establishing a new coach service,” records Hickman. “But someone had been ‘sold a 

                                                 
29

 Wikipedia: “Major-General Sir Robert Clive, 1st Baron Clive of Plassey, (1725–1774), also known as Clive of India, was 
a British soldier who established the military and political supremacy of the East India Company in Southern India and 
Bengal. He is credited with securing India, and the wealth that followed, for the British crown. Together with Warren 
Hastings he was one of the key figures in the creation of British India. 
30

 Pakenham, p3.  
31

 Pakenham, p3.  
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pup’ because, when the raiders came to take over these horses, it was found hardly any of them 
had been broken to the saddle, and the men rode on with their weary mounts.”   
 
The Pitsani contingent left camp at 6.30pm and marched through the night to Malmani, where at 
5.15am they were joined by the Mafekeng men. Hickman says the link up was “of the highest 
standard of timed calculation”, but there had been a hitch: the officer and trooper detailed to cut 
the telegraph line to Pretoria had failed to do so, getting drunk instead and cutting a cattle fence.  
 
As a result messages flashed to-and-fro, rousing the Transvaal defence forces, the commandos 
and the Staatsartillerie (State Artillery) “like a swarm of hornets; secrecy, which is essential for 
such a raid, had been blown wide open and Boer plans were made to resist the ‘peaceful’ 
invasion.”

32
            

 
More bad news awaited at Doornpoort on the Elands River, 91km from Pitsani, where a BBP 
sergeant had a message from the British High Commissioner for Willoughby. “He took no notice 
and pressed on.” 
 
The next occurrence was the capture of the commander of the ZAR Police (ZARP) detachment at 
Krugersdorp Lt Sarel Eloff

33
 and 15 men some 35 miles (56km

34
) west of Krugersdorp, whom 

Jameson allowed to depart after an interview.   
 
 
Opposition  
 
The armed forces of the ZAR consisted of a large militia and a small regular force, the latter 
comprising the Staatsartillerie or State Artillery and the paramilitary ZAR Politie (ZARP, ZAR 
Police). The militia was built on the commandos, with a distribution of one per magisterial district.  
 

The term “commando” is 
derived from Spanish and likely 
entered the Dutch language 
during the Dutch Revolt, also 
known as the Eighty Years' 
War that raged from 1568 to 
1648. This was a successful 
insurrection by the Seventeen 
Provinces in the Low Countries 
against the Spanish Empire 
that led to the creation of the 
modern Dutch state.  
 
Fig 22: Burghers on commando. Pic: 
ABWM. 

 
To be on commando was to be commandeered for service. The system was introduced at the 
Cape around 1658, about six years after the establishment of a Dutch post at the Cape in 1652. 
The system had adopted most of the features it had by the 1890s by 1715 and migrated 
northwards with the Voortrekkers who established the Free State and Transvaal republics.     
 
 
 

                                                 
32

 Hickman, p10.  
33

 Paul Kruger’s grandson. Uys, p73. Eloff’s name appears on the ceremonial cornerstone (dated 1897) of the old 
Krugersdorp police station building. The building forms part of the modern police precinct and is in use and in good 
condition.   
34

 Conversion factor: miles to kilometres: times by 1.6; kilometres to miles, divide by 0.6.  
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A study of the ZAR armed forces by the German major PA Nierstrasz for the Russian government 
(Der Süd-Afrikanische Krieg, 1899-1902, 19 volumes, the first five in French, the remainder in 
German) described the structure of the ZAR armed forces at the outbreak of war as follows: In 
1899 the Transvaal was divided into 22 districts with 29 279 Burghers eligible for service. The 

number of officers on the nominal role was 199: 

• Commandant General:  1  

• Generals:   6 

• Vecht Generals:  10 

• Commandant:   22 

• Field Cornet:  80 

• Assistant Field Cornet:  80 
 
Fig 23: ZAR Politie. Pic: ABWM.   
 
This was likely the case when Jameson came a’raiding. 
According to Major Geoffrey Tylden in The Armed Forces of 
South Africa

35
, burghers elected the field cornets, assistant field 

cornets and commandants in both the ZAR and in the Free 
State. In peacetime, in the ZAR, burghers also directly elected 
the Commandant General (CG). In the Free State, the 
commandants and field cornets elected the chief commandant, 

the ZAR CG’s equivalent. The CG served for 10 years, a commandant for five and a field cornet 
for three

36
. However, the “appointment of officers was controlled to a very large extent,” he adds.  

 
Carver adds that depending on the demographics of a district, a commando could number 
anywhere between 300 and 3000. Each electoral ward or “wyk” elected a field cornet who kept a 
record of who was available and upon mobilisation ensured they had clothing, a horse, a rifle and 
ammunition. He was helped by an assistant field cornet and two corporals.

37
      

 
All burghers between 16 and 60 were required to serve, but in three classes: first those aged 18-
34, then 34-50 year-olds, then the age groups 16-17 and 51-60.

38
    

     
Pierre Victor notes the Staatsartillerie van de ZA Republiek mustered 400 men in 1896: 29 
officers, 47 adjutant officers, 34 corporals and 290 men

39
. The unit was organised into an artillery 

section of 20 officers, 38 adjutant officers, 30 corporals and 226 men, divided into mobile, 
mountain and fortress artillery sections, a field telegraph (one officer, five adjutant officers, three 
corporals, 23 trainee telegraphers), an intendance service (two officers: one quartermaster, one 
intendance captain; one corporal and six men: farriers, saddlers and tailors), a music corps (one 
officer: chapel mater; one adjutant officer: trumpet major; 18 men), a medical corps (two officers, 
two adjutant officers, 11 nurses), an educational section and a foundry and bank service (one 
officer, six men). This makes for 27 officers, 47 adjutant officers, 34 corporals and at least 290 
men

40
. 

 
The Staatsartillerie’s holdings in 1895 were as follows

41
: 

• 1 x 80mm Krupp cannon (sic) 

• 4 x 65mm Krupp mountain cannon 

• 4 x 65mm Krupp field guns 

                                                 
35

 Major G Tylden, The Armed Forces of South Africa, City of Johannesburg Africana Museum Frank Connock Publication 
No 2, Johannesburg, 1954, p216. 
36

 Tylden, p216.  
37

 Carver, p14.  
38

 Carver, p14.  
39

 Pierre Lowe Victor, Veg, 6
th
 Issue, p53.  

40
 Victor’s input must be treated with caution as he does not cite sources. Some of his assertions also clash with Colvin, 

Hickman and the Adcock Street monument. His information on the Staatsartillerie, is however most valuable.    
41

 Pierre Lowe Victor, The ZAR Artillery, Veg, 7
th
 Issue, pp25-6.   
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• 1 x 160mm muzzle-loading howitzer 

• 1 x Montigny Mitrailleuse (37-barrel volley gun, an early “machine gun”) 

• 1 x 35mm muzzle-loading mountain cannon 

• 1 x mortar 

• 3 x 5-pounder Armstrong muzzle loaders 

• 5 x 10-pounder Armstrong muzzle loaders 

• 5 x 12-pounder Armstrong muzzle loaders 

• 5 x 7-pounder muzzle-loading mountain cannon 

• 1 x Martini-Henry Maxim (machine gun) 

• 1 x 37mm Hotchkiss  
 
The Staatsartillerie, on the face of it an artillery regiment, being the sole ZAR standing military 
force, therefore had within its ranks the nucleus of a modern defence force, all the necessary 
supporting arms present.     
 
The ZARP was organised as six districts including Swaziland. Its total strength in 1899 was 29 
officers, 69 under officers, 13 corporals and 1434 men who would prove “themselves in the field 
as a well-disciplined and courageous enemy”

42
. It is doubtful this is much at variance with its 1895 

structure and force level.    
 
Hickman notes that the “weakest point of the Boers was undoubtedly their very loose democratic 
organisation. The leaders of the commandos were elected by popular vote and were required to 
consult with their men as to their intentions and plans of action, and if individuals did not like what 
was put before them they were quite likely not to participate. So, at no time, as with regular forces, 
was it possible to certify that certain numbers of men would take part in an action.”  
 
“Further there were always many comings and goings of men who felt they needed time off to go 
home, and there was nothing to stop a burgher from leaving his unit according to his inclinations 
and joining one more to his fancy. In this way Deneys Reitz [more of him later] served in no less 
than eight formations.

43
”  

  
There is some confusion as to whether commandos were paid when on duty. Tylden

44
 states the” 

men were paid, fed and equipped by the government”. Hickman avers the opposite: “It must be 
appreciated that the Burgher was not paid for his services, and fought solely for the justice of the 
cause as he saw it

45
.  

 
 
Jameson’s order of battle

46
   

 
Jameson’s force was organised into a headquarters and staff with the MMP and BBP 
detachments under command. The MMP unit was organised as four troops, each under 
command of a captain, numbered “A” to “D” and an artillery detachment. Each troop could divide 
into two half-troops, entrusted to a lieutenant. The smaller BBP consisted of “G” and “K” troops.           
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
 
42

 Hickman, p48.  
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 Hickman, p48.  
44

 Major G Tylden, The Armed Forces of South Africa, City of Johannesburg Africana Museum Frank Connock Publication 
No 2, Johannesburg, 1954, p216. 
45

 Hickman, p48.  
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 See Appendix 3 for a full order of battle and the nominal role of officers as well as appointments.  
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New Year’s Day  
 

The first shots were fired just 
after midnight on New Year, 
but Hickman does not record 
the place or circumstances; 
noting instead this was an 
indication there would be Boer 
resistance

47
. One MMP trooper 

was wounded. Later, the same 
morning, two Boers

48
 arrived at 

the camp with another 
message from the High 
Commissioner, repudiating 
their action and ordering them 
to leave the Transvaal 
immediately.             
 
“Jameson pressed on, 
regardless, and now it became 
apparent that a small force of 

Boers was keeping pace with his advance about a mile in the 
rear.

49
”  

 
Fig 24: The new old Krugersdorp police station, built after the Raid. Pic: LE, 
Jan 2009.  
Fig 25: The cornerstone was laid by Lt Sarel Eloff. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  

    
Next the Reform Committee renounced the raiders, two cyclists 
bringing them a message from that hive of inactivity.      
 
Some seven miles from Krugersdorp, the vanguard 

encountered a group of 200 commandos watering their horses. Had Willoughby machine gunned 
them, he would have inflicted a severe loss, but the intent was to reach Johannesburg peacefully. 
As the Boers sped off Willoughby had a few shells fired at them “somewhat in contrast to his 
policy!”

50
  

 
At the next halt, at Hind’s Store

51
, the raiders found the Boers had removed all provisions, and 

then, “on capping a 400-foot ridge a few miles further on, the Boer defence positions lay before 
them; advantage had been taken of prospecting trenches, rough stone walls, tailing heaps and 
the battery-house of the Queen’s Mine. The Boers were in a strong position across a valley 
through which a broad, muddy stream, with a drift on the road to Krugersdorp”.

52
  

 
Jameson’s biographer, Ian Colvin

53
 interjects that Willoughby at the point sent forward a 

reconnaissance patrol under Major Villiers and Lieutenant Grenfell to see if a flank attack from the 

                                                 
47

 Hickman, p10.  
48

 Victor has three: ZARP Barend “Ben” Bouwer, lawyer Daniel “Danie” Theron and Josef “Jopie” Fourie. Bouwer later 
fought as a combat general under Jan Smuts, Theron became the famed scout and Fourie became an Afrikaner martyr 
after execution for high treason in 1914. Uys, p26 & 235, suggest Bouwer and Theron carried the High Commissioner’s 
message, and Fourie, from Stellenbosch, and on holiday in the ZAR at the time, carried a message to Willoughby from the 
ZAR forces deployed to surrender unconditionally (p82).      
49
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 Ian Colvin, in The Life of Jameson, Vol II, London, Edward Arnold & Co, 1922, p78, calls it “Hand’s store”. The raiders 
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right on the Boer position he knew to be ahead was possible. Colvin writes that Willoughby knew 
from a letter and “his knowledge of the place” that the position “in front of Krugersdorp was the 
crux of the enterprise”. He also knew there was “no chance of an attack from the left.”      

 
 
Battle at Krugersdorp  
 
Hickman continues that 
“Willoughby had intended to 
avoid the town but was 
overruled by Jameson, who 
anticipated meeting his 
Johannesburg allies there”

54
.  

 
Fig 26: Willoughby’s likely view. In the 
middle ground is the Riet tributary and 
in the background is the Remhoogte 
ridge where the Queen’s Battery once 
stood. Earthworks associated with the 
construction of the eco village can be 
seen (barely) on the left of the tree. 
The terrain would have been less 
wooded at the time. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.     
 

 
Willoughby was now just west 
of the modern suburb of 
Oatlands. The visitor standing 
there will see the ground 
bisected by the R24 road 
running to Tarlton. The stream 
mentioned is a tributary of the 
Rietspruit that drains to the 
northeast to the Jukskei River.  
 
Fig 27: Remhoogte ridge, extended 
south. The R24 in the foreground. The 
white mine dump is near Millsite Siding, 
scene of a fool’s errant on the night of 
1 January. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.     

 
Fig 28: The low-water bridge. One is 
tempted to (re)name this stream the 
“Jameson Run” Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
The land north of the R24 is 
now the Krugersdorp Nature 
Reserve and protected against 
development. While neither 
Colvin nor Hickman mention it, 
there may have been a low 
water bridge across the stream 
at the time. The nature reserve 
boundary fence runs over a 
culvert that is likely a bridge 
dating from that period. The 

                                                 
54
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 23 

land to the south is undeveloped and the landscape is much as it must have been on New Year’s 
Day 1896, although somewhat more wooded.   
 
Colvin describes the Boer position in some greater detail: “… the whole position unrolled itself 
before Willoughby’s experienced eyes, and the more he looked at it the less he must have liked 
it

55
.  

 
“From the ridge the force was 
on, the ground sloped away to 
a stream or spruit [the 
Rietspruit tributary] which 
crossed the road at right 
angles, and from the spruit the 
road climbed a long steep bare 
hill, smooth and blank, like the 
glacis of a fortress.  
 
“On the right [south] of the road, 
a little way up the hill, like the 
outwork of a fortress guarding 
the spruit, was a large 
stonewalled enclosure, planted 
with trees, and on the left 
[north] of the road one house.           
 
Fig 29: The first dip is the tributary 
stream, the next is the second stream. 
Remhoogte ridge in background. Pic: 
LE, Jan 2009.    
Fig 30: The Boer view west. In the 
middle ground is the “eco village”, 
beyond that the Rietspruit tributary. In 
the background is the ridge Willoughby 
occupied. The arrow indicates a grain 
silo at Battery siding near Tarlton. Pic: 
LE, Jan 2009.        

 
 
“The summit, where the road 
reached the crest, was 
guarded by a substantial 
building, the Battery House of 
the Queen’s Mine, which stood 
a little behind the crest, a 
hundred yards or so to the left 
of the roadside. What 

Willoughby could not see was that the reverse of the stony ridge was hollow and so strewn with 
great boulders that the defenders lay perfectly secure from any artillery fire he could bring to bear 
upon it.

56
 

 
 “The Boers, masters as usual of defensive warfare, had chosen and manned their position with 
admirable judgment. The enclosure near the spruit was full of them and there was a line of their 
riflemen concealed in pits on the near side of the stream to the left, parallel with the road.  
 
 

                                                 
55

 Colvin, p79.  
56

 Colvin, p79. The SA Military History Society calls the ridge “Remhoogte” in its August 1985 newsletter.  



 24 

The higher slopes of the hill both to the left and right were lined with more snipers. Altogether it 
was about as forbidding a position as ever confronted a weary force…”

57
 

 
Victor avers the north of the Boer position was held by Commandant Piet Cronjé and 150 men of 
his Potchefstroom Commando. (Hickman, a more reliable source, notes Cronjé commanded 
Lichtenburg Commando.)  
 

 
The centre was held by one 
Fouche with 60 men and the 
south by 90 men of 
Krugersdorp Commando under 
Commandant Frederik 
Johannes Potgieter.      
 
No trace of the Queens Battery 
remains, at least not in 
Oatlands, where the SA 
Military History Society places 
it on Remhoogte

58
. The 

covered reverse slope is 
indeed there, in the vicinity of 
the Rustenburg Rd (R24) and 
Robert Broom Rd, as well as to 
the immediate south of 
Rustenburg along Industrial Rd. 
I suspect the road named for 
the noted anthropologist runs 
through the Battery site.  
 
Fig 31: The SA Military History 
Society’s map used for a August 1985 

field trip. The “lunch stop” was at a 
roadhouse at the intersection of the 
R28 and R41. It is still in operation. 
Next to it is a fine war memorial 
dedicated to Randfontein’s war dead in 
World Wars One and Two. The graves 
are indicated in completely the wrong 
location. Source: SANMMH (Doornkop 
file, Amos Masondo Library).  
Fig 32: The Randfontein Estates Gold 
Mine Military Cemetery, just west of 
the R28 between Krugersdorp and 
Randfontein. A Bosasa complex, the 
road and the railway in the background. 
Pic: LE, May 2009.        

 
I was very disappointed to see 
in January 2009 that an “eco 
village” was being constructed 
on the crest line the 
commandos must have held.  
Already the terrain there is 

irrevocably altered by bulk civil engineering and as a consequence the large boulders were not 
immediately in evidence. (They are not in evidence elsewhere along the ridge either. It is not 
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uncommon to find that battlefields and their descriptions do not match. General George S Patton 
Jr

59
 remarked on this several times in his War as I knew it.)  

 
The “smooth glacis” is somewhat wooded now, particularly the area where the stonewalled 
enclosure is described as being. It was not observable in January 2009.   
 
The key terrain was undoubtedly Remhoogte ridge held by the Boers.” From there they could 
clearly view Willoughby’s advance and dispositions. The valley he committed his forces into is 
quite wide and relatively shallow. It is bisected by two tributary streams that join to the north of the 
road and continues in that direction.  
 

Between these is a low rise 
that does not offer much cover. 
Neither Hickman nor Colvin 
mention this second (eastern) 
stream and it does not appear 
on the latter’s map.   
 
Fig 33: Another look at the likely 
bivouac area (magenta) and grave site 
(green).Randfontein has changed 
considerably in the 40 years since this 
map was published, but the main 
roads (the R28 and R41, marked in red) 
are still as indicated, as is the golf 
course. (Extract of the 1960 edition of 
1:50 000 survey map 2627BA 
Randfontein). Source: Government 
printer.   
 
As he stood looking at the Boer 
position Willoughby still 
believed the Reform 
Committee, including Rhodes’ 
brother Colonel Frank Rhodes, 
would be sending a mounted 
force to his assistance, armed 
with the weapons Hammond 
describes smuggled in. “It was 
obvious that if such a position 
were attacked in rear as well 
as in front, the tables were 
turned on the defenders.”

60
        

 
 
“Willoughby’s plan of attack 
was to shell the Queen’s 
Battery and the crest of the 
ridge from the rising ground 
where his force now was and 
under cover of this fire to 
advance a troop of 110 men 
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with two Maxims under [Lt Col] Henry “Harry” White as a first line with a strong troop and one 
Maxim in echelon as a support on either flank; while [Lt Col] Raleigh Grey with one troop and a 
Maxim was to work round on the right so as to attack the Boer left [their south wing]. Thus two 
troops and three Maxims remained as a reserve and rearguard.”

61
   

 
 “While Willoughby was arranging his forces, small parties of 
Boers were seen hurrying along by a parallel road on the left as 
if to join their friends in front of Krugersdorp, and at the same 
time the force which had been dogging the rearguard all day 
opened fire.  
 
Fig 34: Lt Col Raleigh Grey. Source: angloboerwar.com  

 
“Willoughby’s reply was to shell the Krugersdorp position with 
his [guns]. The shelling began at 4.40 [pm] at 1800 yards. The 
gunners made excellent practice, but the Boers, as their 
custom was, lay quiet,” writes Colvin

62
.    

 
The attack begins. “The front line then rode down the slope; but 
they had hardly gone 400 yards when they were met and 
stopped by a heavy fire from the Queens Battery in front as 
well as from the stonewall enclosure above the spruit.”   

 
Colvin records this fire was premature. The commandos had intended to hold their fire until the 
raiders had crossed the stream and come “some way up” the hill opposite. Had this happened, so 
the Boers calculated, the advance guard would have been “killed to a man.” As it was, Hickman 
notes the “Boers made no response” until the riders were just 200 yards (metres) away

63
. Now 

the attackers were stopped on the west bank, just shy of the stream. 
 
 
Flank attack 
 

 “In the meantime the left 
support [in the north, under 
Inspector

64
 Dykes] had moved 

out top prolong the front line, 
but diverging too much to the 
left came under hot fire from a 
farmhouse and plantation near 
the bed of the stream farther 
down the valley, and were 
driven back with the loss of a 
few men.   
 
Fig 35: An aerial view of the battlefield. 
The “smooth glacis” can be seen below 
the spot marked “farmhouse area”. 
Source: Google.   

 
Lt Col Grey had “worked round on the right” according to Colvin, and was answering the fire of 
the Boers who had stopped the main advance. “The whole force was at a standstill; Willoughby 
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could plainly see that his attack on the Krugersdorp position must fail: it had been doomed to 
failure from the first unless helped from the other side.”    
 

Now Villiers rides in to report the country to the south – towards 
Randfontein – is open and that Willoughby’s force can easily 
move round the Krugersdorp position.  
 
The commandos force his hand: “… some Boers were working 
up to the left of the narrow plateau on which the force stood, 
and had engaged the rearguard and reserves. Not only was the 
frontal attack hopeless, but their own position was becoming 
unsafe

65
.   

Fig 36: Part of the “smooth glacis”. The east bank of the spruit through the 
nature reserve fence. View northeast from R24. Pic: Author, Jan 2009.  
Fig 37: The “stone kraal” area on the southeast side of the R24. Photos 
deliberately taken at same time of year as raid to show terrain as Willoughby 
would have seen it. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

   
 “Willoughby could no longer hesitate, or all was lost,” Colvin 
says. “Willoughby saw he was under strong opposition,” 
Hickman adds “and bore to his right with his remaining troops 
and moved as far as the first houses of Randfontein, leaving 
Grey with two troops, a Maxim and the 12½ pounder to cover 

his flank.” Colvin notes the move came after a brief consultation with Jameson. He also reports 
the rearguard as being under the command of a Captain Drury and armed with two Maxims. Grey 
is recorded as having a troop under command, as well as the gun and Maxim.     
 
“It was a clever manoeuvre; in the gathering dusk the main force had moved a mile to the right 
before the Boers found out what they were doing. The rearguard then retired, and when these 
had got clear, Grey followed. Thus the whole force was got out save a few skirmishers in the 
spruit with Lt [Harry] Scott and [Surgeon Captain] Dr [W] Farmer, who did not like to leave their 

wounded and were taken prisoners.”
66

     
 
 
Right hook to Randfontein  
              
At Luipaardsvlei the raiders were met by friendly mineworkers, 
white and black “who cheered them” and told them “their last 
shell had totally destroyed the battery house”

67
.  

 
Colvin continues: “Willoughby now saw a chance of getting 
through. He had two guides who had volunteered from the 
friendly crowd, and forming his force once more in night march 
formation, he prepared for a dash through the darkness on 
Johannesburg.” 
 
Figs 37: Randfontein. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    
Fig 38: Main Reef Road (the R28), Randfontein. Pic: LE, Jan, 2009.  

 
 
Again fate took a hand, demonstrating Napoleon’s maxim that victory goes to the side that makes 
the fewer mistakes

68
.        
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Willoughby later reported that at “this moment heavy rifle and Maxim fire was suddenly heard 
from the direction of Krugersdorp, which lay one and a half miles to the rear.” He then “leaped to 
the fatal conclusion,” Colvin says, “that Col Rhodes’ force had at last arrived and was engaged 
with the Boers at Krugersdorp.”

69
     

 
He thus swings his troops toward them, leaving his ammunition carts in the road, Hickman and 
Colvin recount. He leaves a troop as a guard with the carts; formed three in a line and put the 
fourth in position as a reserve “and taking the remainder of the guns with him, he advanced 
rapidly across the plateau towards Krugersdorp”

70
.     

 
“After he had advanced for a 
mile, the firing ceased, and he 
withdrew again to the carts,” 
Hickman recounts. “He was not 
to know at that time that the 
Boers themselves had fired 
spontaneously in the air to 
greet the arrival of a substantial 
reinforcement from 
Potchefstroom. If he had 
maintained his original move 
south he might have 
succeeded in getting through 
beyond Randfontein before the 
Boers could seal off that only 
line advance”

71
.  

 
Fig 39: The Millsite plateau looking 
south to Randfontein along the R28. 
Note the slimes dam (white mine dump) 
on the right. This is in the vicinity of the 
bivouac. The military cemetery is next 
to the dump. The “hill” on the left is a 
tailings dump added after 1896. The 
terrain in the foreground is the likely 
ground of Willoughby’s night errant. Pic: 
LE, Jan 2009.    
Fig 40: Another view of the Millsite 
Plateau. View to south west from 
where the Raiders would have come 
on their ill-fated “errant.” The railway 
runs in the tree line in the middle 
ground. The “hill” in the background is 
also tailings (i.e. mined rock). Pic: LE, 
Jan 2009.         

 
Colvin’s map does not show 
the location of this errant, but it 
was likely in the vicinity of the 
West Village suburb on the 
modern R28, just south of town 

that bore Kruger’s name; the terrain there forms a plateau and is between the Remhoogte site 
and the likely bivouac area. The reference to “Luipaardsvlei” is initially deceptive: it is not marked 
on his map. At face value Luipaardsvlei, whether the geographic feature, the railway siding or the 
gold mine, is some kilometres east.  
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Had the raiders been at Luipaardsvlei, as described, they would have been well east of 
Krugersdorp and well on their way to Johannesburg. The 1:50 000 map (Figure 30) provides 
some clarity: The modern R28 runs across the plateau – and along the original Luipaardsvlei farm 
boundary.                
 

It is not clear that the 
insurgents were now east of 
the railway – Colvin’s map 
shows them west of the line, 
then under construction until 
the next day – but it would do 
well to remember he did not 
write under oath. He did not 
need to be precise on the 
micro terrain. One cannot be 
sure he visited the area to 
make sense of it. He may 
simply have relied on the 
accounts of participants, which 
may have been faulty by the 
1920s. Colvin was in any case 
writing a biography on the life 
of Jameson of which the Raid 
was just one episode. He may 
have interpreted the place 
name “Luipaardsvlei” more 
liberally than we might today.          
 
Fig 41: Colvin’s map. Note the bivouac 
position west of the railway and the 
route that takes them through 
Randfontein on 2 January and a 
distance south-southeast of the town 
before they cross the Luipaardsvlei 
and head east for Doornkop. Source: 
Colvin.   

 
To return to the story: Colvin 
continues that instead of 
friends they found themselves 
facing a strong enemy force 
advancing upon them, “while 
their flankers reported another 
force of Boers on their right 
[southeast]. Willoughby, seeing 
that he was in danger of being 
cut off from his ammunition 

carts, ordered a retreat, and the force fell back wearily on the road
72

 they had just left.      
 
“But for this unfortunate circumstance of the firing,” Willoughby wrote in his notebook, “we should 
have by that time been four or five miles further on and have had, I believe, a good chance of 
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reaching Johannesburg without further opposition.”  In the gloom Boers could be seen closing in 
from the north, south and east.

73
  

 
 
Bivouac  
 
“Now that it was 7pm and dark,” continues Hickman, Willoughby decided to bivouac for the night 
where he stood. Although this position had been forced on him, it was quite a good one, where he 
could take advantage of sloping ground on the edge of a wide valley.”  
 
“So he drew up his carts in the rear, and on both flanks, and had five of his Maxims to sweep the 
plateau to his front (Hickman). Colvin has Willoughby put his “other” three Maxims on the rear 
corners and the left of the laager. (This adds to eight Maxims, two more than the force was said 
to have.) The horses were also under cover of the slope.  
 
Where was this camp? Again Colvin’s map is not helpful (Hickman does not provide us a map at 
all). It suggests a bivouac position at the head of the same spruit the earlier main action at 
Krugersdorp had been fought, or at least that the site was west of the railway.  
 
His account contradicts this: “Willoughby moved his column off the road to the edge of 
Luipaardsvlei, and there, on its eastern side [the Johannesburg side],”

74
 set up camp. Neither 

account mentions the force crossing the swampy vlei or the railway embankment. Indeed, the 
map depicts the insurgents only crossing it eastwards the next day – just before their passage of 
Randfontein.             
 

A likely location is in the vicinity of the present 
Robinson Lake

75
 (See figure 30) and more 

specifically at a location within sight of the R28. 
The SA Military History Society map provides an 
alternative location at a site marked “Graves” (see 
figure 28). The society’s August 1985 newsletter 
notes three raiders killed overnight were buried 
there, apparently in graves so shallow the men’s 
boots were still sticking out of the ground the next 
day when Boers came upon it.

76
         

  
Fig 42: Looking northwest from the military cemetery. The 
slimes dam in Fig 36 prominent.   
Fig 43: Looking southwest from the same location. A mine road 
in the foreground and a golf driving range behind. The now-
unmarked cemetery is accessed off Homestead Avenue. Pics: 
LE, May 2009.        

 
While the author did not investigate the area 
marked by the society, he tracked down the 
unmarked Randfontein Estates Gold Mine Military 
Cemetery just off the R28 on the northern outskirts 
of Randfontein with the help of battlefield tour 
guide John Bleloch and the War Graves Project’s 
Derek Walker. Six raiders are buried here. 
Whether this is the bivouac area, is difficult to say. 
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The suggestion that the raiders would have buried the dead in haste rings true and the most likely 
location would be in the overnight temporary base. There is nothing at the cemetery (anymore) to 
indicate vintage or whether the soldiers were transferred from elsewhere. The ground at the small 
cemetery does not seem to match the description, but this may be the result of mining activities 
altering the micro topography. The author believes the bivouac may have been just to the west, 
where Robinson Lake is now. It is probable that the dead were indeed hastily interred and later 
moved to their current resting place.            
       
Colvin continues: “Thus embattled the dog-tired raiders settled themselves down to sleep; but it 
was a restless night, for the Boers were gradually creeping up the prospecting trenches with 
which the plateau was intersected.” Hickman has the Boers were 400 to 800 yards (metres) away, 
on the edge of the plateau, where “they were said to be strung out behind the embankment of 
[the] uncompleted railway.”  
 
At 9pm came the first “shower of bullets,” according to Colvin, lasting about 20 minutes and 
accounting for one man and two horses killed. Another came around midnight, lasting but a “few 
minutes.”

77
 Hickman adds the Boers intermittently fired at the raiders throughout the night, 

ultimately killing two, wounding three and keeping the men from sleeping “exhausted as they 
were, hungry and without water, having travelled with no let-up for three days and three nights. 
The only aiming mark at which the Boers could fire was the dim light from the ambulance wagons, 
which now held about 30 casualties.”

78
 

 
Fig 44: Satellite imagery showing the 
grave site and – perhaps – the bivouac. 
Note the white-coloured slimes dam to 
the north, the R28 and railway and the 
former mine workers’ compound (the 
hexagon). Source: Tele Atlas.         

 
The final day  
 
As the men slept, Jameson, 
Willoughby, Grey and the “two 
Whites”, Lt Col Henry and Maj 
Robert  “Bobby”, held a 
“council of war” to decide their 
plans for the next day. They 
decided to move south as soon 
as they could see. Colvin 
explains that the path east 
would have forced them to 
“thread their way through a 
maze of dumps and headworks 
and prospecting trenches, 
which the Boers were certain to 
turn into very formidable 
defences”

79
.  (How effectively 

mine workings could be turned 
into defensive works the British would learn just 19 years later during the Loos battle and again in 
Normandy in 1944.)            
 
Jameson and his officers thus decide to strike south through the Randfontein Estate [gold mine] 
and circumvent “a deep little valley in the hills in front of them. This circuitous route made the 
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journey seven miles longer; but the way seemed open to the south and he officers hoped that on 
open ground they could break through any opposition.”

80
    

 
At dawn on 2 January, around 4am in high summer on the Highveld, “the troops stood to arms” 
(Colvin) and “patrols were sent out to reconnoitre” (Hickman). “In about ten minutes time a heavy 
fire was opened on them from every side but the south and the patrols on the northeast and west 
were driven in, while the patrols on the south reported that the way was clear,” Colvin adds.  

 
At 4.30am the carts are hitched (“inspanned

81
”) 

and the troops arranged in a new marching order. 
This saw the BBP with two Maxims to the left rear 
and a troop of “Matebelelanders” with two Maxims 
on the right. The rest of the force he withdraws 
“down the slope.

82
”  

 
Pic 45: The R559 road bridge across the Luipaardsvlei. Pic: LE, 
Jan 2009.  
Pic 46: The Luipaardsvlei from the bridge. View north. Pic: LE, 
Jan 2009.      
Pic 47: The Luipaardsvlei. Watercourse in the right middle 
ground. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
“When the main force had 
gone a mile the rearguards 
warily followed, and thus by 
skilful dispositions Jameson’s 
officers got away from this 
region of mines and cuttings 
without serious loss, and left 
the Boers out of range on the 
hills above,” Colvin continues.        
 
“The force marched south, 
passing through the village of 
Randfontein, where the miners 
were clamorous to join the 
raiders and were loud in their 
complaints that they had been 
given no rifles.” Colvin writes 
the raiders did not stop save to 

recruit a guide, the two from the previous 
afternoon having disappeared.      
 
Colvin then explains that Willoughby and his 
officers had only studied the terrain up to 
Krugersdorp. They had considered the study of 
the terrain from there to Johannesburg was “within 
Col Rhodes’ command”.  
 
The detour they were now taking through 
Randfontein was “an unforeseen development into 
which the raiders were forced or shepherded by 
the strong Boer positions to their front.  
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“Thus the raiders marched for ten miles, the left [northern] covering troop [D Troop] under Captain 
[Gordon] Drury carrying on a running fight.” Grey was at the head of the column with Jameson 
and Willoughby at the rear, “which he thought for the time was the most important as the attack 
came from that quarter”. 
 
They were for the moment not hard pressed and Colvin tells that as they crossed the open 
ground between Randfontein and the Luipaardsvlei ford, some four miles (6.4km) “beyond 
Randfontein” at a fast trot “they were again in good hopes of circumventing the enemy.”              
 
The Boers kept up a dropping fire from the hills above “and the rear and left flank of the column 
suffered considerably.” Colvin and Hickman explain that wherever the ground permitted the men, 
in quarter or half troops, made a stand with rifle and Maxim, leapfrogging back and preventing the 
Boers from coming closer than 500 yards.  
 
Hickman contradicts this by saying that near “Prinsloo’s farm (no location given) the Boers 
captured a cart with some wounded men and spare ammunition.” 

 
Across the “easy ford” they 
now went and up the opposite 
slope along a road that led 
northeast to Johannesburg. 
The location of this ford is not 
immediately determinable but 
must be near where the current 
R559 crosses the Vlei. From 
here the raiders rode east. It 
was just before 7.30am.   
 
The commandos, using interior 
lines

83
, now close for the kill. 

Around 400 take up a “very 

strong position across the road 
in front.” Grey made his 
dispositions and Captain 
Charles Coventry “charged the 
ridge and took it.

84
” 

 
Fig 48: From Randfontein to Doornkop. 
Source: Google.  

 
At the same time Major William 
Bodle

85
 with two troops of 

MMP charged a force which 
had been threatening the left 
[north] of the column and 
scattered it.  
 
Fig 49: “The kopje beyond the drift.” 
The Boers held here. Pic: LE, Jan 
2009. The Klip flows in a narrow gorge 
between the foreground and the back.    

 

                                                 
83

 Think of a wheel with spokes. Willoughby’s forces are moving on the periphery of the wheel. The Boers can beat them 
to any position travelling down the spokes.       
84

 Colvin, p108.  
85

 Colvin ranks him inspector, Hickman chief inspector. Bodle was second in command of the MMP detachment.   



 34 

“The action had the appearance of success,” Colvin says, but Coventry was severely wounded 
and Inspector [Captain William] Barry, commanding C Troop, mortally wounded (he later died in 
Krugersdorp hospital). “And when the column reached the little summit they were faced by the 
true position of Doornkop in all its hopelessness”

86
.        

 
 
Arrest at Doornkop  

 
Hickman writes the men had 
believed they had cleared 
Doornkop, “but behind it was 
another steep and stony 
kopje, the real Doornkop, 
manned by hundreds of 
Boers. The final phase had 
been reached.”

87
 

 
“Round their front in a semicircle ran a little marshy valley,” 
Colvin continues. “The spruit or brook which ran along it could 
only be forded at one point

88
, rather to the right of where the 

column stood, and this drift was commanded by a rocky kopje 
which rose steeply from the other side. Beyond the stream the 
road wound up a gently sloping valley, the sides of which were 
entrenched and manned, and at a point pretty far back, in the 
centre of this valley, at a higher level, the enemy had placed 

their guns
89

.          
 
Fig 50: The “final position.” The arrow marks the tree stump. The trees on the 
left hide the kraal. .    
Fig 51: Doornkop with reservoir. The circle marks the Adcock St monument.  
Fig 52: Panorama of the “final position” showing tree stump and reservoir. 
Fig 53: The view west up Vlakfontein Spruit. Slimes dam in the distance. 
Fig 54: (Above right) Looking east over the Vlakfontein Spruit-Klip River 
confluence (“T-junction”). Slams dam in the distance, Housing in the middle 
ground.   
Pics: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
“The real fighting was done by the Boers in the kopje beyond 
the [Klip River] drift. Secure themselves behind the boulders, 
they could pick off the Englishmen on the high ground opposite, 
and they commanded the road leading to the drift at a point-
blank range.”

90
  

 
Here Colvin and Hickman’s accounts part company. 
Pakenham’s is not of much help at all. Colvin paints a picture of 
demoralisation, the fight gradually fizzling out in the veldt

91
. 

Hickman depicts a plucky fight to the last
92

; Maxims and guns 
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blazing. Interesting too is that Colvin does not identify the terrain, beyond giving a description. 
Hickman places the scene on the farm of one Brink, Vlakfontein, a name that has survived to this 
day

93
.           

 
The dominant feature here is a “T-junction” by the Vlakfontein Spruit with the Klip River. The latter 
here flows almost due north-south in a wide, marshy valley that forms a number of wetlands, 
especially at New Year, the height of the southern summer when the Highveld is well-watered 
with heavy thundershowers. Vlakfontein Spruit follows the same pattern, and even today, though 
dammed, is home to a wide reed bed.  
 
Directly north of Vlakfontein the Klip widens into a 2.5km-long wetland before splitting into two 
headwater streams, each about 7km long. The west of these runs northwards in a narrow valley 
and could be the one referred to above. The other runs north-east in a wider valley that contains 
a number of wetlands.     

 
Just south of Vlakfontein, the 
valley narrows appreciably, 
and the Klip streams through a 
narrow gorge. The gap looks 
all the slighter as the valley in 
the Vlakfontein area is widened 
by the T-junction of tributary 
and main stream.  
 
Fig 55: Extract from 1: 50 000 survey 
map 2627BB Roodepoort showing the 
“final position” (small magenta 
rectangle).The drift is indicated by a 
green rectangle, with the “kopje 
beyond the drift” indicated in yellow. 
The magenta oval marks Doornkop 
peak. Source: Government Printer.  
 
In the ravine the Klip forces its 
way between two kopjes, each 
the highpoint of a ridgeline. 
The east koppie, which we can 
name “Doornkop Improper” for 
our purposes, is rugged and 
stony, stretching some way 
north of its western sibling and 
dominating the ground in the T-
junction. This is likely the 
“kopje beyond the drift” as this 
is the most likely ford of the 

Klip in the Vlakfontein vicinity. 
 
Doornkop, the western koppie, has a 20-30

0
 northern slope. It tumbles down abruptly to the Klip 

on its east (the gorge) and is rocky and somewhat steep on its southeast. It meanders away to 
the west, becoming quite gentle.  
 
Modern maps indicate the Klip valley floor in this area at 1637m above sea level. The kop, now 
topped with a concrete reservoir, reaches 1681m, a difference of 44m. It peters out westwards, 
where it merges with the landscape east of the Luipaardsvlei. Ironically, considering the cause of 
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all the trouble, the ridge is now graced (or blighted) by a shaft of the South Roodepoort Main Reef 
Areas gold mine.  
 

Mine workings have disfigured  
the landscape and the civil 
engineering along Adcock 
Street has added to the 
damage. Vlakfontein Spruit’s 
headwater is now covered by a 
slimes dam (a large mine dump) 
and others abound the vicinity.  
 
The result is that situating 
some of the farms and fields on 
Colvin’s map is not that easy, 
even though the spot of 
surrender is marked by a 
monument on the landscape.  
 
Judging by the location of kop 
and northern farm, the stream 
depicted is the tributary. The 

Klip River and the stony kopje lie to the right, off 
the map. The Boer southern positions in Doornkop 
lie roughly from the vicinity of the reservoir to the 
Trig Beacon (number 415), some 500m away: the 
Adcock Street excavation runs straight through 
this ground.  
 
Fig 56: The road down to the drift. The road east runs up the 
yonder hill.  
Fig 57: The stone koppie. The picture was taken just west of 
the drift. The greenery is in the narrow gorge the river runs 
through. One can clearly see how the hill dominates the drift.    
Fig 58: Even closer to the drift. This would have been an 
uncomfortable position under fire. The trees are a later addition, 
being exotic to the Highveld. Pics: LE, May 2009.   

 
The northern road, “to Krugersdorp” is now 
Adcock Street, the R558, running north to 
Krugersdorp and extending south, over Doornkop, 
towards present-day Lenasia. 
 
The east-west road depicted on Colvin’s map runs 
just south of the kraal/Vlakfontein needle along the 
boundary wall of the brickyard. Still a dirt track, it 
links Adcock Street via the Klip ford to Dobsonville, 
as it once linked the wet with Johannesburg. At 
the ford is a low-water bridge, similar to that 
across the stream before Remhoogte.  
 

The position Coventry took, again by quirk of fate, is likely that now occupied by the mine shaft 
and its outbuildings.    
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The northern slope of Vlakfontein Spruit valley is as mild as the south and there are no visible 
boulders or rock ledges. At the time it is described as “open veld” except for some trees in the 
vicinity of the drift on the Krugersdorp road. Colvin has this occupied by commandos.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 59 (clockwise): A taxi crossing the drift.  
Fig 60: A view upstream (north). 
Fig 61: A look downstream (south). The Boer-held koppie dominates. 
Fig 62: The low-water bridge. Age indeterminate. The area is easy to access and on Sundays play host to a sizeable 
African traditional church.            

 
More troops, reading the map and the terrain, must have been on the reverse slope, as was the 
Staatsartillerie.

94
 This area is now occupied by Tshepisong, a high density suburb.     

 
When one stands in the T-junction, it becomes clear it is indeed a trap if the ramparts are manned. 
On this day, 2 January 1896, they were: north, south and east.   
 
How did the raiders enter this dead-end? This can only be speculated at with the amount of 
research at the writer’s disposal. It appears after crossing Luipaardsvlei the raiders took a then-
existent road leading north-east and probably following or paralleling the spine of the ridge that 
becomes Doornkop. This would have placed the raiders on the north slope of the kop and the 
south bank of the tributary as they made their way to the ford.  
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 It is not clear what artillery was deployed.  
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Dénouement  
  
Colvin writes that an “attempt was made to circumvent this position, but in vain, for it was indeed 
a cul-de-sac, a trap designed by nature and used by the Boers with their natural genius for that 
sort of warfare. … Men and officers were deadbeat, and little wonder,” if we consider their march, 
the distance from Pitsani Pothlugo to Doornkop was 169 miles and they had been on the march 
on and off for 86 hours. Seventeen of those hours had been spent fighting a desultory running 

battle and they had eaten their last meal at 
8am the previous day at Van Oudtshoorn’s 
Winkel (Store) about 17miles west of 
Krugersdorp.            
 
Fig 63: The western slopes of the north side of 
Doornkop. South Roodepoort Main Reef Areas Gold 
Mine centre stage. Slimes dam to the right. Willoughby 
entered the trap from right to left. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
“They were tired out, both the men and 
horses, and lying on that bare rock in the 
morning sun, hungry and thirsty, they could 
see there was little hope. For Johannesburg 
had failed them and they were in a trap.

95
”   

 
 
“‘Bobby’ White, nevertheless, with part of the force, was fighting away cheerfully enough trying to 
turn the enemy’s left when the white flag went up.

96
” He adds that Jameson literally falls over at 

the sight of this. “We gather that the flag was raised by a supernumerary who had come in with 
the Bechuanaland Police, and without the knowledge of Jameson. But the point is not of crucial 
importance, for the end was inevitable. Certain it is that the white flag was hoisted at 9.15…”          

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 64: The “trap” viewed from the stony koppie. The narrow gorge in the foreground. The magenta arrow marks Moses’ 
cash & carry on Adcock St, the green marks the brickyard wall and kraal. There is no direct line-of-sight to the kraal from 
here and burgers likely held the rise on the west side of the gorge as well.  
Fig 65: A view across the “T-junction”. The drift is obscured by the greenery to the left. The houses in the background are 
Tshepisong. The first line of housing marks the likely Boer positions across the Krugersdorp road. Pics: LE, May 2009.             
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 “Earlier that day Jameson had sent a verbal message to the Reform Committee by BW Vallé, a bugler, who succeeded 
in getting through to ask what assistance they could render. Now, at 8.30am, [the “Randlord” (gold magnate) Dale] Lace, 
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that there had never been any intention to send troops to aid him. With him came a dispatch rider from the British Agent 
[ambassador] in Pretoria to inform him that the High Commissioner [in Cape Town] had declared him and his men as 
outlaws ; a terrible blow to morale in the midst of battle, but not generally known to the troops.” Hickman, pp12-13.  
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By Hickman’s telling, Jameson and his main body now occupy Brink’s farmhouse “and from here 
shelled the Boers”. The position of this farmhouse is not immediately evident but must be a short 
from the “final position”, which is described as an outbuilding of this farm. Boers are closing on 
this position and when they “began pouring in a concentrated rifle-fire, there was no hope of 
further advance.”  

 
At the stone kraal and outbuilding – actually a 
servant’s quarters, the raiders are pinned down. 
Deploying the Maxims and guns in self defence, 
the insurgents fire until gun ammunition runs low 
and the Maxims “became to hot to hold for lack of 
water and jammed. At this critical stage the 
Staatsartillerie came into action for the first time 
from a mile distant. They were served by trained 
professional gunners and their fire was very 
accurate.”  
 
“Willoughby’s effective force was reduced to about 
400 exhausted men. It is not known how the white 
flag came to be raised [according to a marker on 
the site up through the chimney of the outbuilding], 
but “cease fire’ was sounded by bugle at 9.15am 
and the Boers came riding in to take the surrender. 
They treated Jameson’s men well…”

97
 Taking the 

surrender was Commandant Piet Cronje of 
Lichtenburg Commando

98
.  

 
Colvin recounts that after the white flag – 
reputedly a servant woman’s apron – went up; 
Willoughby sends Cronje an offer to surrender.  
 
Fig 66: Vlakfontein Spruit looking north. The gentle slope is 
evident.   
Fig 67: Looking north-east. Arrow marks likely Staatsartillerie 
position. 
Fig 68: Looking north-west. Tshepisong township just over the 

rise. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.   
 
Cronje replies after 15 minutes that he is 
assembling his officers to consider the matter. 
Twenty to 30 minutes later he sends a note 
accepting the offer, the terms of which Willoughby 
(why not Jameson?), in turn, accepts.     
 
“There was a rectangular cattle kraal of loose 
stones with a cottage beside it in the bottom near 
the stream, and there Jameson and his officers 

waited until at last Cronje rode up and saluted. ‘Dr Jameson,’ he said in his broken English, ‘I 
have honour to meet you.’”

99
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Hickman lists the Rhodesian 
losses as follows: 16 other 
ranks killed in action, one 
officer and 14 men severely 
wounded (with the officer later 
dying of his wounds) and three 
officers as well as 38 men 
wounded, a total of 72 
casualties or 14% of the force. 
Colvin has a similar number.      
 
Fig 69: The kraal.  
Fig 70: An explanation from the West 
Rand Historical Society.  
Fig 71: (clockwise): Detail of the kraal 
with a typical farm workers’ dwelling 
behind. Note the “kakiebos” (yellow-
flowered weed) in the foreground.      
Fig 72: A close up of the stone 
revetment. Southwest corner.  
Fig 73: A look across the needle. The 

ugly brick wall of the brickyard looms large. Some plaster and a few murals could turn this into a must-visit spot. Pics: LE, 
May 2009.          

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The Jameson Raid was undoubtedly planned with the greatest care and subterfuge, but fell 
down due to human errors, and avarice,” Hickman says in conclusion. “The failure to cut the 
telegraph wires, the idle chatter, the sale of unbroken remounts all added up, and to crown it all, 
the men were pushed to the point of exhaustion, so that when they had to face determined 
opposition they were not in top condition to do so. They had, indeed, undergone a forced march, 
where little attention was paid to proper halts and food. But they were trained men who behaved 
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bravely and well, especially when cornered by the Boers, and suffered heavy casualties to the 
extent of 14%, or a total of 72 from 511 who began the march.”         
By contrast “Kruger later stated 8000 Boers had been called up” to contain the insurgency

100
. 

Among the units mobilised were the Krugersdorp, Potchefstroom, Lichtenburg and Johannesburg 
commandos, as well as the Staatsartillerie. The reported Boer dead were a mere five.      

 
Fig 74: Jameson being led into 
captivity. Source: Internet. An 
interesting photograph exists of 
Jameson in the Western Cape 
Provincial Legislature archives and 
republished in Christi van der 
Westhuizen White Power & the rise 
and fall of the National Party. The 
group photo of delegates at the 1909 
South African Convention that decided 
to unite the four provinces into the 
Union of SA shows Jameson standing 
in between Generals Christian de Wet 
and Barry Hertzog, the founders of the 
National Party.    
Fig 75: The Adcock St monument.  
Fig 76: The inscription. Pics: LE, Jan 
2009.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
They were George Jacobs from Muiskraal, Potchefstroom; Andries Hendrik Potgieter of Hekpoort; 
Sarel Petrus Frederik van Tonder from Hartebeestfontein; and Petrus Frans Jacobus Venter of 
Bosfontein, Rustenburg. Intriguingly, the fifth was Donald MacDonald of Lindley’s Poort.      
 
The men were interred in Burgershoop Cemetery in western Krugersdorp. It appears a private 
fund was established in 1896 to build the burgher heroes a monument. This finally yielded results 
in 1913 when money raised by public subscription was used to build the men a heroes’ acre, 
where they still rest.  
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The grave was evidently a stop in the 1938 centenary of the Great Trek, when wagons trekked 
from Cape Town to Pretoria to celebrate the event. The Broederbond, an Afrikaner secret society 
established in 1918 to rebuild Afrikaans power used the centenary to mobilise white Afrikaans 
speakers and helped pave the way to power for the proto-fascist National Party a decade later.        

 

Fig 77: The resting place of the five Boer dead. Burgershoop Cemetery, Krugersdorp. The difficult-to-read headstone 
gives a brief account of events, lists the names of the deceased and notes the memorial was built in 1913 with money 
raised by public subscription to a fund established in 1896.   
Fig 78: A rededication. It reads, in translation: “Sleep peacefully, brave heroes. The ground is holy where your ashes 
deeply lie. The trail of South Africa.” Unveiled on 1 December 1938 as part of the centenary of the Great Trek.  
Fig 79: The headstone of Donald Macdonald.               
Pics: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
Neither Hickman nor Colvin mention the 
internment of the British casualties. However, at 
least eight of their 17 dead is interred in South 
African soil: five at Randfontein in the grandiosely-
named Randfontein Estates Gold Mine Military 
Cemetery and three at Burgershoop.    
 
Interred at Burgershoop is Inspector Barry as well 
as Troopers Wild (by some accounts Wiid; it is not 
certain which is correct

101
) and Frazer.      

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figs 80-83: Three British South African Police graves at Burgershoop: Barry, Wiid and Frazer. Source: Derek Walker.       
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Resting at Randfontein are Troopers John Bernard Bletsoe, Foster, Hennessy
102

, Beatty-Powell 
and Davies, all killed on January 2. The small cemetery is set among some eucalyptus trees 
between the Krugersdorp-Randfontein railway and a golf driving range. Directly alongside the 
graves runs a private mine road that at present is used by heavy trucks carrying slimes dam sand 
for recycling at a nearby gold refinery.  
 

Fig 84 (clockwise): A view of the 
Randfontein Estates Gold Mine Military Cemetery. Golf driving range and mine road (accessible from Homestead Avenue) 
in the background. 
Fig 85: The tombstone of Troopers Beatty-Powell and Davies. It is evident a plaque is missing.  
Fig 86: A grave marker. The damage wrought by metal thieves can be seen. The missing circle would likely have borne 
the men’s names. The cross reads “Theirs was not to reason why, theirs but to do or die”, here not just pretty words a 
chilling epitaph.”  
Fig 87: Another look at the graves. The line in the concrete is clearly visible. Pics: LE, May 2009.            
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The graves are in good condition, although the site has not escaped the attention of metal thieves 
– the metal grave markers have been damaged and a plaque is missing. It appears that not all 
the troopers were initially buried at the site. A line in the concrete and a tombstone for Beatty-
Powell and Davies – rather than the metal markers used for Bletsoe, Foster and Hennessy – 
suggests their remains may have been added later.  
 

 
                  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figs 88-91: Four views of the Vlakfontein needle. Interesting anomalies include the Wiid being identified as Wild and 
Bletsoe as Bletsef. A further anomaly is the absence of  Sarel van Tonder’s name. Pics: LE, May 2009.    
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Second Doornkop, May 1900 

 
Four years later the British were back at Doornkop. 
That is, if one presumes the Rhodesian raiders, 
acting in the private interest of Rhodes and his 
fellow conspirators to overthrow the ZAR 
government, were “British”; and if one assumes a 
rather loose definition of the battlefield to be 
described.    
 
Fig 92: Boers in the field, this group at Spioenkop in the Natal 
Colony.   
Fig 93: British troops take aim, this photo taken at Colesberg in 

the Cape Colony. Pics: ABWM.   

 
May 1900 was towards the end of the first year of 
war. The South African War, also known as the 
Second or Anglo Boer War had started badly for 
Britain with a series of setbacks in October and 
November 1899 that saw British forces besieged 
at Ladysmith, Kimberley as well as Mafekeng and 
followed by Black Week, a series of calamities in 
the Cape and Natal during December 1899: 
Stormberg (10 December), Magersfontein (11 
December) and Colenso (15 December).    
 

Over the New Year the British had recovered their posture and early in the year they had 
launched a general counter-offensive in both the Cape and Natal. By March Bloemfontein had 
fallen and Imperial forces were poised to move on the ZAR, which they reached in May.  
 
“Second Doornkop”, is a controversial battle, one which several writers have condemned as 
unnecessary.  
 

Field Marshal Lord Michael Carver writes in The National Army 
Museum Book of the Boer War that Lt Gen Ian Hamilton 
“engaged in what many thought a needlessly direct frontal 
attack.

103
” Pakenham goes further saying the attack, when 

made, took some of its observers aback: “Then to the surprise 
of one of the brigadiers, (Maj Gen Hutton) and one of the 
correspondents (Churchill), Hamilton launched his two infantry 
brigades on a four mile wide frontal attack on the ridge.”

104
 

 
Both statements need interrogation; suffice to say the attack 
forms an integral part of the greater battle of Johannesburg that 
took place over two days in late May 1900. Let us see how this 
came about:    
 
 
 
Fig 94: Lt Gen Ian Hamilton. PiC: ABWM. 
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Prelude  
 

Field Marshal Frederick Roberts VC began his advance on 
Pretoria from Kroonstad – the final stage of his counter-
offensive – on 20 May 1900 with Johannesburg and the 
Witwatersrand gold fields as an intermediate objective

105
.  

 
Leo Amery in his Times History of the War in South Africa

106
, 

writes Roberts was “especially anxious to capture 
Johannesburg before any attempts to wreck the mines could be 
carried into effect.” In the event an attempt to that effect was 
thwarted by ZAR authorities.  
 
Fig 95: A gold mine. Pic: Internet.   

 
Amery has Roberts’ headquarters at Kroonstad and detached 
forces at Hoopstad, a town about 150km to the west, and 
Heilbron, about 100km north-east. Heilbron had until recently 
before accommodated

107
 Free State President Marthinus Steyn 

and his Chief Commandant Christian de Wet, as well as the remains of their armed forces, then 
turning to guerrilla warfare.          
 
 
Terrain  
 

From Kroonstad it is 85 miles 
(about 100km) to the Vaal 
River, the frontier between the 
Free State and the ZAR. 
Between the two lie the flat 
north Free State plain, 
stretching east and west. 
Crossing the plain in a 
generally north-east direction 
was Roberts’ line of advance, 
the railway, crossing the Vaal 
at Vereeniging.  
 
Fig 96: The Vaal River winding through 
the Vredefort dome. Pic: Northwest 
University.   

 
But this part of the world is not 
entirely flat: to the left of the 
railway, to its northwest, rises 

the Vredefort Dome. Now a rugged series of hills, stretching in a giant semicircle some 50km 
across around the north of the Vaal crossing at Parys, the dome is an astrobleme or the remains 
of a meteor impact some 1.8 million years ago.  
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 Most of the mines were closed at the outbreak of war, except for eight commandeered by the ZAR and paying for the 
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Shy of the Vaal, the last defensive ground is the Renoster River that drains east to the latter. The 
railway crosses it just north of a station called Roodewal

108
.         

 
The terrain between the Vaal and the Witwatersrand is largely a reprise of the Vredefort dome. In 

the words of Amery, “the 
country slopes up gradually for 
a short distance and then 
becomes intersected with 
considerable ridges and deep 
valleys, as far as 
Johannesburg on the 
Witwatersrand. West of the 
railway [the terrain that 
interests us] the Gatsrand and 
the Doornkop and 
Klipriviersberg ranges offer the 
best defensive positions.” 
 
Fig 97: View across the Klip River 
valley. Marsh in the foreground, 
Lenasia in the middle and the northern 
end of the Gatsrand in the distance. 
Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
The Klip River running east-west between the Gatsrand and Klipriviersberg forms a moat before 
the latter adding to the defensive strength of the Witwatersrand.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 98: The Platberg.  
Fig 99: Another view of the Gatsrand with a wide meadow in the foreground. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
Amery continues that the “actual line of railway goes through level country, but east of it again the 
hills stretching to Heidelberg [the Suikerbosrand] and beyond are formidable.

109
” From 

Vereeniging that line runs generally northeast to Germiston, then about 15km east of 
Johannesburg (and now part of the Johannesburg-Ekurhuleni conurbation).  
 
The level land Amery describes stretches a distance west to include the route now followed by 
the N1 toll road that runs the length of SA but here connects Kroonstad, Johannesburg and 
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Pretoria. At the time several wagon trails wound their way to the Rand across this plain, a land 
bridge across the rough country all the way to the Gatsrand, where it falls way into the Klip River 
valley.       
 
 
British recovery  
 

Following the victories of October and November 
1899, the combined Free State and ZAR forces 
that had invaded the Natal and Cape Colonies 
settled down in a series of defensive positions on 
enemy territory, much as the Germans would after 
the initial success of 1914.       
 
The run-up to Christmas and the early months of 
1900 saw the British launch a number of costly 
attacks on the Natal front with the objective of 
relieving Ladysmith, while the western forces 
engaged in demonstrations where Boer and Briton 
got the measure of each other. All the while, 
reinforcements poured in from the United Kingdom 
and Empire, while the Boer Republics’ only port, 
Delagoa Bay (Maputo) in then-Portuguese East 
Africa was blockaded. Added to this was that 
Portugal was – and is – a long-time British ally, the 
two having forged strong ties during the 
Peninsular War – the Duke of Wellington’s Iberian 
campaign against Napoleon – a century before.               
 
Fig 100: A British machine gun at Colenso, Natal. 
Fig 101: British troops at Belmont, Cape.  
Fig 102: Cavalry near Kimberley. Pics: ABWM.    

 
By February 1900 Roberts had gathered a force of 
five divisions at Ramdam near the railway bridge 
over the Modder Orange River on the Kimberley 
line. He now outnumbered the republican forces 
four to one

110
 and had forced them from a number 

of blocking positions on the railway. Ahead lay the 
entrenched position at Magersfontein. A deception 

operation was carried out in place to convince the Boers the attack would come further south, at 
Norval’s Pont, on the rail to Bloemfontein. It apparently did not deceive; the Boers were expecting 
an attack on Bloemfontein via Kimberley, as was Roberts’ plan.        
 
This attack came on 11 February, with French riding hard for Kimberley with his Cavalry Division 
“like a torpedo across the veld.”

111
 Relief came on 15 February. ZAR Commandant General Piet 

Cronje – who had taken Jameson’s surrender and commanded on the western front – now 
abandoned Magersfontein for Paardeberg, where he was surrounded. It had taken a week 
(Sunday, 11 February to Sunday, 18 February) to pocket 4000 Boers. Surrender came on 26 
February, Majuba day – a public holiday in the ZAR commemorating their 1881 victory over 
General George Colley.     
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Advances in Natal   
 

Buller, after a failed frontal attack at Colenso on 13 December 
1899 – which cost Roberts his only son, Frederick, and two 
flank attacks to the east was in February 1900 ready to flank 
General Louis Botha’s positions from the east to rescue 
Ladysmith, which was teetering on the edge of starvation and 
surrender.  
 
Figs 103, 104: Two views of a Krupp 75mm Quick Fire (QF) field gun. Both the 
ZAR and Free State had this gun, the latter the C73/91 model and the former 
the more modern C96

112
. Free State artillery commander Major Albrecht had 

recommended his adoptive country buying the older model as he was familiar 

with it from the Franco Prussian War, it was straight forward to use and 
maintain and used a bag charge rather than a fixed brass shell casing. 
According to ABWM curator Johan Wolfaardt Albrecht advised the Free State 
they would be able to make blackpowder and shells in the field but not brass 
casings and cordite. As a result, some Free State guns remained in the field 
until the end of the war, whereas ZAR guns had to be destroyed from mid-1900 
as they ran out of ammunition. Considered by some to have been the best of 
the Boer guns. Less advanced than the Schneider 75mm but more reliable with 
better ammunition. Krupp C96: Weight of gun: 215.9kg, total weight: 533kg. 
Weight of shell: shrapnel 5kg, Common 6.1kg. Range with airburst time fuse: 
3520m, range with percussion fuse: 6035m.                          

 
When Buller arrived at Cape Town in November 1899, just after the outbreak of war, he was 
Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) of the South African theatre and General Officer Commanding 

(GOC) of the recently created 1
st
 Army Corps 

consisting of the 1
st
, 2

nd
 and 3

rd
 Divisions and a 

Cavalry Division. A force under Lt Gen Sir George 
White, the GOC Natal, forward-located at 
Ladysmith and Dundee, was designated the 4

th 

Division
113

.       
 
Sensing danger in Natal he deployed his 
headquarters there, as well as the 2

nd
 Division. 

The 1
st
 Division was entrained for De Aar in the 

northern Cape, the 3
rd

 for Queenstown in the 
eastern Cape. The Cavalry Division was in 
between at Colesberg.  
 
Figs 105,106: The Krupp 120mm breech loading field howitzer. 
Shell and casing visible (above) and Staatsartillerie gunners in 
uniform below. The uniform was beige with blue trim. Hall 
notes the weight of the shell was light for the calibre but the 
accuracy was good. Although a howitzer, it outranged the 
British 15 pounder

114
. Weight of gun: 445.5kg, weight of gun 

carriage (packed): 984.8kg. Ammunition: Common and 
shrapnel. Weight of shell: 15.9kg. Range: 5761m (6300 yards).    

 
The disasters of November saw White bottled up 
in Ladysmith, which had been established as a 
forward base for offensive operations against the 
Zulu kingdom, but was poorly sited to act as a 
bastion for Natal’s defence.  
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Once in Natal, Buller’s attention was quickly occupied by problems there, namely conquering the 
Tugela heights and lifting the siege of Ladysmith. In so doing it can be argued he effectively 
demoted himself to sub-theatre commander, becoming a de facto GOC Natal. Lt Gen Lord 
Methuen, GOC 1

st
 Division became de facto GOC Cape. His campaign plan as theatre C-in-C 

remains unclear and after his first reverse at Colenso, it no longer mattered. Cabinet
115

 decided 
almost immediately to replace him as C-in-C with Roberts with the Sirdar, General Horatio 
Kitchener, generally known as “K of K” after his post-Mahdi title of 1

st
 Earl of Khartoum

116
.    

 
In the meantime, several more divisions were 
being were being formed in Britain, the 5

th
 started 

forming in November and was ready on 13 
December. The 6

th
 Division was formed in 

December and was at sea – along with the 5
th
 by 

the end of that same month. Another two were 
then formed, the 7

th
 and 8

th, 
and they too, were 

dispatched
117

.       
 
Fig 107: The “French Battery” on parade. This was equipped 
with six Schneider et Cie. 75mm QF, quick-load field guns. Hall 
describes them as the most technically advanced field gun in 
SA for the war, but not the most reliable. Unlike most of its 
peers it had a recoil system, “but this gave problems.” 
Ammunition was also not very satisfactory.

118
  

Fig 108: A 75mm in the field. The Boers tended to deploy the 
guns in ones and twos rather than as a complete battery. Pics: 
ABWM. Weight of gun: 355.6kg, weight of gun marriage 
packed: 1027.4kg, ammunition: common and shrapnel, weight 
of shell: shrapnel: 6.4kg, common: 5.2kg, rang: time fuse: 
6218m, percussion: 6218m.             

 
Of these, Buller would – for a while – just receive 
the 5

th
 Division

119
 under Lt Gen Charles Warren

120
. 

Roberts regarded Natal as a sideshow and 
concentrated the bulk of his SA Field Force in the 
west. Lifting the siege of Ladysmith – or Kimberley 
and Mafekeng for that matter – would not win the 
war. Prussian military philosopher Maj Gen Carl 
von Clausewitz defined war as “an act of force to 

compel our enemy to do our will”
121

 and this could only be done by either occupying his territory 
or destroying his armies, or both. The way into the Free State and ZAR was across the plains 
from the west, not over the Drakensberg from the east. In addition, Bloemfontein lay near the 
Cape frontier, and on the railway to Pretoria. This was the place to start.       
 
Meanwhile, Buller occupied the attention of a large combined Free State and ZAR force under 
ZAR assistant commandant general Christiaan Botha, younger brother of Louis Botha

122
.     
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There Buller, after so many reverses would, from 12 February fight what Pakenham described a 
battle that would be the “painful prototype of 
modern warfare.” This would be a set-piece battle 
employing artillery and infantry in methodical 
attack, to reduce Boer position after Boer position. 
First, an artillery preparation on the position to be 
taken, while its neighbours are masked. Next this 
position is boxed and taken by infantry assault. 
“This was a ponderous style of fighting - ... made 
more ponderous by mistakes in the way the plan 
was executed. But the style was indisputably 
correct: the painful prototype of modern 
warfare”.

123
        

 
Fig109: British dead at Spioenkop. The painful prototype of 

modern warfare included trenches, QF artillery and machine 
guns.     
Fig 110: Boer trenches at Magersfontein.  
Fig 111: Burghers in a trench. 
Fig 112: Boer dead at Spioenkop. Pics: ABWM.  

 
And it met with success. By the 22

nd
 Buller was 

well on his way through the Boer defences, aided 
by the latter who were now withdrawing troops to 
the western front after Roberts’ triumphs there. On 
the 27

th
 – the day after Cronjé’s surrender – Buller 

was in the town and the Boers were falling back to 
the Biggarsberg.     
 
Bloemfontein fell on 13 March after another t wo 
holding actions: Poplar Grove on 7 March, 
Driefontein (Abraham’s Kraal) on the 10

th
.  

 
 
The nature of war  

Buller may well have been suspicious of these 
seemingly easy victories. He had written the war 
would be “civilised”, meaning one fought 
according to the Hague Rules of 1899

124
 but in an 

uncivilised country, one with f  ew railways and 
other man-made assets, “which themselves could 
easily be laid to waste”.       
          
It would also be a national war, “a trial of strength 
not merely between governments but between 
peoples and nations. It would be a war against a 
young nation composed of communities scattered 
across an enormous territory.  
    

“In this type of pioneering, colonial society, there was no highly organised machinery of 
administration and the central government carried little influence or authority. ‘Time has not yet 
glorified the seat of government with a halo of sentiment,’ wrote Buller. ‘To every man his home is 
the capital. Hence there is no commanding centre by the occupation of which the whole country 
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or even a whole district can be brought into subjection; no vital spot at which a single blow can be 
struck that will paralyse every member of the body’”.

125
   

 
This then explains why the war would continue another two 
years after the fall of Bloemfontein and Pretoria

126
. But at the 

time the fall of Bloemfontein, the relief of Ladysmith and 
Kimberley, the surrender at Paardeberg and the dismal 
showing of the burghers at Poplar Grove where many had fled 
the battlefield in a panic and before Bloemfontein where a 
commando had defected, causing the capital “to be abandoned 
without a shot.”

127
               

           
Fig 113: President Marthinus Steyn. Pic: ABWM. 

 
In his memoirs Free State President Marthinus Steyn wrote: 
“No one who had not personally witnessed the despondency 
that existed after the taking of Bloemfontein can realise how 
great and deep it was… the Transvaalers left in great numbers, 
and the Free Staters had turned their faces to their homes.”

128
  

 
Despondency bred defeatism and flight from Poplar Grove. Deneys Reitz, who at this time was 
being ferried back with Pretoria Commando from the Tugela front, notes in Commando that his 
fellow Burghers were demoralised, discouraged and simply “making the merest show of 
opposition.”

129
      

 
Another factor, not often explored was that many burghers 
were townsmen or established farmers, not used to – and not 
particularly inclined – to roughing it.  
 
Fig 114: Chief Commandant Christiaan de Wet, Commander, Free State 
forces. Guerrilla war would keep De Wet from defeat. Pic: ABWM.  

 
Reitz and his brothers took a featherbed to Natal for their own 
use and one reason for Cronje being trapped at Paardeberg 
was the large number of civilian carts and wagons his burghers 
had brought with them on commando to carry creature 
comforts. Patterson, writing from Bethlehem in July 1900, notes 
the idea of the Boer as a “bushman” is “a rank counterfeit; all 
the stories about their sharp-shooting, their living on biltong, 
and their love of hardship are absolute nonsense.”

130
 After six 

months in the veld many burgers were simply tired of the 
depravation.       
 
Paterson’s view on burgher musketry seems to be a minority 

opinion. “Whatever the weapon, the shooting of the commando men was usually excellent,” 
Tylden avers

131
. “Although at known ranges individual British soldiers would make as good 

shooting; at unknown ranges the South African backvelders between 1870 and 1902 probably 
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had no superiors anywhere in the world. The testimony of men like Burnham, the well-known 
American, and many others places this beyond doubt.”  
 
In a dispatch recounting the advance to the Vaal, he adds that at “every farm we found the owner 
at home, having given up his arms … and in every case the Boers said that they had left the 
commando and come home because their wives were sick. Such unanimous sickness among 
wives was remarkable…”

132
  

 
Paterson ventures that Roberts’ annexation proclamation of 24 May that “guaranteed immunity 
from molestation to all who laid down their arms” also had a role to play

133
.    

 
 
De Wet moots guerrilla warfare   
 

Kruger, Steyn and their commanders De Wet
134

 and Piet 
Joubert, met for a council of war (krijgsraad

135
) on 17 March to 

discuss the future conduct of the war. De Wet proposed 
guerrilla war

136
.     

 
Pakenham says the idea “coincided with those of the most 
successful Transvaal general on the western front, General 
Jacobus Herculaas [‘Koos’] de la Rey

137
. It was to be many 

months very to be fully developed; and, meanwhile the overall 
fortunes of the Boers were to fall to their nadir. But credit for 
avoiding a national collapse that month, must go primarily to De 
Wet.”  
 
Fig 115:Vecht Generaal “Koos” de la Rey. Pic: ABWM.  

 
But the council “did not abandon conventional defensive 
strategy”. De Wet also suggested sending the burghers, who 
had been on active service for six months home on leave till 25 
March. “I cannot catch a hare with unwilling dogs,” he sai d. 

Next he wanted to weed out the unwilling and unreliable, applying the motto fewer but better. De 
Wet believed a direct confrontation with the British – conventional warfare with fixed fronts – was 
futile in the face of their numerical superiority. Guerrilla warfare seemed to offer better dividends.       
 
With the Boers in disarray Roberts was now laid low by a new enemy – enteric fever; the result of 
poor field hygiene, sanitation as well as incompetence among his medical staff. It was 3 May 
before he was ready to advance on Kroonstad. By then De Wet had his first guerrilla victory to 
hand – Sannah’s Post (also known as Koorn Spruit).    
         
Drooglever notes that the Boers “never stopped fighting after the fall of the Free State capital. It 
was clear by early May 1900 they had regrouped and were strong enough to contest a series of 
minor battles which delayed the British advance. Much to the chagrin of the British, they would 
not retire on towns to defend them; their military strategy excluded this option. The British 
continued to make the major towns their principal objectives in their advance. The battles of May 
were not fought over the towns but in the open arenas of the veldt: at the river drifts, and at the 
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narrow passes where the British forces became congested. The major battles took place at the 
Vet River and then at the Sand River (Vredensverdrag)

138
, before the British reached Kroonstad 

on 12 May. It had taken nine days.           
     
At both river lines, and again on the hills behind the Vals River that runs through Kroonstad, the 
Boers had dug trenches “as though determined to defend them as they had the Modder”

139
. 

Roberts deployed mounted troops to outflank these positions. “The Boers had fled.” Or perhaps 
there were too many hares for the hounds. As Pakenham had earlier put it: “…there was one iron 
law of strategy imprinted on the mind of the Boers, like a law of the wild: the answer to superior 
numbers is superior mobility; in other words, fight to the last ditch, but, when facing defeat, pick 
up that ditch and run.”

140
   

 
 
ZAR armed forces, 1899 
 

The ZAR armed forces of 1899 still consisted of a 
large militia and a small regular force, the latter 
comprising the Staatsartillerie and the ZAR Politie 
(ZARP). The militia was built on the commandos, 
with a distribution of one per magisterial district. 
Nierstrasz identified 22 districts with 29 279 
Burghers eligible for service. The number of 
commando officers on the nominal role was 199. 
 
British intelligence estimated the combined forces 
of the Free State and ZAR at 50 000, the former at 
20 000 and the latter at 30 000 – in line with 
Nierstrasz

141
. “In the event the Transvaal raised 26 

871 men initially, to which 14 779 were added 
later, while the Free State raised 21 345, to which 
6264 were added… In addition 13 300 ‘rebels’ 
from the Colonies of Natal and the Cape joined  
 
Figs 116, 117: Two views of the Schneider & Cie. 155mm 
“Long Tom” siege gun. Note the Austrian-style kepi in the top 
picture as well as the size of the gun. Bottom picture depicts a 
Long Tom at Mafekeng under Captain von Dalwig. This gun 
was present at the battle of Johannesburg, engaging British 
artillery from Volstruisfontein (today Braamfischerville). Note 
the firing platform that included a recoil mechanism. Weight 
(gun) 2500kg, (chassis) 3000kg, (limber) 600kg, (overall) 
6200kg. Firing platform: 5200kg. Barrel: 4.2m. Muzzle velocity: 
480m/s. Shell: common and shrapnel. Weight of shell: 
(common) 43kg, (shrapnel) 41kg.  Range: (effective) 10 
000m,(maximum) 11 000m. Pics: ABWM.  

 
the Commandos, as did 800 foreigners. There was also a Foreign Corps of 2120, including 500 
Irish

142
, 320 Dutch, 200 Germans, 100 Scandinavians, 75 Italians, 50 French, 50 Americans and 

25 Russians. The Boer forces eventually totalled 87 365.”              
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Hickman’s
143

 study finds that in 1899 the Staatsartillerie mustered 29 officers, 168 “under-officers” 
and corporals as well as 563 men. Some of the officers were German and the unit, was regarded 
as “highly trained and efficient, and was supplied with excellent modern weapons”. Nierstrasz

144
, 

quoted by Hickman, contradicts the latter somewhat on numbers, noting a regular strength of 429 
and a reserve of 760 officers and men. He adds the unit had 89 guns of various calibres. 
 
Victor estimates the 1899 Staatsartillerie at 27 officers, 47 adjutant officers, 34 corporals and at 
least 290 men. In 1899 the unit mustered 575 officers and men of which 467 were assigned to the 
artillery. By then the mountain artillery, on the 1895 organogram had fallen away.  
 
Victor notes that after the Jameson Raid the Staatsartillerie’s acquired

145
: 

• 24 x 7.7mm Lee Metford machine guns 

• 10 x 11.4mm Martini Henry machine guns   

• 25 x 37mm Maxim Nordenfeldt (automatic grenade launchers, “pom-pom”) 

• 6 x 37mm Krupp rapid fire mountain cannon
146

 

• 1 x Maxim Nordenfeldt mountain cannon  

• 8 x 75mm Krupp Quick Fire (QF) field guns 

• 6 x 75mm Schneider Creusot
147

 QF field guns   

• 5 x 75mm Maxim-Nordenfeldt QF guns  

• 4 x 120mm Krupp QF field howitzers 

• 4 x 155mm Schneider Creusot siege guns (“Long Tom”)
148

 
This amounts to 93 weapons.  
    
Victor writes the “Long Toms” cost £62 850 and were delivered in April 1897. As siege guns, they 
were to be assigned one-per-fort to the four fortresses then surrounding Pretoria. A further six 
were ordered in May 1898 but had nor been delivered by the outbreak of war. The guns were 
presumable named after their long barrels, although Kruger liked to refer to them as the 
Fransmanne (Frenchmen) or raakskuts (sharpshooters). Neither of these names stuck. Of 
interest is that the 75mm Creusot battery became known as the “French battery”.            
 

 
ZAR ranks 
 
Geoffrey Tylden in The Armed Forces of South Africa explains the ZAR rank structure as 
follows

149
:   

  
Chief officers 

• Commandant General 

• Vice Commandant General  

• Assistant Commandant General 

• General  

• Vecht (Combat) General 

• Vice Combat General 

• Chief Commandant   

• Assistant Chief Commandant 
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Staff officers 

• Secretary  

• Adjutant 

• Staff Officer 

• Captain of artillery 

• Captain of Scouts 

• Lieutenant of Scouts 

• Commissariat Officer 

• Laager Commandant 

• Commandant of the Women’s Laager 

• Field Cornet of the Women’s Laager 

• Predikant (Padre) 
 
Commando officers  

• Commandant 

• Assistant Commandant 

• Chief Field Cornet 

• Field Cornet  

• Assistant Field Cornet 
 
Other ranks 

• Corporal 

• Quartermaster 

• “Vleesch” (Flesh) Corporal  

• Hoefsmid (Farrier) 

• Burgher  
 

 
     
Rushing the Rand  

 
Roberts would push north from 
Kroonstad, Heilbron and 
Hoopstad on 20 May. ZAR 
troops prepared a defence on 
the Renoster River, halfway 
between Kroonstad and the 
Vaal.  
 
Fig 118: Another view of the “pom-
pom”. Weapon on display at the 
SANMMH. Pic: LE, Mar 2009.  

 
De Wet guarded the left flank 
of this position in the vicinity of 
Heilbron. But on 22 May Botha 
– who had replaced Joubert 
after the Kroonstad council – 
receives the news that De Wet 
had been driven from that 
position, rendering the 

Renoster River defences vulnerable.  
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It is not certain why the Renoster was to be defended
150

. Breytenbach argues that the defence of 
this river line was pointless, the more so after the British success at Heilbron. Suffice to say the 
energy expended on the Renoster was not available to prepare the defence of the Vaal.  
 
Breytenbach recognises that Roberts could not be stopped at the Vaal. But he argues that had 
Botha withdrawn to this line after the fall of Kroonstad, and had ZAR forces carefully prepared 
Magersfontein-style concealed entrenchments on both sides of the railway bridge at Vereeniging 
as well as the drifts to the east and west, then they would have been able to impose a serious 
delay on Roberts and would have forced him to fight a formal battle and accept high casualties.    

 
It is certain Botha intended to defend the southern 
frontier of the ZAR. He recalled the commandos 
on the Renoster – they were on ZAR soil by the 
evening of 23 May – and summoned his western 
commander, De la Rey, who is at Dewetsdrift, 
about 100km west of Vereeniging on the 22

nd
. He 

is ordered to haste to that town to make “a proper 
stand” (een behoorlijk staan te maken).         
 
Breytenbach writes that it is not certain how the 
Boer general and future prime minister planned to 

defend the Vaal. From sources consulted by him it 
appears the “Renoster force” would defend the 
railway bridge and drifts to the east: principally 
Engelbrechtsdrift,

151
 near the confluence of the 

Vaal and Suikerbosrand River
152

. He was 
apparently not concerned with drifts to the west as 
he had instructed De la Rey on the 22

nd 
to 

mobilise sufficient forces to invest them.   
 
Botha also asks De Wet to attack Roberts’ rear in 
order to slow his advance on the Vaal and give the 
defenders more time to prepare.   
 
Figs 119-121: Three views of the Armstrong 15-pounder 
breech-loading QF field gun issued to the Royal Field Artillery 
in batteries of six. The type’s recoil mechanism can be seen on 
the gun carriage on the bottom picture. Hall writes the gun was 
“notable for the axle spade system of controlling carriage recoil. 
The spade (not visible) was connected by a rope stay to a 
strong spring in the trail (spring cover visible and protruding 
from middle trail).”

153
 Calibre: 76.2mm, ammunition: shrapnel 

and case, weight of gun carriage packed: 1053.7kg, weight of 
shell: 6,38kg, range: time fuse: 3749m, percussion: 5121m, 
rate of fire: 7-8 rpm. The Royal Horse Artillery used the lighter 
12-pounder. Pics: LE, Mar 2009 at the SANMMH.          

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
150

 Roberts believed the defence included 26 guns. Breytenbach, p516.  
151

 Breytenbach, p516.  
152

 HW Wilson, With the flag to Pretoria, 1902.  
153

 Hall, p10.  



 58 

British dispositions
154

  
 
While the Boers dally, Roberts is again making ready to move. Amery notes that his dispositions 
for the move forward from Kroonstad on 20 May are much the same as on the march to the town. 
 
Arthur Conan Doyle in The Great Boer War

155
 describes Roberts setting up his forces outside 

Bloemfontein in a “semicircular front of about 40 miles
156

”; the right, MI, under Ian Hamilton, at 
Thaba Nchu, the centre on the rail-line, and the left – more MI – at Karee, a railway siding 10 
miles (16km) south of Brandfort, commanded by Maj Gen Edward Hutton.  
 

Hutton’s force, Conan Doyle, remarked included 
MI from every quarter of the empire, and further 
included several batteries of horse artillery and 
“pom-pom” AGL. Among the MI, adds Australian 
war correspondent Andrew Barton “Banjo” 
Paterson – the bush balladeer who had penned 
The Man from Snowy River – was the New South 
Wales (NSW) MI under Lt Col Guy Knight.   
   
Figs 122-3: A 5-inch “cow gun”. A Royal Garrison Artillery 
coastal defence gun fitted to a 40-pounder muzzle-loading field 
gun carriage. Brought to SA from Gibraltar to match the “Long 
Tom”. Two were present in May 1900. The gun had no recoil 
system and would occasionally fall over on firing. This example 
on display at the SANMMH. Calibre: 127mm. Weight of gun: 
2030kg, weight of carriage: 3760kg. Shell types: common and 
shrapnel. Weight of shell: 22.5kg. Range: percussion fuse: 
9450m, time fuse: 4910m. Pics: LE, Mar 2009.        

 
The main column

157
 consisted of Maj Gen Charles 

Tucker’s 7
th
 and Maj Gen Reginald Pole-Carew’s 

11
th
 Division. The latter had as brigades, the 

Guards and Brig Gen TE Stephenson’s 18
th
 

Brigade (1
st
 Welsh, 1

st
 Essex, Warwicks, 

Yorkshires) along with the 83
rd

, 84
th
 and 65

th
 

Batteries RFA, some heavy guns and a small 
force of MI. Tucker also had two brigades, the 14

th
 

commanded by Col John Maxwell
158

 (Norfolks, 
Lincolns, Hampshires, Scottish Borderers) and 

Maj Gen Archibald Wavell’s
159

 15
th
 (North Staffords, Cheshires, East Lancashires and South 

Wales Borderers.) The 11
th
 Division was north (to the left) of the railway, the 7

th
 to the south.  

 
On their right flank lay Maj Gen Robert Broadwood’s 2

nd
 Cavalry Brigade

160
 and beyond that 

Bruce Hamilton’s 21
st
 Infantry Brigade (Derbyshires, Sussex, Camerons and the CIV - City 

Imperial Volunteers). Hamilton, on the “extreme right” had under him a brigade including the 
Gordon Highlanders, 2

nd
 Bn Royal Canadian Regiment (2RCR), the King’s Shropshire Light 

Infantry and the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry with Cavalry and MI.  
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All told Roberts’ force was between 40 000 and 50 000 strong, Conan Doyle informs his readers. 
Carver disagrees, saying “Roberts began his advance on 3 May up the railway line with 30 000 
men.”

161
  

 
Lt Gen Sir Leslie Rundle with his 8

th
 Division and with Maj Gen Edward Brabant’s Colonial 

Division under command remained “in rear of the right flank to confront any force that might try to 
flank it.

162
” At Bloemfontein remained the 3

rd
 Division (Maj Gen Sir Hubert Chermside) and the 6

th
 

(Lt Gen Thomas Kelly-Kenny) in addition to cavalry and guns.  
 
On the far left, setting out from Kimberley via Boshof for Hoopstad was Methuen’s 1

st
 Division

163
, 

while on the extreme left was Lt Gen Sir Archibald Hunter’s 10
th
 Division. This had crossed the 

Vaal at Windsorton (near Kimberley) and its 6
th
 (Fusilier) Brigade (Maj Gen Geoffrey Barton) had 
fought an action at Rooidam. ZAR forces fell back 
on Bloemhof and Christiana, with Hunter in pursuit. 
His division (the Fusilier Brigade and Maj Gen 
Fitzroy Hart’s 5

th
 [Irish] Brigade) was the first to 

enter the ZAR
164

.             
 
Carver puts the Free State garrison at 20 000 and 
the 10

th
 Division at 8000.

165
 (This is the only 

division for which he provides a force level.) 
Numbers aside, the logistics were impressive:  

Figs 124-6: Colt M1895 machine gun. John Browning’s first 
machine gun featured a swinging arm below the barrel that 
gave it the nickname the “potato digger.” The gun could be 
mounted on a tripod or a wheeled mount. Browning’s later 
M1917 7.62mm and M2 12.7mm machine guns remain in 
widespread use to this day. Top: A M1895-1914 likely used in 
the Mexican Revolution. Middle: tripod-mounted M1895 with 
the 1

st
 Volunteer US Cavalry, the “Rough Riders” during the 

Spanish American war of 1898. Below: US Marines with two 
6mm M1895, showing both mounts. Gas-operated. Weight: 
gun: 18.14kg), tripod: 12.7kg, carriage with 1920 rounds of 
ammunition in eight boxes: 66.3kg. Ammunition: 120 round 
canvas belt. Range: 3000 yards, 400-500 rpm. Made in a 
variety of calibres: including 6mm, 7.62mm and 7x57mm 
Mauser. Pics: Wikipedia.                

 
“The whole force, with 11 000 horses, 120 guns 
and 14 Maxim pom-poms, was accompanied by 
22 000 mules drawing 5500 carts and 40 000 
oxen pulling 2500 wagons.”

166
       

 
In addition, in Natal, Buller had the 2

nd
, 4

th
 and 5

th
 

Divisions. (The 5
th
 would be shortly redeployed to 

the Northern Cape to garrison the restive area and 
conduct counterinsurgency operations against the  
“Cape Rebels”. 
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Roberts’ 30 000    
    
For the ‘tiger spring

167
” to the Rand Roberts left his dispositions largely as he had made them 

outside Bloemfontein are as follows: “In the central column the order of march was to remain 
substantially as it had on the way to Kroonstad. An advance guard composed of the 4

th
 and 8

th
 

Corps
168

 MI (Mounted Infantry
169

), with “J” Battery, Ross’ Colt gun battery
170

 and two companies 
of yeomanry

171
, all under Colonel St George Henry

172
, was to march on each side of the railway; 

the 3
rd

 Cavalry Brigade (Colonel JBP Gordon) were sent out on the right flank; and the 11
th
 

Division were to advance along the railway with the 7
th
 on their left.”

173
              

 
Conan Doyle also makes special mention is also 
made of the director of the Imperial Military 
Railways Lt Col Percy Girouard RE and Maj Louis 
Seymour

174
 of the Railway Pioneer Regiment for 

undoing the demolition work of the Boer-aligned 
“Irish Brigade” under Major John MacBride. The 
Irish delighted in blowing culverts, downing 
bridges and wrecking stations as well as other rail 
infrastructure.       
 
Figs 127-8: The Maxim machine gun, developed and patented 
by self-taught American electrical engineer and inventor Hiram 

Maxim. This was the first practical automatic machine gun. The 
design, produced in numerous calibres, up to and including the 
37mm “pom-pom” was introduced in 1895 and was forerunner 
to the British Vickers medium machine gun, the German MG08 
and the Russian PM05. By 1899 Hilaire Belloc’s epitaph 
“Whatever happens, we have got: The Maxim gun, and they 
have not,” was no longer true. Below is a British Vickers-
built .303 (7.7x56R) recoil-operated, water-cooled version. 
Length: 1.180m, weight (unloaded): 18.14kg, ammunition: ball, 
250-round cloth belts, cyclic rate: 600rpm, muzzle velocity: 
838mps, range (effective): 740m, (indirect): up to 4100m. Pics: 
ABWM, Wikipedia.            

 
When Roberts jumped north from Bloemfontein, 
he also left behind his cavalry, with whom 
Paterson was riding. Lt Gen Sir John French’s 
Cavalry Division was conducting operations in the 

Dewetsdorp and Thaba Nchu districts. French had rejoined Roberts by 10 May; Paterson 
remarking of the catch-up that it “is unusual for cavalry to be in the rear of a march and for once 
we were well in the rear of the advance.” This was not entirely true: the non-divisional 3

rd
 Cavalry 

Brigade was indeed in the van. Also, Roberts clearly saw the Cavalry Division as a mounted force, 
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th
. The NSW Lancers (with Paterson) and the 1

st
 Australian Horse were assigned to the 1

st
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formation was quickly broken up, Hamilton retaining Ridley and gaining the 2
nd

 Cavalry as well as the 19
th
 and 21

st
 

Brigades.                     
170
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to be used so in its own right and not just as a vanguard. This is clear from the division’s role in 
the relief of Kimberley and its twinning with the MID for the advance to Pretoria.       
 

Stephen Badsey in the recently published Doctrine and Reform 
in the British Cavalry, 1880-1980

175
 writes that doctrinally the 

future First Earl of Ypres’ command was organised in four 
brigades, three cavalry and one – under Hutton – of MI

176
. This 

may have been so at the outbreak of war, but for the 
Bloemfontein-Kroonstad and Kroonstad-Pretoria “tiger springs” 
it appears from all other accounts he only had two cavalry 
brigades and Hutton’ MI. (The 2

nd
 Cavalry Brigade was at this 

time with Hamilton’s division.)           
 
Fig 129: Lt Gen Archibald Hunter. Pic: SANMMH.  

 
Having closed up with Roberts, the Field Marshal now posts his 
cavalry force to the left of Hutton’s MI. (Hutton may have been 
under French’s operational command. He seems to be a 
brigade commander of a “special type”. Amery, Churchill, 
Paterson, Pakenham and others always mention both when 
talking of them as a combined force. Paterson also observed 
Roberts’ chief of staff General the Earl Horatio Kitchener

177
 

meeting French and Hutton at Zand River to discuss 
operational matters.) Badsey later writes that Roberts deployed 
French’s Cavalry Division as part of the vanguard on the way 

forward from Kroonstad. This is not supported by any of the other accounts, which has French on 
the left flank.   
 

The Australian Boer War Memorial adds that French’s force 
included the New South Wales (NSW) Lancers, the Australian 
Horse and a squadron of NSW Mounted Rifles.       
 
For the invasion of the Transvaal, Roberts orders Methuen 
“who had a strong force of yeomanry

178
 (militia cavalry)” to 

march north from Hoopstad and “support French on the left 
flank” – but not for long. He was quickly summoned to garrison 
Kroonstad, leaving it to Hunter’s 8000 to invade the ZAR from 
the west – and hold the attention of De la Rey and his men.    
 
Fig 130: Hiram Maxim with his invention. Pic: Spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk.  

 
It will be recalled that Hamilton was at this time at Heilbron

179
 – 

from which he had pushed De Wet and President Steyn – on the British right. He was now 
ordered to the left, back to the railway and across to the left, to join French and Hutton – on the 
left.  
 
“The transference of Ian Hamilton from the right to the left across the front of the central column 
was an awkward manoeuvre, but Lord Roberts had little choice in the matter. In support of French 
he required a column well equipped with transport, with a large proportion of mounted men, and 
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accustomed to act independently. Hamilton’s column alone answered all these requirements, and 
the transference was so well timed and so well carried out that no confusion actually ensued.”

180
     

    
 
Concept of operations  
 
The move was necessary for the plan Roberts now conceived: the envelopment of the 
Witwatersrand. The concept was simple: the main force would follow the railway north-north-east 
to the Elandsfontein-Germiston railway junction, his immediate tactical objective; for here the 
railway line from the Cape (via Bloemfontein and Kroonstad) to Pretoria (and then to Delagoa Bay) 
crossed the Witwatersrand line. The latter ran from Klerksdorp in the west through all the main 
towns of the West Rand to Elandsfontein before heading southeast to Colenso

181
 and Durban.  

 
Elandslaagte had strategic importance too. To its west, at Modderfontein, lay a dynamite factory 
cum ammunition plant and southwest laid Johannesburg and its storehouses. To the latter’s north, 
in Braamfontein, was the remains of the Begbie foundry where Reitz writes “the government was 
manufacturing shells and ammunition” under the supervision of French Schneider (Creusot) and 
German Krupp engineers.    
 

Reitz recalls that on his first visit to the city, in April 
1900, the factory blew up: “there came the roar of 
a great explosion and a column of smoke shot up 
into the sky a mile high… About 30 people were 
killed, but so fierce was the blaze that we could 
give no assistance and we had to look on 
helplessly while the fire burnt itself out.

182
 

Sabotage was suspected.  
 
Fig 131: the 2

nd
 Canadians crossing the Modder River. Pic: 

ABWM.   

 
While the factory was now gone, the city contained important munition and supply stocks the 
commandos might attempt to evacuate if they meant to continue the war. They had two options – 
by cart and wagon along unpaved tracks or by rail. The latter was the more logical and efficient. 
Taking Germiston and its crossroads would deny ZAR forces this materiel.       
 
The left wing, the trio of formations under French, the senior officer, Hamilton and Hutton, would 
stay west of the rail, seize a crossing of the Vaal and move straight on Johannesburg along the 
wagon road. They would cross the Klip, move on Florida

183
 – then one of a series of towns, pearls 

on a string, along the Rand – down the escarpment to its north and then to Driefontein
184

 some 
15km north of Johannesburg. From here Roberts likely intended French, Hutton and Hamilton to 
strike north across rolling veld and vlei to Pretoria while he advanced in the same direction along 
the rail from Germiston.      
 
A reading suggests Roberts was uncertain whether the Vaal or Johannesburg would be defended 
– and to what extent. The Boers had not made a determined stand since Poplar Grove. “Banjo” 
Paterson, with the NSW Lancers attached to French’s cavalry writes in his dispatch of 30 May 
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“that we did not seriously expect any fight at Johannesburg.
185

” Drooglever, by contrast, writes in 
a head note to the chapter on Johannesburg that it “was expected there would be some heavy 
fighting…”          
 
It is almost certain Roberts expected the Boers to defend the river lines. By this time that was an 
established pattern. Similarly, he would not have expected a street fight.   
 
 
Further dispositions  
 
Replacing Hamilton on the right would be Maj Gen Sir Henry Colvile with the Highland Brigade

186
 

and a battalion of yeomanry at Heilbron and Gordon’s 3
rd 

Cavalry Brigade
187

 just east of the 
railway.         
    

The composition of Hamilton’s force from Thaba Nchu to 
Heilbron is unclear. Pakenham records that Hamilton’s force 
consisted of two brigades, “including the 1

st
 Battalion of his own 

regiment, the Gordon Highlanders”, who had raised the white 
flag at Majuba. Hamilton himself had been there and had been 
wounded, his wrist smashed.  
 
Fig 132: Maj Gen Robert Broadwood. Pic: SANMMH.  

 
Carver credits Hamilton with a larger force: Broadwood’s 2

nd 

Cavalry and Colonel CP Ridley’s Mounted Infantry brigades as 
well as the 19

th
 (Major Generals Horace Smith-Dorrien) and the 

already encountered 21
st
 Infantry Brigade (commanded by and 

Bruce Hamilton).  
 
Amery identifies the artillery as the 76

th 
and 82

nd
 batteries RFA 

(with 21 Brigade) and the 74
th
 as well as 81

st 
batteries (with 19 Brigade). Each would have been 

equipped with six 15-pounsder (76.2mm) field guns. The division also had available two 5-inch 
(127mm) coastal defence guns removed from fortresses at Gibraltar and elsewhere, mounted on 
obsolete 40-pounder muzzle-loading field-gun mounts and manned by the 56

th
 battery Royal 

Garrison Artillery.
188

 (Royal Navy ship’s guns were used for the same purpose elsewhere but 
these were generally 4.7-inch weapons mounted on improvised wooden carriages. Pulled by as 
span of 32 oxen, these breechloaders were commonly called “cow” guns and were employed to 
counter the Long Tom.   
 
On his staff Hamilton also had the 9

th
 Duke of Marlborough

189
 as aide de camp as well as the 

Duke’s first cousin, Morning Post news correspondent and sometimes SA Light Horse subaltern 
Winston Churchill

190
.      
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Crossing the Vaal  
 
Low morale among the commandos and Hamilton’s turning movement on the Heilbron flank 
meant the Renoster River positions were empty on the evening of the 23

rd
 when Roberts arrived 

in front of them.  
 
The plan had been for French – armed with the 1

st
 (Col TC Porter) and 4

th
 (Maj Gen JBB Dickson) 

Cavalry Brigades and Hutton’s two “corps” of MI
191

 to make a tactical envelopment of the 
Renoster position. His division had departed Kroonstad a day earlier than the main field force (the 
19

th
) and crossed the Renoster to the west (at the confluence of the Heuningspruit) and were 

meant to swing east and come up behind the trenches in order to pin the Boers to the river – as 
had been done at Paardeberg

192
.  

 
But Botha’s withdrawal rendered that scheme moot. French became aware of this withdrawal on 

the 22
nd

 while still at Engelskuil and consequently 
turned to the Vredefort Dome rather than the 
railway and seized a crossing of the Vaal at Parys. 
“This haste was rewarded, for when he arrived 
there on the 24

th
, Queen Victoria’s last birthday, 

the Boers detailed to defend the drifts west of 
Vereeniging were still at Potchefstroom (about 
35km northwest of Parys). Breytenbach laments 
that De la Rey had let Botha down; his 
commandos had wasted the time available.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                           
Roberts’ Intelligence Department had told French 
he could cross his entire force, including baggage, 
at the Parys ford, but this was far from the case. 
“In fact, only horses could pass over in single file, 
and then not without risk and difficulty

193
”. In 

consequence only one brigade – the 4
th
 - was put 

across and this secured Old Viljoen’s Drift further 
up river. Breytenbach places this at the confluence 
of the Vaal and Kromelmboogspruit some 10km 
northeast of the town. (It is not marked on the 
modern 1:250 000 map.) Porter’s brigade crossed 
here later on the 24

th
. There was no opposition.   

          
Fig 133: British troops cross the Vals River at a weir near 
Kroonstad. Pic: ABWM.    
Fig 134: Gen Reginald Pole-Carew at the Vet River. Pic: 
ABWM. 

 
The NSW Lancers, with the 1

st
 Brigade, crossed here on the Queen’s birthday (although in a 

departure from his own map Paterson calls it “Viljoen’s Lower Drift”.
194

) The name 
notwithstanding he records the location was dominated by large hills on both sides, the Vredefort 
Dome in fact. “We had pickets scattered all over the hills, and it was well that we had them, as at 
daylight the next day we saw the Boers, sitting in dozens, little wooden figures in the distant 
mountains, looking disconsolately at our approach. They had come to oppose our landing but 
were luckily a date late.”      
 

                                                 
191

 Amery, p135.  
192

 Intelligence sized the garrison at 15 000 men with 40 guns.  
193

 Amery, p135.  
194

 There is no “Viljoen’s Lower Drift” marked on his map.  



 65 

Breytenbach avers that De la Rey’s advance guard was aware of French’s presence at Parys as 
early as the 23

rd
. “As die voorhoede … slegs vinniger gewikkel het, kon hulle French die oortog 

oor die rivier met gemak belet het,” he laments. (If only the advance guard had hurried, they 
would have been able to prevent French’s crossing with ease.) He notes the British official History 
of the War in SA admits that only “the somnolence of the enemy, who contented himself with 
guarding Schoeman’s Drift

195
, had rendered possible the passage of wide and difficult drifts, and 

movement through country where a few sharpshooters might have thrown both brigades on the 
defensive.”

196
               

 
Advancing into these hills, some resistance was encountered. In one skirmish, New Zealanders in 
Hutton’s MI engaged a Boer detachment. “They killed two men and wounded two more, and 
captured a few prisoners, who lay down till they were overtaken, and then they calmly 
surrendered, quite happy to be out of the fighting.  
 
“The behaviour of the Transvaalers in this affair bears out my theory that there is no vital 
difference between the Transvaaler and the Free State Boer. Either will fight well in a kopje, and 
neither will make a stand in the open, Paterson wrote his readers.”

197
         

 
 
A confusion of orders  
 
Breytenbach argues that part of the blame for De la Rey’s absence falls on Botha himself. He 
likely doubted that the forces available to him were sufficient to stop Roberts and was casting 
about for a more suitable defensive position

198
. Amery adds

199
 that the “open country [at 

Vereeniging] offered no good defensive positions.”      
 

Botha noted that the rugged terrain north of the 
Vredefort Dome to the west – the Gatsrand – and 
the equally rough territory terrain north of 
Vereeniging – the Suikerbosrand – would funnel 
the British towards Johannesburg where they 
could be corked just south of the city by the 
Klipriversberg and a series of hills stretching east 
and west on the north bank of the Klip River.  
 
The land is a mass of “considerable ridges and 
deep valleys, with intricate minor features of spur 
and re-entrant, kop and defile

200
”.       

 
Fig 135: Commandant General Louis Botha, commander ZAR 
forces. Pic: ABWM.   

 
Breytenbach adds that Botha had discussed the 
matter with Kruger and members of his 
government and they were in agreement that this 
was the best available defensive position should 
the commandos be pushed back from the Vaal.         
 
It was after this briefing – on the 22

nd
 – that Botha 
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had ordered De la Rey to defend the western drifts. Had he left it at this there is little doubt – 
according to the Afrikaans historian – that his troops would have been in position on the afternoon 
of the 24

th
. But after giving those orders, and after De la Rey had issued his own, Botha now 

signalled De la Rey’s field commanders – General Andries Cronje, Assistant General Sarel du 
Toit and Combat General Sarel Oosthuizen – direct, transmitting to them a situation sketch 
reporting a major enemy force at Vredefort and another moving from Heilbron to Vereeniging. 
This was likely Hamilton’s, which was in fact headed further west.  
 
He then briefs them that “we” (the political-military leadership) had decided to defend the 
Gatsrand and Suikerbosrand but that without reinforcement this was impossible. He adds that for 
this reason all forces must move from the west in that direction. He notes that De la Rey has 
received corresponding instructions. “Therefore prepare to send a commando tonight. I will post 
heliographs on all the heights so that you will always be in communication. Make haste or I fear 
we will not halt the enemy and Pretoria will fall” (“Een groote macht van den vijand is vanavond 
nabij Vredefort. Zij trekken zeer snel vooruit en zullen waarschijnlijk morgen aan Vaal Rivier zijn. 
Een groote macht trekt direct van Heilbron na Vereeniging. Onze menschen waren heden met 
vijand nabij Heilbron slaags

201
 en moesten ritereeren. Hieruit kunt gij zien dat zaken zeer ernstig 

zijn. Wij hebben besloten om een vaste stand to maken al met dde Gatsrand and Zuikerbosch 
rand doch zonder versterking is dit onmogelijk. Doorome hebben wij besloten om de weste grens 
burgers allen op te reopen om met de meeste snelheid in dié rigting op te rukken. Genl. De la 
Rey heft dienovereenkomstig instructies ontvangen. Gelieve dus u gereed te maken en nog 
heden nacht een commando op te zenden. Ik zal helioposten overall op de hoogtse van de 
ranten plaatsen zoodat u van var af altyd in communicatie kan komen. Maakt dus spoed ander 
vrees ik dat de vijand niet gestuit zal worden en Pretoria alsdan in zijn hand moeten vallen.”)          
 
As can be seen there was no mention in the missive of the defence of the Vaal and confusion set 
in: Oosthuizen, hasting east – towards the drifts – halts and telegraphs Botha for clarity. By the 
time Botha signals him to act according to De la Rey’s orders, French has seized a bridgehead.               
 

 
Fig 136: Extract from 1:250 000 survey map 2626 West Rand and 2627 East Rand showing the main British crossing 
places over the Vaal. Also indicated is Rietkuil, site of a skirmish on 26 May. None of the major urban areas – Sasolburg, 
Vanderbijlpark, Sebokeng and Evaton – existed at the time. Source: Government Printer.     

                                                 
201

 A skirmish between Hamilton and De Wet just outside Heilbron on the night of the 23
rd
.  
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Outflanked on the Vaal  
 
With French across the river, the Vaal was now useless to Botha as a defensive line. The cavalry 
commander now exploits east, moving first to Lindeque’s Drift where Porter and his baggage 
crosses then to Seekoeifontein where he can cover Hamilton’s crossing at Wonderwater. 
(Hamilton had on the 24

th
 received orders to cross in front of the main force on the 25

th
 and seize 

a crossing at Bosbank
202

), his cavalry brigade – Broadwood’s – doing so the same day. His main 
force crosses west of the Rietspruit the next day.     
 
The next day French moved up the Rietspruit to Rietkuil (today at the intersection of the R57 and 
R54 roads) to establish himself in the rear of Botha’s force at Vereeniging. Roberts closed on 
Taaibosspruit (south of the Vaal).  
 
While French busies himself on the north bank, Botha must decide what to do. He concludes 
available daylight (about two hours) is insufficient for a counterattack. He is also certain French 
will reinforce his position overnight and that the chances of a successful counter attack in the 
morrow are slight. Another retreat is inevitable.  
 
On the 27

th
 Roberts enters Vereeniging

203
. His forces had taken the town the day before – 

unopposed. Paterson records that “a troop of foreigners calling themselves the ‘Spanish bandits’” 
had blown the bridge, wrecked the station “and generally left things in as state of chaos.” 
Churchill notes the “bandits” only blew one span, which he interpreted as an example of 
increasing demoralisation

204
.   

 
Botha orders De la Rey to the Klip River post haste. Breytenbach says the two exchange a series 
of telegrams the upshot of which is that De la Rey, whose main force is still at Lichtenburg, warns 
Botha he will not be in position before 1 June. While it is not clear from Breytenbach why De la 
Rey believed it would take him so long to close with the Klip River, it must be recalled that not 
only was he the commander of the ZAR western front, but also of its western commandos – men 
who were now being called upon to leave their homes and towns undefended to British probes 
they must have known were coming from the south and west (from whence Hunter’s 10

th
 Division 

is approaching) in order to defend the Rand and Pretoria. Remembering Buller’s comments on 
the home being the Boer’s castle, this was some (tall) order.                 
 
 
Into the southern Transvaal  
 

 After crossing the Vaal at Vereeniging on 26 May, 
Roberts’ force continues along the railway, which 
runs north-north-east to Elandsfontein junction in 
Germiston. 
 
Fig 137: Gordon Highlanders entraining. Pic: ABWM.  

 
Botha had the previous day pulled back the 
Vereeniging force to Meyerton. Hasty 
entrenchments were dug under the supervision of 

                                                 
202

 Breytenbach, pp517-8. Seekoeifontein is on the modern map, but not Bosbank, Lindeque’s Drift nor Wonderwater. 
Paterson reports a town called Lindeque in the vicinity of the drift. It no longer seems to exist. Seekoeifontein is about 
15km west of Loch Vaal on the north bank of the river. Amery has Bosbank between the Rietspruit and Vereeniging and 
has Broadwood’s cavalry crossing there. Hamilton, despite the order crossed further west.          
203

 Two years later his successor and then chief of staff, Kitchener, would be back to conclude the war with the Peace of 
Vereeniging. It would be 31 May 1902 – two years to the day Roberts had ridden through Johannesburg at the head of his 
troops.     
204

 Churchill, p329.  
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Major Piet Erasmus
205

. Here Botha, who had left all Free Staters behind in the Free State and 
had sent the Wakkerstroom commando home after they had shown signs of insubordination 
(Amery records that it was thought they’d fight with more alacrity in their own district) received 
reinforcements in the shape of General Ben Viljoen’s Johannesburg commando, a detachment 
from Boksburg commando under one Dirksen

206
 and elements from the Mafekeng

207
 siege 

force
208

.             
 
A detachment some 300 to 400 strong was left in 
place to guard Engelbrechtsdrift where Botha still 
expected Hamilton to cross and another – 
apparently composed of foreign volunteers – to 
Viljoen’s Drift. Amery adds

209
 the Mafekeng force 

included the Marico and Waterberg commandos 
under General Frederik Albertus “Groot Freek”

210
 

Grobler and Hermanus Lemmer (who, it appears 
from Uys

211
 always operated as a team) had by 

then (the 25
th
 or 26

th
) arrived in the vicinity of the 

Vaal but “had been driven into the Gatsrand by 
French”.                  
 
A look at the modern map shows this was quite a 
push: On the 27

th
, when Botha himself abandoned 

Meyerton and fell back on Klip River Station, 
Viljoen was sent to join Lemmer and Grobler at 
Faraosfontein, today at the intersection of the R82 
and R558 roads, just east of Johannesburg’s 
southern Ennerdale suburb (in the vicinity of the 
Grasmere toll plaza); about 25km north of 
Vereeniging.      
   
Fig 138: Extract from 1:250 000 map 2627 East Rand showing 
some scenes of action. OR Tambo Airport marked in magenta. 
Ovals mark Elandsfontein and Germiston Station, Circle marks 
the railway loop (note Union Station in centre). Also marked is 
Klip River station and Meyerton. Note the Suikerbosrand at the 
bottom right. Source: Government Printer.     

 
Roberts had in the meantime sent Col J Gordon’s 
3

rd
 Cavalry Brigade, which was still south of the 

river, to Engelbrechtsdrift to attempt a crossing. 
Colonel St George Henry’s MI would advance on the drift along the north bank of the Vaal. Amery 
records that the roads in the area were sandy, and finding Botha’s guard in place at the drift 

                                                 
205

 Erasmus was a controversial officer. Uys, p75, writes he was commissioned in 1894 and promoted major during the 
war. “Following the Lombardskop ‘Long Tom’ fiasco he was accused of negligence and reduced to the ranks.” According 
to Uys he fought the rest of the war as an ordinary burgher. Breytenbach and Amery has him here as a major. The 
Uitlander-staffed Imperial Light Horse (ILH) regiment on the night of 8/9 December 1899 raided the Boer guns on 
Lombardskop, overlooking Ladysmith, spiking a Long Tom and a 4.5 inch howitzer (a 120mm Krupp? Pakenham, p270). 
The hill was almost unguarded and when challenged the Boer guard “bolted” when the attackers simulated the sound of 
bayonets being fixed. (The ILH did not use bayonets). The attack was planned by Colonel Henry Rawlinson who during 
the Somme battles of 1916 – as a general – commanded 13 Corps that included the 9

th
 Division to which 1 SA Brigade 

was attached. He later commanded the British 4
th
 Army.                           

206
 His full identity could not be established from the sources consulted. Boksburg commando was at the time commanded 

by Commandant Gerhardus “Gert” Gravett.   
207

 Former Krugersdorp police Lt Sarel Eloff had been captured there during an over-audacious raid on the British 
defences. (Following his posting in Krugersdorp he had been posted to the Johannesburg Fort as commander.      
208

 Amery, p137.  
209

 Amery, p137. 
210

 “Big Fred” 
211

 Uys, pp95, 131.  
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Gordon contented himself with a cavalry demonstration rather than drag his guns through the 
sand. Without waiting for Henry, who had equally sandy roads to content with, he fell back on 
Vereeniging and crossed northwards. Henry arrived at the drift later and drove the commandos 
off.    
 
The plan for the envelopment of the Rand now began to unfold. On the left, French and Hutton 
were ordered to clear Roberts’ flank to a point slightly northwest of Klip River station

212
, where the 

railway crosses the Klip (about 30km north-west of Vereeniging). Hamilton was to advance to a 
position six miles (about 10km) south of him.       
  

Fig 139: Amery’s map of operations.  

 
On the right the 3

rd
 Cavalry had a “similar manoeuvre” to perform to that of French: their mission 

was to cut the railway lines to Natal and Pretoria in order to isolate the city from the east on the 
28

th
. Botha had by this time abandoned Klip River Station and this was taken by Roberts without 

opposition on the 28
th
. The 3

rd
 Cavalry came up on Roberts’ right and moved off to the northeast 

before swinging north to cut the Natal line at Boksburg. Gordon sent a detachment along the line 
to Springs then moved further north to position himself across the Pretoria line north of Germiston.  
 
Colonel Henry and his MI had a more exciting time. With the majority of his available force tied up 
in the west, Botha only had the Boksburg, Springs and Heidelberg commandos available to 
oppose the eastern envelopment

213
. Dirksen’s Boksburg detachment guarded the Germiston-

Springs line
214

.   
 

                                                 
212

 Amery, p138.  
213

 Botha placed a general Fourie, likely Joachim (Uys, p82) in charge of the eastern flank. Joachim Fourie was assistant 
general for Carolina, Lydenburg and Standerton.  
214

 Amery, 140. It is not clear why.    
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The Elandsfontein and Heidelberg commandos under Commandant Johan Weilbach guarded the 
rail at Natalspruit, today wedged between Alberton’s Alrode industrial estate and Katlehong 
township. The meandering stream roughly crosses the rail at right angles, running to the south 
east.                  
 
It is just north of this spruit that the Natal line (via Standerton, Balfour and Heidelberg) and the 
Cape line that Roberts was advancing along converged. The former roughly parallels the modern 
N3 highway southeast of the intersection of that road and the old Heidelberg Road (R554/R103). 
In the vicinity of this intersection the Natal railway makes a dramatic loop, first west, then north to 
join just before Union station at Dinwiddie. The loop now encircles the appropriately named 
Junction Hill industrial area (See Figure 108).   
 
It is on this high ground that Weilbach’s commandos, backed by three guns, awaited the invaders. 
Breytenbach avers

215
 the guns held off Henry until he brought up “J” Battery. The RHA quickly 

silenced the Staatsartillerie and with that the Heidelbergers left the field and headed home.  
 
Around this time a train bearing burghers from Natal came steaming into the loop. Lumsden’s 
Horse, evidently by now on the north bank took the train under rifle fire, which attracted a lively 
reaction. They were sent across the bend in the line to get ahead of the train and cut it off from 
Elandsfontein

216
. They failed but Amery adds a detachment under a Lt Pugh, proceeded to block 

the line against further traffic, reportedly while under fire.  
 
Henry left “J” Battery and an escort at Natalspruit and Lumsden’s Horse as well as the Colt 
battery at Elsburg and pressed on with the remainder of his force to Germiston. Finding it too 
strongly held he turned east and took Boksburg, leaving Loch’s Horse in possession.                              
 
The MI commander struck north from there with the Leicestershire Company of Yeomanry and a 
few men of Lumsden’s Horse, reaching the rail at a point north of Elandsfontein. When Henry 
arrived at Elandsfontein station, he came under heavy rifle and cannon fire from commandos 
keen to buy time to evacuate rolling stock northwards from Germiston. Breytenbach adds they 
had a Schneider (Creusot) 155mm Long Tom mounted on a rail truck and with this held off the 
British advance for a while.  
 
However, when the British opened a quick fire on the line with their artillery with the objective of 
breaking the track, the train bearing the gun hastily departed for the north “just as a party from the 
8

th
 MI dashed in and severed the line.” It was a narrow escape, the Afrikaans historian records.  

 
The commandos then fell back to Germiston (slightly to the south

217
), where they took position in 

some slag heaps and engaged the 11
th
 Division when it arrived at Germiston at 4pm on the 29

th
      

Henry. But they could not stop the MI taking the station and capturing seven locomotives
218

 and 
200 trucks.  
 
The Boers had clearly again blown the bridges, for Amery records a trunk-and-trestle bridge over 
the Klip had failed, delaying Roberts’ guns and baggage. But that night the whole of Robert’s 
main column was camped around Germiston.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
215

 Breytenbach, p534. 
216

 Breytenbach, p534, Amery 147.   
217

 Which, on the face of it, does not make sense, as that’s where the British were coming from that. Perhaps the answer 
lies in a low British force density.  
218

 Churchill is a lone heretic in claiming nine. Churchill, p331.   
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In the west  
 
French and Hamilton’s moves towards the neck between the Gatsrand proper and its eastern 
extension; the Platberg, was not without opposition.       
 
Reitz, riding with the “Afrikaner Cavalry Corps” (ACC) at the time, linked up with the by-then 
legendary Boer scout Captain Daniel “Danie” Theron

219
 (who had, it will be recalled, played a 

minor role in the Jameson Raid) and observed Hamilton’s crossing. The ACC then joined 
Lemmer, who Breytenbach notes was very understrength at this time, although he reportedly did 
not hesitate to harass French at every opportunity.    

 
Fig 140: Danie Theron. Pic: ABWM.   

 
In one celebrated incident (in Afrikaner circles) on the 26

th
, he 

deployed a Field Cornet Bam with 50 men in French’s path at 
Rietkuil.

220
 Three prisoners were taken and some outposts 

were driven in, but according to Boer accounts at the cost of 
eight burghers (the British have nine), including Bam himself 
who was wounded after his rifle was shot to pieces against his 
body. The losses – all in British hands – include one dead, five 
wounded and two commandos taken prisoner unharmed.   
    
Breytenbach writes that although this small band could not 
deny French Rietkuil, they did nevertheless deny him the 
chance to move into the rear of the force at Engelbrechtsdrift. 

However, considering the distance between these two points, in addition to remembering 
French’s orders and taking into account the activity of Gordon and Henry at the mentioned Drift, 
this claim seems improbable.       
 

Patterson may describe the same incident, writing 
that the Australian Horse “had a great day out, 
chasing the Boers from farm to farm, firing at them 
off their horses, firing from behind horses, and 
generally carrying on guerrilla warfare in a style in 
which Australians are quite able to hold their own.  
 
Fig 141: Some of Theron’s men. Pic: ABWM.  

 
“They chased these Boers in great style till the 
Boer guns got to work on them and steadied them 
a bit. Then supports came up and a general attack 

was made on the semi-circle of hills, but the Boers held them so stubbornly, and made the rifle 
fire so hot that certain troops (not Australians) were actually retiring when the general dashed up, 
rallied them in person, and they went back up the hill with a rush that carried all before them

221
.”        

 
Bam’s examples seem to have inspired those commandos who remained in the field – Lemmer’s 
force now numbering a mere 40 men. Breytenbach notes they sought to harass him from every 
possible defensible location and the British official History recounts that French’s advanced from 
Houtkop

222
 to Rietfontein

223
 was “opposed throughout his march

224
.”  

                                                 
219

 Colonel AS Hickman, Rhodesia served the Queen, Rhodesian forces in the Boer War, 1899-1902, Vol 1, The 
Government Printer, Salisbury, 1970, p182: Theron’s Scout Corps consisted of about “200 hand-picked men – Boers, 
Hollanders, Germans, Russians, Frenchmen, a Bulgar, a Greek, a Levantine, a Turk, and an Algerian Arab – a tough and 
daring lot, whose joviality could not be repressed even by Theron’s discipline, which matched that of De Wet.”  
220

 About seven kilometres north of the Vanderbijlpark aerodrome at the confluence of the N1, R54 and R57.   
221

 Drooglever, p354.  
222

 Now a railway siding near the R28 between Sebokeng and Vanderbijlpark.      
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Doringkuil 
 
Grobler rejoined Lemmer about this time with 225 men, the combined group also mustering a 
“pom-pom”. The next notable scrap occurred at Doringkuil

225
 where spurs of the Gatsrand run 

close to the road French was using as his axis of advance. The commandos’ flea-on-dog tactics 
irritated French into deploying his horse artillery and dismounting some cavalry to clear the Boer-
held-ridge. However, before the attackers could close, the tormentors fell back.  
 

Fig 142: 
Extract of 1: 
250 000 map 
2626 West 
Rand and 2627 
East Rand 
showing 
Doornkuil in 
the south (blue 
rectangle), 
Gatsrand Pass 
(blue rectangle) 
and the three 
drifts (left to 
right in red) 
Potch Rd, 
Vanwyksrust 
and Jackson’s 
Drift. Marked in 
green is 
Jachtfontein, 
the waterworks, 
Rietfontein and 
the Platberg. 
Source: 
Government 
Printer. 

 

Breytenbach believes this type of harassment not only delayed the British but also tired them 
(Deur die wyse van optrede het hulle nie net die voortgang van die troepe baie vertraag nie maar 
hulle tewens baie afgemat). While this might be true, it seems irrelevant in the grander scheme of 
events. Although the event is not dated and is just given cursory treatment by Amery, it likely took 
place on the morning of the 27

th
. Despite all the talk of tiring out and delaying the British, the 

Union Jack would fly over Johannesburg within three days and within the week Roberts would 
have Pretoria.     
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
223

 A common name, the modern 1:250 000 map shows two along the Rietspruit, one near the N1-R28 intersection (west 
of Evaton) and another just to the north, west of Orange Farm. A third is in the Klip River valley near the modern Lenasia. 
Breytenbach, p325, has this as French’s objective. To reach it, he had to breach the Gatsrand-Platberg neck.           
224

 Breytenbach, p525.  
225

 Likely Doornkuil on the Rietspruit, about 5km northeast of De Deur and just east of the modern Orange Farm low cost 
housing area. Breytenbach, p526.     
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The battle for Gatsrand Pass  
 
Amery has the commandos on a spur northeast of the road and notes that after “brushing these 
aside”, French pushed Porter’s 1

st
 Cavalry forward to seize Vlakfontein

226
, the farm of one Van 

Staden, just south of the Gatsrand Pass.      
       
Breytenbach describes the 
position as ideal for defence 
and indeed it is. The motorist 
stopping to examine the scene 
will see the neck is in fact 
bisected. The R553 Golden 
Highway runs down the 
western neck and the N1 up 
the eastern. In the middle lies a 
hill feature (with Zakariyya 
Park on the northern slope).  
 
Fig 143: The eastern rampant of the 
neck seen from the N1.To the right are 
more hills. 
Fig 144: The western rampart of the 
neck. The area is filling with informal 
housing. Note the radio mast on the 
highground. To the left are more hills, 
creating with the heights to the east a 
funnel.  Pics: LE, May 2009.      

 
Lemmer and Gobbler’s joint 
force, reinforced by Viljoen as 
well as three cannon and two 
“pom-poms” take up carefully 
reconnoitred positions and 
open a heavy fire on Porter as 
he enters the neck (“…het 
verderf en verwarring onder die 
kavallariste gesaai.”)

227
 

 
Amery has Viljoen attacking 
Porter’s flank, but he drives 
them off and makes them 
withdraw to the Klipriviersberg. 
“Grobler’s men, who are 
holding the hills on each side of 
the pass, were more difficult to 

move.”
228

 Neither he nor Breytenbach describe dispositions in detail, but it appears to this writer 
Grobler and Lemmer each took a flanking hill and placed Viljoen on the middle hill. This would 
account for him being driven off/retiring north across the Klip.  
 
Porter set about taking the position, deploying “T” Battery, RHA, to support an attack on the 
(northeast) Platberg range. This they managed after some effort (“slegs na veel inspanning”). An 
attack on the northwest feature, held by a force that included the young Reitz and the ACC, failed. 

                                                 
226

 Now host to the Zakariyya Park suburb, where the N1 highway as well as the older R553 “Golden Highway” run down 
the Gatsrand escarpment to the Klip River. The R553 crosses the stream at Vanwyksrust. The N1 crosses this terrain 
between the Engen One Stop on the north and the Grasmere toll plaza in the south.      
227

 Breytenbach, p526.  
228

 Amery, p138.  
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Amery reports the Inniskilling Dragoons were too weak to force the position. The 4
th
 Cavalry 

came up and the 7
th
 Dragoon Guards renewed the attack. They gained a point on the ridge but 

could not dislodge them from the north of the hill feature. By nightfall the Boers still held the 
height and controlled the track leading down into the Klip River valley.  
 
Botha spent the 27

th
 atop the Gatsrand too, making his headquarters at its “highest point”

 229
 (this 

would be Jachtfontein a distance to the west, but this seems to far from the scene of the action in 
an era where commanders still personally observed the battlefield. The height in Fig 144 is more 
likely.) It appears he had wanted to make a grander stand on the feature, but had been foiled by a 
lack of troops. Desertion and absence without leave had worn down his numbers from the 3000 

he had withdrawn from the Renoster. Already on the 24
th
 a 

council of war convened by Botha – and attended by all 
generals, commandants and other officers of the “southern 
front” – had decided to punish absence without leave as well 
as desertion with the confiscation of movable assets

230
, which 

could then be put to military use. The burgher would be given 
a deadline to report for duty, failing which his assets could be 
attached. The burgher would then in any case be required to 
report for duty, failing which he could be punished to the 
fullest extent of the law (“met het uiterste van de wet gestraft 
worden”), a likely reference to the death penalty.             
 
 Fig 145: Gen Ben Viljoen. Pic: ABWM.   
Fig 146: AB “Banjo” Paterson. Pic: Internet, Paterson Estate.  
 
To give effect to the decision, Botha telegraphed Reitz to 

publish the order in the Staats Courant (Government Gazette), 
spread copies thereof and telegraph those whom it may 
concern.   
 
Viljoen had arrived back in Johannesburg on 24 May and had 
– with hindsight – mistakenly given his troops a day’s leave to 
see their families. This was “horribly abused” (“gruwelik 
misbruik”)

231
 and the next day just 70 – out of 450

232
 – 

reported for duty at Klip River Station. Viljoen had to return to 
Johannesburg in person to rally his men.    
 
Reinforcements from the west were still making haste slowly. 
Some were enthralled by Methuen

233
 at Commandosdrift and 

De Wet’s Drift, while those under generals Du Toit and Cronje 
(Potchefstroom Commando) were scattered about Klerksdorp, 
those of Jacobus “Kootjie” Snyman

234
 (Rustenburg and 

Marico commandos) about Ventersdorp, De la Rey at Frederikstad (between Potchefstroom and 
Carletonville) and those of Oosthuizen (Krugersdorp Commando) at Doringkloof, halfway 
between Fredikstad and the Klipriviersberg (about where East Driefontein gold mine is today

235
).           

                                                 
229

 Breytenbach, p524.  
230

 Breytenbach, p523.  
231

 Breytenbach, p524.  
232

 Amery, p140. Amery adds just 60 reported. The figure of 70 comes from Breytenbach.  
233

 Breytenbach, p524, explicitly states Methuen. But Amery has him garrisoning Kroonstad. Perhaps Breytenbach meant 
Hunter (with the 10

th
 Division) or perhaps Methuen was moving parallel to the Vaal towards Kroonstad, sufficiently close to 

the river to enthral the burghers on the northern side.    
234

 Snyman had started the war with Zeerust commando before being promoted general. He commanded the siege of 
Mafekeng and at Diamond Hill (Donkerhoek). Botha was unimpressed with his competence and demoted him to burgher 
in June 1900. Uys, 221.       
235

 East of Carletonville.  
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Botha sent Kruger a despondent telegraph on the afternoon of the 27

th
 that unless these men 

arrived, it would be impossible to stop the enemy. He asked the president to signal all officials 
(Breytenbach does not say which) to send messengers to the burghers of generals Du Toit, 
Oosthuizen and De la Rey to ride through the night.         
 

Fig 147: The view from the Gatsrand 
into the Klip River valley. The 
sewerage works can be seen in the 
middle ground behind the large tree. 
The line of trees in the middle ground 
also marks Vanwyksrust Fort and the 
Golden Highway in the vicinity of the 
Klip River bridge. To the right of that is 
the May 28 battlefield. Pic: LE, May 
2009.      

 
De la Rey evidently arrived 
around the same time because 
Reitz reports him there on the 
afternoon of the 27

th236
. He 

writes De la Rey was holding 
“some low hills within sight of 
the mine stacks” with about 
1000 men

237
. “I was surprised 

that he had managed to keep 
so many with him, considering 

the way in which things were coming to pieces, but he had more control over men than any officer 
whom I had thus far seen.  
 
“At four o’clock [on the 27

th
] the advance was on us again. Armstrong guns were unlimbered and 

we were severely treated. The position we held was a strong one, however, and despite 
casualties we stood our ground until dark, by which time word 
came through that we must fall back to the Klip River.”  
 
Patterson was there too. He reports French “had cleared the 
hills just at dark” with two cavalry brigades, an assault he 
describes as “one of the most dashing things of the whole war. 
 
“He always looks on the most hopeful side of things, and his 
instinct is always to advance, and so he cleared these strongly 
held hills with a handful of cavalry. We got to despise the Boer 
resistance and French did not think they would hold if attacked”.  
 
Pic 148: Leo Amery, Late in life. Pic: Internet.  

 
Captain Stratford St Leger of the 1

st
 MI Regiment (MIR) writes 

in Mounted Infantry at War
238

 that “the formidable Gatsrand 
range of mountains, which, lying directly across our line of 
advance and running for many milers due east and west , 
would have formed a strong barrier to our northern advance 
had the Boers been left to hold them.” Its speedy capture was 

the result of French’s “intrepid dash and nerve.”    

                                                 
236

 Neither Amery nor Breytenbach support this. Amery, p139, has him arrive on the morning of the 28
th
. Breytenbach, 

pp527-8, agrees.   
237

 Reitz, p106.  
238

 Capt Stratford St Leger, Mounted Infantry at War, Galago, Alberton, 1986 (originally published by A&C Black, London, 
1903), p153.    
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Amery records it slightly differently; recording that Grobler finally vacated the position just after 
midnight when Hutton sent in the 1

st
 Bn MI

239
. The day had been long for the cavalry, Amery says, 

they had travelled 30 miles (48km), had been engaged with what he terms Boer rearguards most 
of the day and late into the night.

240
    

       

149: Satellite view of the Klip River Valley. The Klip River Oog Drift is also known as the Potchefstroom Road Drift. 
Source: Google.     

 
It was an even longer day for the Boers. “We groped our way through the night with hundreds of 
other men all jostling each other on the narrow road, and having forded the river we slept till Fig  

daybreak,” Reitz writes.  
 
Perspective does tint the experience. A dispassionate view shows the fall of the Gatsrand was a 
combination of overwhelming British numbers, the small Boer force and the consequent order to 
withdraw.   
 
Hamilton had in the meantime also closed up with the pass, reaching his overnight position at 
Wildebeestfontein

241
 after a march of 23 miles (37km)

242
. Churchill writes that European 

textbooks say 10 miles a day is “a good march for a division with baggage” and Hamilton’s force, 
which was carrying its own supplies, had “ten times the baggage of 

243
a European division.”           

 
 
The Westerners arrive   
 
About this time the western commanders realised the extent of the danger. Acting General 
Douthwaite, who had replaced an ill Cronje, signalled “the authorities” his displeasure about what 
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 The nomenclature of the MI is somewhat inconsistent across the various sources. St Leger identifies his unit as Lt Col 
Edwin Alderson’s first MI Regiment. Drooglever, p270, identifies the unit as the 1

st
 MI Corps, one of at least eight: 1

st
 to 8

th
 

MI. One presumes the 1
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 Bn, MI, is another reference to Alderson’s unit. The name is not repeated and no other source 

identifies such a unit.    
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 Amery, p138.  
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 Not on the modern map. Perhaps Hartbeestfontein hard by today’s Grasmere toll plaza.    
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 Churchill spent the day with Broadwood, Hamilton’s vanguard.    
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 Churchill, p329.  
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he saw as their failure to keep western commanders informed of the situation. Breytenbach adds 
he now grasped that he should have acted on Botha’s instructions of the 22

nd
 to fall back on the 

Gatsrand rather than guard the Vaal and Klerksdorp. Du Toit reportedly had come to a similar 
conclusion

244
. The Afrikaans historian implies both had disobeyed orders and were playing for 

time, but as previously discussed Botha’s orders were confusing – and had caused confusion. 
Furthermore it is quite understandable that their burghers would be more inclined to stay in their 
own districts than rush to the defence of others, including the capital. Recalling Buller’s thoughts 
on the subject, Pretoria and Johannesburg probably meant less to the Westerners than to the 
British.     
De la Rey immediately reported a readiness to dispatch 400-600 mounted commandos to any 
designated destination and to send his dismounted men (“voetgangers”)

245
 to Roodepoort by train. 

On government orders he railed all his men – and horses – to Langlaagte
246

 overnight, where he 
hastily organised a light mounted commando and dispatched it south to the Klip River line, where 
it arrived in time for the battles of the 28

th
 and 29

th
.  

 
Breytenbach records De la Rey brought only a “few hundred men”, mostly from the Rustenburg 

and Lichtenburg commandos. 
Amery puts the figure at 600, 
adding that the Rustenburg 
men (under one Steenekamp) 
arrived separately and direct 
from Mafekeng. Breytenbach 
goes on to say that 
Krugersdorp commando, who 
had arrived shortly before, was 
then placed under De la Rey. 
The next day Commandant

247
 

Danie Theron’s force was also 
placed under his command.      
          
Fig 150: The Klip River Berg seen 
across the Klip River valley from the 
Golden Highway (R553). The N12 
highway is in the foreground, Naturena 
is draped across the hills in the middle 
and the Klip River Berg dominates the 
background. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.      

 
Amery notes that it is difficult to estimate Botha’s numbers at this time. “Properly, he should have 
had about 6000, but he can scarcely have mustered half that number. The proximity of 
Johannesburg seems to have proved too tempting to many of the burghers and  
foreigners, who went there on the plea of getting stores, and stayed for various purposes, which 
seemed more attractive than another defeat.

248
”      

 
Breytenbach records that Viljoen’s strength had by now fallen to below 65 (from 70 on the 25

th
) 

and that of Botha’s entire force below 4000 – indeed, he puts the number closer to 3500 than 
4000.    
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 Breytenbach, pp527-8.  
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 Burghers were required to provide themselves a horse for commando duty. Not all could do so and as the war 
progressed many found it difficult to replace their mounts.     
246

 He was killed near here in September 1914 when the car he was travelling in with General Christiaan Beyers failed to 
stop at a police roadblock set up to corner a criminal gang. Beyers and De la Rey were then involved in a rebellion against 
the Union government caused by the outbreak of World War One. (The Union government in 1914 was self-governing but 
only regarding domestic affairs. Foreign policy and defence was the prerogative of London. Britain’s declaration of war on 
14 August had automatically brought the Union into the conflict as part of the British Empire. The granting of Dominion 
status in 1926 meant the same did not apply in 1939.                
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 Reitz identifies him as a captain but Breytenbach ranks him as commandant. Uys provides no guidance.   
248

 Amery, p140.  
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Most of these, Greenhill Gardyne adds, “had not seen a real infantry attack, had not yet tasted 
defeat.” And they were on ground “of very considerable tactical strength.

249
”   

 
 
Preparing a defence   
 
 “The line of the Klipriviersberg, itself very broken and full of positions, was wonderfully protected 

by the marshy valley of the little Klip River with but 
two real crossings in six miles (10km) the twenty 
mile (32km) length of the hills was prolonged on 
the west by other ridges.”    
 
Fig 151: The Klip River at the Golden Highway (Vanwyksrust 
Drift) As is the case with many local rivers, it is neither wide nor 
deep. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
Amery notes the Klip River in this area was “not a 
deep stream” but “spreads out into marshes and 
swamps likely to impede considerably the 
deployment of troops, and rendering it impassable 
except at the crossings. These were at the drift 
above Klip Rivier’s Oog, across which the 

Potchefstroom road passes; at a bridge six miles (10km) further east near Van Wyk’s Rust, where 
the road through the Gatsrand comes in from the south; and nearer the railway at Jackson’s Drift, 
which the main road from Vereeniging crosses”

250
.          

 
The modern R82, linking the two towns, crosses 
there still

251
, while the R553 Golden Highway 

bridges at Vanwyksrust and the N12 Moroka 
Bypass at the likely former crossing of the 
Potchefstroom Road. (The modern R554 Old 
Potchefstroom Road, recently renamed after 
liberation struggle veteran Chris Hani, was 
diverted away from there at some point in the 
past).        
 
Fig 152: Vanwyksrust Drift road bridge. This might be the 
original. Note the vlei beyond. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
In addition to the natural barrier, the Vanwyksrust 

crossing was guarded by a stone-and-mud brick fort, part of a series built around 
Johannesburg

252
 and Pretoria after 1893, that is, Hickman points out, before the Jameson Raid. It 

was similar to the larger fort-cum-prison built on the Braamfontein Ridge (the Witwatersrand and 
Vaal-Limpopo watershed) to dominate the town below – and bombard it, if necessary, in case of 
insurrection. Vanwyksrust would control access to the city from the south

253
.    
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 Greenhill Gardyne, p175.  
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 Amery, p139; Breytenbach, pp528-9.   
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 Boer scout Danie Theron is interred in the nearby Eikenhof cemetery (along the R82). 
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 According to the City of Johannesburg website the fort was “designed and built by President Paul Kruger's architect 
Sytze Wierda in 1899”. That date seems far too late. Hickman is regarded as authoritative. To add to the confusion, Pierre 
Victor puts the start of construction in 1896. (Pierre Victor, The immediate aftermath of the Jameson Raid, Veg, 5

th
 Issue, 

p53.     
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 With the main road crossing at Jackson’s Drift the placement of the fort at Vanwyksrust makes little sense. Dare one 
speculate that placed at the central drift, the ZARP detachment here acted as depot for outposts at those drifts?             
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Boer forces under a Commandant Havemann had started making defensive works on 22 May 
under the supervision of Major Erasmus (of Meyerton fame) and with the assistance of the head 
of the ZAR Public Works Department (PWD) and the State Mining Engineer.  
 

 
Fig 153: Vanwyksrust Fort. Southeast 
corner. Note pedestrian gate.  Pic: LE, 
Winter 2006.    

 
At their disposal they had 200 
black PWD labourers

254
 and for 

the defences they had ordered 
some 2000 mining posts and a 
considerable amount of barbed 
wire

255
.  

 
Figs 154-157: The decayed interior of 
the Fort. Top left: Remains of a 
chimney. Top right: Remains of the 
main entrance gate. This had been 
graced by a whitewashed gable 
bearing the name Vanwyksrust and the 
date 1898. Bottom: Decaying mud 
brick: a sad sight Pics: LE, winter 2006.  

 

On 23 May Erasmus reported 
to State Secretary Francis 
Reitz (father of Deneys) that 
work was proceeding apace 
but that he needed more 
labour. Erasmus and Botha 
apparently had a difference in 
opinion as to the layout of 
these defences. Erasmus 

telegraphed Reitz Sr seeking 
permission to see Kruger to 
make a submission on the 
subject, but Kruger refused, 
ordering him to answer a 
summons from Botha on the 
matter instead.  
 
Despite assurances, work 
proceeded slowly and may 

have been planned on too grand a scale for the time and means available. By the 27
th
 were still 

digging a trench between the Suikerbosrand an d Klip River. No work had been done on planned 
defences between the Gatsrand and Klipriviersberg.  
 
Labour su mmoned from Laingsnek by General Lucas Meyer, appointed in the meantime to 
supervise Erasmus and Havemann, had yet to arrive with the consequence that when the British 
arrived the majority of burghers had nothing but natural cover from fire and observation.  
 
There was nothing wrong with that cover. Had the position been properly prepared and manned it 
may have been a formidable defensive line, perhaps akin to Vimy Ridge in France just 17 years 
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255

 Breytenbach, p522.  
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later. One must not take the analogy to far. Vimy Ridge, near Arras in northern France was part of 
a fortified and entrenched defensive system stretching from the sea to the Swiss border. Part of 
its strength was that it could not be flanked. The Klip River line north of the Klip was open to 
envelopment on both flanks. Indeed, as French closed with it, Roberts was already moving 
around the eastern flank – as described above.       
 
The Klip River valley and its surrounds are heavily urbanised today and with the houses came 
trees. Johannesburg is today the world’s largest manmade urban forest, something to remember 
when casting the mind’s eye back to May 1900. Then, the Highveld was still largely pristine 
uplands grassland. Trees and shrubs were then largely confined to those northern slopes where 
there was shelter from frost and among the rocks where there was shelter from fire. Highveld 
plant life then more than now was dominated by four factors: the underlying geology, frost, fire 
and drought.  
 
The area then – as now – received its rain in summer in some bounty, leading to the name 
Witwatersrand – white waters rand. The water cascaded down this rand and others in a plethora 
of streams that almost inevitably, entered a wetland. The area south of the Witwatersrand reef 
and north of the Klip is a profusion of low, rolling hills and wide, shallow valleys; the latter almost 

always containing a meandering wetland abundant in marshes 
and reed beds, vlei in Afrikaans.  
 
In one area it must have reminded American

256
 miners here for 

the gold rush so much of the Everglades that they named it 
Florida.     
 
But to return to the Klip, then perhaps ideal terrain for battle: 
Standing in the vicinity of Rietfontein to the south and looking 
north, the terrain immediately to the front is dominated by the 
Klip River, here a wide wetland – as described. Beyond it, on 
the left, are a number of low ridges, bisected by the Klip itself 
that swings 90 degrees not too far west of Rietfontein.  
 
Fig 158: Gen Lucas Meyer. Pic: ABWM.  
 
We are already acquainted with the ridge on the far left, west of 
the Klip, for this is Doornkop. The ridges east of the Klip are 
today heavily urbanised but would have had the same 
essentials the southern slope of Doornkop today: a long, low 

angle slope up to the skyline, a natural glacis of the type Vauban
257

 used for his forts. The 
geomorphology is loam with large, isolated, boulders, perhaps the creation of an ancient sea that 
covered the area some 2.9 billion years ago.  
 
Slightly to the right, the ridge appears to peter out. In fact, it too switches back 90 degrees to 
follow the course of the Klip Spruit – not to be confused with the Klip River. To its right is a low 
plain dominated by isolated hills, perhaps wooded; and further back, a series of ridges that further 
right run into the Klip River Berg massif. The Klipspruit drains the interior of this terrain.  
 
The berg dominates the valley from the north, although it is not particularly massive. A large, 
rugged, ridge, it stretches east west for roughly 15km and measures 1811m at its highpoint. This 
is actually lower than the Platberg to the south (1841m) and not much higher than the Gatsrand 
crest at 1761m. But unlike the ridges to its west, the berg rises suddenly and steeply from the 
valley, about 200m below. (A highpoint at Misgund on the valley below measures 1573m. The 
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 Sebastian de Vauban, Marshal of France (1633-1707) was a notable military engineer and builder of fortresses. His 
design influenced that of the Castle in Cape Town.    
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berg measures 1790m nearby before rising further east. Near Zuurbekom
258

, west of Rietfontein, 
the elevation is 1602m, while at Klip River Station it is 1497m).                     

 
Figs 159-160: Satellite views of the fort 
and drift. Note the sewage farm (left) 
and high ground (top right). This may 
have been French’s command post on 
28 May.      

 
For the Boers these ridges and 
hills provided excellent fields of 
fire and observation. It also 
provided cover and 
concealment for them and their 
horses, the latter in the spruit 
and its tributaries. In the 

largely treeless and grassy valley before them 
they could clearly observe the British moving 
down the Gatsrand. The extensive vlei country 
channelled the invader and once across the 
attacker still had to cross the glacis to close with 
the defenders.        
 
May is early winter in these parts and the grass 
would have been dry and the reeds drying. To 
further deny the British cover from observation, 
the Boers had burned the grassy slopes. The 
black stubble that remained would show up the 
khaki soldiers well.        
 
Figs 161-2: Two views of the veld in winter. Top: The view from 
Doornkop to the south-east over Adcock St and Dobsonville, 
Soweto. This would have been a Boer view. Dried grass and 
thatching grass in the left foreground. Below: A view from the 
R559 northwards to the South Roodepoort gold mine on 
Doornkop ridge. The man-high thatching grass has already 
burned, leaving the veld black and bare. French cavalry may 
have come through here on the way there. Pics: LE, winter 
2006.      

 
 The terrain may well explain why French had 
Rietfontein as objective. The berg dominates 
Jackson’s Drift, ruling out a main effort there, 
leaving the two more western drifts, both in sight 
of Rietfontein. Of the two Vanwyksrust was 

arguably the more favourable as it is backed by a large plain and some isolated hills. The 
Potchefstroom Road drift was easy enough to cross but would require a fight to gain the ridge. 
Then again, there were ridges beyond the hills behind Vanwyksrust as well.  
 
There is a third option: skirting the Klip to the west and proceeding up the tongue of land between 
it and the Luipaardsvlei further west. This, however would, on the face of it, require a frontal 
attack on Doornkop, but a look of the land shows the feature can be skirted in the west. Another 
“but” to this approach is that the tongue leads to Krugersdorp, not Florida. North of both run a 
steep escarpment, which at the time would have been difficult to descend except at a few natural 
passes, at least one of which was behind Florida.  
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 Johannesburg drew its water from here at the time.  



 82 

A terrain study suggests two routes from Florida to Driefontein: one north and one south of 
Aasvoëlkop (today’s Northcliff). The southerly route would eschew descending the escarpment 
and would see an advance into an ancient rift valley between the Aasvoëlkop massif and the 
Melville Koppies and from there along the Braamfonteinspruit. The valley is, however enfiladed 
from Kop and Koppies. A route south of the Koppies, though practical, would take one too close 
to the then-city limits

259
.             

           
The route north of Aasvoëlkop would launch a force across the open country of today’s Fairland 
and Fontainebleau after descending the escarpment – a more likely route.      
 
 
28 May: The Battle of Vanwyksrust 
 
The stage was set. “At dawn next day [the 28

th
] from the hilltops we looked down on the fertile 

green valleys and beyond it rose a long line of hills running across our front” on which “for miles 
an d miles there ran a vista of huge mine buildings 
– great chimneys towering in the air, hoists for 
lifting ore, enormous sheds for stores, and so on. 
We were actually looking on the famous Rand 
goldfield of Johannesburg,” Paterson enthused.   
 
“We were now practically backed right up against 
the city, so close that sightseers and even women 
came out in cabs and on foot to the view the 
proceedings, and soon after dawn [on the 28

th
] the 

English came pouring over the ground to the south 
of the Klip River with horse, foot and guns,” Reitz 
adds.   
 
Fig 163-4: Two views of the Gatsrand from Viljoen’s position. 
The Gatsrand proper (above) and Platberg (below). Pics: 
Author, Jan 2009.     

 
Botha made his dispositions. Those in the east 
have already been described. In his centre, the 
area before the Klip River Berg and east of the 
Klipspruit, he placed his old “southern front” forces, 
the commandos who had fallen back from the 
Renoster to the Vaal to the Gatsrand. According to 
Amery’s map, Grobler and Lemmer held the Klip 
River Berg along a front of about five miles (8km) 
from a point just west of Jackson’s Drift east. If the 
map is to be believed, the force was set back at 

least a mile (1.6km) from the river, except for a guard at the drift.  
 
West of this, roughly between the Klipspruit and the Olifantsvlei (at Misgund) lay Viljoen, 
deployed in an inverted “J”, the curve hugging the berg and the straight tracing the Klipspruit 
valley.  Considering his low force level, it is assumed he was reinforced.   
 
The country to the west of the Klipspruit was left to the men from the occident: De la Rey and  
Steenekamp according to Amery, De la Rey, Oosthuizen and the Mafekeng men according to 
Breytenbach. These occupied the ridges in the U-shaped land feature between the Klipspruit and 
Klip River and the southern rampart of Doornkop. The latter appears to have been lightly held, 
however.                   
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Although this was the Boer 
right, it was also a “complete 
position in itself; its left was 
protected by the marshes and 
supported by fire from the Boer 
centre; it had a magnificent 
field of fire, good 
communications, and was 
altogether very strong.”

260
     

      
In addition to the position’s 

natural strength, and the riflemen taking position 
on it, Captain P

261
 von Dalwig of the 

Staatsartillerie, lately from Mafekeng, “distributed 
his seven guns along a front about seven or eight 
miles east of Doornkop”

262
.     

 
There is no indication the Boers intended holding 
Vanwyksrust fort

263
, and hamlet

264
 located some 

400m southwest of the ford and bridge across the 
Klip. Completed around 1898 this simple 
rectangular fort, with walls about a metre thick, 3m 
high and 60m by 40m

265
 long is open to plunging 

fire.  
 
Figs 165-7: The Gatsrand Pass from the north.  
Fig 165: The arrows mark the N1 (left) and Golden Highway 
(right). Note the hill feature in the centre.  
Fig 166: The N1 winds down into the Klip River Valley. 
Zakariyya Park in the middle.  
Fig 167: The Golden Highway comes down the Gatsrand. 
Vanwyksrust Fort is approximately where the road disappears 
into the trees in the middle of the photograph. Pics: LE, Jan 
2009.     

 
The fort eschewed a north-south orientation, the 
architects positioning it so that its 60m-long 
northern wall runs southeast from the north corner 

and the 40m west wall southwest. The north wall faced the Klip River ford and bridge; the west 
wall a marshy area to the northwest misidentified by St Leger as the Olifantsvlei

266
; the south 

rampart the Gatsrand and the east the “road” to the bridge, and probably an outspan (camping) 
area.             
 
Against the north and west walls were built offices, barracks, cells and stables. The main 
entrance graced the centre of the north, with a smaller entrance, likely to a guardroom, on its left. 
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A smaller, pedestrian, gate was set in the southern wall. The interior southeast of the fort was 
most likely a parade ground. Of the hamlet there is no sign.                
 
There is also no suggestion that Botha’s force meant to defend the north bank of the river and vlei. 
Instead the positions were set back from the river on the available high ground. As a 
consequence the British crossed Vanwyksrust bridge unopposed.  
 

Reitz
267

 says Commandant Gert Gravett of 
Boksburg Commando sought volunteers “to 
accompany him to a low ridge just beyond, from 
which he said we could make a showing against 
some English cavalry that had crossed the river 
and were approaching in our direction.  
 
“The men of the ACC hung in the wind, for they 
were sulking over some jibe Gravett had flung at 
us when we elbowed his people off the road the 
night before, so only a man named Jack Borrius 
and I went.  
 
“We rode rapidly forward, reaching the hills

268
 just 

in time to forestall the English horsemen to get 
there first. We brought down three, whereupon the 
rest galloped back through the river, but soon 
returned reinforced, and they came at us so 
determinately that we loosed only a few shots 
before running for our lives.” This implies the 
forward hills opposite Vanwyksrust had been left 
without garrison, a strange approach, when a few 
men, perhaps with some artillery, could easily deny 
the enemy their crossing. It is stranger still when it 
is considered that Botha was seriously short of 

men and that the Vanwyksrust position had secure 
flanks. Allowing the British to cross a formidable 
water obstacle without firing a shot is a tactical 
nonsense.          
 
Figs 168-170: Three more views of the Vanwyksrust Fort. Top: 
Entrance gate seen from the north. Note the pedestrian gates. 
Middle: A view of the left pedestrian gate and remains of a 
guardhouse. Bottom: Inside the courtyard. Pics: LE, winter 2006.  

 
“… the British troops were by now crossing the Klip 
River in large numbers, deploying on the open 
ground between us and before long shelling had 
commenced. No doubt they knew by now 

Johannesburg was theirs for the taking, and they ran no risks with their infantry, confining 
themselves to most unpleasant gunfire. 
 
“For the first time for many days we too had guns in action, and there were several batteries of 
Creosots blazing away from close by.

269
”  
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would thus amount to “several batteries.”    
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“The gunners,” continues Reitz, “suffered terribly and I counted seven artillerists killed in less than 
fifteen minutes during one particularly violent burst. We of the ACC were snugly tucked away in a 
kopje where the shelter was so good we did not lose a man or a horse and we passed most of 
the day idly watching the scene.”                 
 
So was Paterson

270
: “… we went streaming down the hill to the Klip River and across it without 

opposition. There was a huge hill called the Klipriversberg, detached from the main line of the 
Rand, and when we crossed the river this hill was between us and the Rand. We all decided it 
would be a fine position to hold, but the Boers wouldn’t try to hold it.  
 
Fig 171: Another look at Vanwyksrust bridge.  
Fig 172 (top right): Looking north from Vanwyksrust bridge. A dip down to a nameless stream then up to Nancefield ridge. 
At the back the Klipriviersberg. This area would have been largely treeless at the time, giving Viljoen’s men a good view.  
Fig 173 (below left): The same view, showing the tree line in the middle. The Nancefield ridge to the left – the first high 
ground beyond the bridge.        
Fig 174 (below right): Another view of the Nancefield ridge, showing some of Nancefield homes. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.    

“They’re thoroughly demoralised; all just on the run,’ was the universal comment. But just then 
from the foot of a hill came the roar of a big gun and a 40-pound shell came bumping into some 
loose ground just near by, so then we knew that the Boers were going to make one last fight for 
the Rand, and we were all excitement to see how French would handle it.”  
 
 
 
The British advance 
 
“The position was as follows: we were streaming over the river, miles of men coming along to 
cross at the bridge; in our direct front was the Klipriversberg and behind it lay the range of the 
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Rand and the town of Johannesburg. To the east the Klipriversbe  rg stretched for some miles and 
there was no hope of getting over it if it were defended; besides we didn’t want to go that way, we 
had to take the west of the town, and so bring the Boers between our forces. To the west the berg 

ran out in a series of small hills
271

, and over these we could 
see Boers by the hundred coming up the road from 
Potchefstroom and hustling behind the big Berg as hard as 
they could go. We put a few shells at these fellows but they 
were a long way off.”             
 
Fig 175: Col Edwin Alderson. Here a major general and commanding 
Canadian forces in 1914. Pic: The Times History of the War.    
 

By Breytenbach’s reckoning, French was hasty. Lemmer had 
delayed him on the 27

th
 and he was eager to make up time. 

He thus pushed the 4
th
 Cavalry forward to the bridge, securing 

the fort, ford and hamlet. Next he rushed the 1
st
 Cavalry 

Brigade and 1
st
 MI Regiment (Alderson) and including St 

Leger’s company, across – 
apparently without properly 
reconnoitring the Boer 
positions. “He apparently 
thought the terrain to his front 
was not strongly held” 
(Blykbaar het hy gemeen dat 
die terrain in sy front nie sterk 
beset sou wees nie)

272
.      

 
Fig 176: St Leger’s map showing the 
Klip River, Klip Spruit, Klipriviersberg 
and Vanwyksrust. The berg is 
depicted  somewhat left of its true 
position as is the “Olifantsvlei”, 
actually the Klip River’s Oog at the 
confluence of the river and spruit.       

 
The burghers waited for the 
British to close with their 
position in the hills and then 
opened an enfilade rifle and 
artillery fire. The troops – 
appropriately – attacked into 
the fire to clear the hills, 
supported by horse artillery 
and “pom-pom” AGLs and 

Maxim rifle-calibre machine guns. This fire was reportedly ineffective and could silence neither 
the Boer artillery nor the burghers

273
.         

 
Alderson, with the Canadian Mounted Rifles, “seized a low ridge just north of the bridge.

274
” Here 

the Canadian War Museum says under the heading “Doornkop”, the men spent a long, 
unpleasant day and night under Boer fire, in temperatures that fell below freezing after dark”. 
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Around the same time, Hamilton, whose main force was still south of the Gatsrand pass, sent the 
5

th
 and 7

th
 corps (battalions) of MI under Lt Col Henry Pilkington (previously officer commanding 

the West Australian MI
275

) forward to Jackson’s Drift to guard that crossing and protect French’s 
immediate right flank from attack.        
 

The remainder of Alderson’s regiment, including 
the Royal Canadian Dragoons, Hutton’s force and 
the 1

st
 Cavalry now moved three miles (4.8km) left 

towards the Klipspruit on the north bank, seizing a 
ridge there “like a wedge driven into the middle of 
the position here occupied by the Boers”, but 
although some 2000 yards (metres) from them, “it 
was exposed to flanking fire from the Boer guns 
on Doornkop and the western slopes of 
Klipriviersberg, and to musketry fire from the 
intervening ridges.

276
” (The reference to Doornkop 

is wrong. Amery means the U-shaped feature 
between the two Klips.)          
 
Fig 177: Battleground. “Goldev” and Devland in the foreground; 
Klipriviersberg in background. Cars travelling on the N12 
towards the N1 can be seen at the bottom of the photograph. 
The N1 runs through the middle. The houses of Naturena can 
just be seen beyond it. On the far side of the N1 and left of 
Naturena is the hill seen close up in Fig 144.         
Fig 178: The western extension of the Klipriviersberg (just east 
of the N1at Naturena between the N1/Golden Highway 
intersection and the N1/N12 split. Part of Ben Viljoen’s position.   
Fig 179: Close up of a hill now traversed by the N1. Did Reitz 
spend his day near here? Pics: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
 
The Boer response  
 
Paterson’s

277
 take was that French was “anxious 

to do all the fighting with the cavalry” and sent the 
1

st
 Cavalry “up among the small hills to the left of 

the big Berg to see if they could get round it. They 
came out on a bit of open ground and we soon 
saw that the Boers had anticipated their flank 
movement.  
 
“From the Berg itself, from the low-lying hills and 
even from the rolling downs

278
 on our left [west], 

there came cannon fire. The men were opened out but  the shells fell in a constant shower among 
the horsemen. The NSW Lancers were the advance squadron and time after time the shells fell 
near enough to scatter the dirt over the men but no-one was hit, and as the ground was soft the 
shells didn’t burst. If the Boers had used shrapnel they would have given us an awful time. 
French sent men up to the position as near as he dared go, but the crackle of rifle fire showed 
that there were men in the hills as well as guns, and it became evident that there was no hope of 
getting the 1

st
 [Cavalry] Brigade round the big hill without serious loss”.  

 
St Leger records when Hutton had passed, his unit followed on to join Alderson “who had passed 
over the Olifantsvlei [actually Vanwyksrust] bridge with the Canadians and in conjunction with the 
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cavalry, under heavy fire, had seized the first low spur of the Klipriversberg. As we crossed the 
river General French was directing operations from a small kopje on the right of the bridge

279
.      

 
From this position he could see “the cavalry circling round the ridge, now securely held by Col 
Alderson” in “successive lines, well extended, with their left resting on Olifantsvlei [correctly the 
nameless vlei northwest of Vanwyksrust fort].   

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 180: Eldorado Park from the N12 where it cuts through the Nancefield ridge. View to the north. The hills, likely held by 
Viljoen are now islands in the urban sprawl.  
Fig 181: The N12 where it crosses the Klip Spruit. Klip River to the right. Eldorado Park – still a battlefield according to 
many residents – to the left. The Klipriviersberg in the background. View due east.  
Fig 182: To the northeast: Looking across the Klip Spruit. A large hill looms in the middle ground and a slimes dam is 
visible in the back – the white stripe below the horizon. A reading of the map shows this in the vicinity of Gold Reef City in 
Ormonde, in other words, on the main reef.  
Fig 183: The Klip River’s Oog just west of the Klip Spruit confluence. Lenasia at the back.  
Pics: LE, Jan 2009.              

 
“The Boers opened a well directed shell fire as our troops swept over the plain. We, keeping to 
the right of the Johannesburg road opened out, and rode directly to the ridge already held by the 
Canadians.  
 
“The cavalry monopolised most of the Boer fire. It was only when our ammunition carts followed 
us that a few well-aimed shells, whistling over our heads, plunged into the ground a few yards 
from them – they being mistaken for guns, I imagine, by the Boer gunners. These carts were 
invariably a sure draw for the enemy’s fire and we always preferred them to keep a safe distance 
in the rear of us. 
 
“After reinforcing the Canadians, we spent the remainder of the morning watching the Boers on a 
ridge facing us about a mile in front.  
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“While the cavalry, now out of sight, were pushing on, there was a lull in the firing and during this 
time, no doubt, every available Boer gun was being silently got into position, awaiting an 
opportunity to unmask them. To us everything appeared to be proceeding successfully and at 
about three in the afternoon the transport crossed the Klip River and followed the track of the 
cavalry.  
 
“But if the latter were succeeding in their purpose, why were the Boers holding the ridge in front of 
us so amazingly confident? There they coolly sat dangling their legs over the crest, only 
disappearing behind their scantzes when our pom-pom fired on them. Their flippant behaviour did 
not show the least anxiety as to their position. 
 
“In reality both of us were performing identically the same role; but whereas we were holding the 
enemy so as to permit a successful turning movement, we took it that they were a portion of a 
rear-guard whose object was to delay any advance on our part and enable them to get their 
heavy guns away. This idea, however, could not be reconciled with their present demeanour.  

 
“With our horses sheltered close under the steep 
slope of the ridge, half of them being off-saddled, 
most of us were lazily lying about waiting for the 
next move. This suddenly came from a quite 
unexpected quarter. I had just taken out my note-
book and was pencilling a little sketch of the 
tongas [Indian field ambulances] halted on our left, 
when suddenly, unheralded by the usual warning 
crescendo hissing screech, with a whizzing crash 
a shell from one of the high-velocity Krupp guns 
fell within a few feet of the group I had just left, 
bursting into fragments on impact with the hard 
rock.  
 
Figs 184-185: South flank of the Nancefield ridge at the N12 
cutting. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
“Right under the kopje as we were, the sound of 
its approach was masked, and came upon us as 
quite a surprise. This gun must have opened fire 
at a very long range, and it was a revelation to us 
how shell fire can search the reverse slope of a 
steep hill. Our pom-pom was immediately above 
us; and without doubt it was this little gun, which 
had been making itself objectionable to them, that 

the Boers were endeavouring to silence. The correct range must have been estimated to within a 
few yards.    
 
St Leger moves his ponies left while the Indian tonga wallas seek to turn about their vehicles and 
retire south “owing to there being a deep ditch on either side of the road”. Three shells from a 
Long Tom come “shrieking after them in quick succession”. They stand the first two “gallantly; but 
the sound of the third approaching completely unnerved them.” The shell bursts on the road, but 
does not touch a soul. “This was the last attempt the Boers made that afternoon to silence our 
pom-pom.             
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Cavalry action  
  
In the meanwhile, French had sent the 4

th
 Brigade further to the left, “and they marched along the 

front of the low hills for about three miles and then turned in, only to find more guns and more rifle 
fire,” Paterson

280
 says. “They pushed on towards the hills, and came in for a heavy crossfire, 

losing some men and their artillery…” 
 
From this it appears the 4

th
 also crossed at Vanwyksrust. Amery

281
 says they, in fact, skirted the 

south bank of the Klip River west to the Potchefstroom Road drift, where they crossed; and after 
leaving Lt Col TD Pilcher’s 3

rd
 MI Corps in possession of a kopje from where the Drift could be 

covered.        
 
“The idea of this movement was for Dickson to make a converging attack on the Boer centre”.  
 
But the attack was a failure, Amery records. “He advanced towards the ridge in the centre held by 
Porter and Hutton, but to reach it was obliged to march across open ground, and over the 
swamps formed by the Klipspruit, fully exposed to the fire from [the burghers on the ridges 
between the two Klips].  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 186-9: Views of the hills in the crook of the two Klips. Right bank of the Klip Spruit, north bank of the Klip River. Now 
Eldorado Park, then scene of Pilcher’s cavalry action. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
“With surprising few casualties, considering the fire directed upon the brigade [and considering 
that this force was riding across the Boer front as well as] the confusion into which it was thrown, 
he reached the friendly ridge, which had the sole merit of giving good cover to the troops 
collected upon it. 
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“But the occupation of this ridge gave no other advantage, while an advance by cavalry against 
the Boer centre under a converging fire from both flanks was obviously out of the question”

282
.     

 
 
Withdrawal  
 
The Boer position is “far more extended than was at first surmised,” says St Leger. “…in the long 
run we all had to withdraw from the hills and cross the river to get to a safe camp for the night”, 
adds Paterson, without saying what this meant. St Leger explains: First came the transport 
wagons and led ponies hastily beating a retreat towards Olifantsvlei. Something was wrong; but 
what had happened?  
 
“We were not long left in doubt. A disconcerting picture now presented itself as shell after shell 
fell among the wagons. “Close on their heels came the rearmost squadrons of the cavalry, 
followed by the remainder with their guns hidden at times by the clouds of earth and sand thrown 
up by the plunging shells from the Boer long-rangers. Every ridge belched forth its missiles, from 
the spiteful little pom-pom one pounders to the heavy projectiles of the high-velocity Krupp guns.  
 
“The Boers must have unmasked at least a dozen guns

283
 from the centre and the right of their 

position, which was shown to extend to the ridges west of Olifantsvlei. It was preparatory to this 
outburst that we on the right had been comparatively left in peace. This also accounted for the 
assured confidence of the Boers on the ridge facing us.         
 

The withdrawal was supported by the “rapid drumming of the 
Vickers-Maxims,” Churchill adds.

284
    

 
St Leger’s company, part of Hutton’s MI brigade, stays in place 
until about midnight, when they are relieved by cavalry.  
 
“On Hutton’s representation, however, he provided against a 
counter attack from the Boers by leaving Alderson and Pilcher 
on the kopjes they were holding to the north of the river, and 
some New Zealanders on the ridge east of Klipspruit”

285
.   

 
Fig 190: Gen Tobias Smuts, older brother of State Attorney Jan Smuts. Pic: 
ABWM.  

 
Botha now has the time to send a report on the battle to Kruger: 
“After a hot day it is my pleasure to report to Your Excellency 
that our burghers, by the grace of the Almighty, held their 
positions and remain in place tonight. The enemy was pushed 

back at a number of places. On our side we have wounded, but I cannot give any numbers with 
certainty as the battleground is large. Enemy looses must be considerable

286
. Positions held by 

us include the western point of the Klipriviersberg, where a fight also took place. We were 
subjected to severe shelling throughout the day. It would appear that the main area of British 
advance is on Christiaan Neethling's farm and I have sent Assistant General Tobias Smuts

287
 to 
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the area in an attempt to stem the advance.”
288

  (Na een warme zware dag is het mij aangenaam 
UHEd. te melden dat onze burgers door de goedheid des Allerhoogtes hunne posities hebben 
behouden en vanavond in hunne posities gaan blijven. Vijand werd op verschillende punten 
teruggeschoten. Van onze zijde verschillende gewond, doch met zekerheid kan ik nog niets 
zeggen want onze terrain is groot. Verlies van den vijand moet aanzienlijk geweest zijn. Posities 
door ons bezet, zijn de Westelike punt van Klipriviersberg alwaar ook gevecht plaatsvond. Vijand 
bombardeerde ons geweldig den geheelen dag tot donker en macht van vijand is nu aan het 
komen met de groote weg bij Christiaan Neethling’s plaats voorbij. Ik het asst.-genl. (Tobias) 
Smuts recht tegenover hen in positie geplaatst.)     
 
Before continuing, a word on the terrain: It has already been mentioned that this battleground is 
today urbanised. In fact, it is heavily and densely built up. Rietfontein is today’s Lenasia. The area 
fought over on the 28

th
 is now covered by a number of suburbs. Naturena, draped over a ridge on 

the east of the modern N1, was likely an anchor position in Viljoen’s line. The hills the British and 
Boers fought over in the triangle between the Klipspruit, Klip River and Viljoen’s main line are now 
islands rising above the houses of Eldorado Park and Pimville, Soweto.  

 
Pimville, named as such in 1934, was established 
next to the municipal sewerage works shortly after 
the war, in 1904, as part of an effort to separate 
different race groups who were living together on 
terms too friendly for the authorities

289
. As such 

Pimville was the kernel of the later “black only” 
Southwestern Townships (Soweto). Eldorado Park 
was established for Coloured people in the 1950s. 
Soweto-major lies in the U-shaped land feature 
between the Klipspruit and Klip River already 
described.   
 
Fig 191: Perfect cavalry country. Zuurbekom at the “L” bend in 

the Klip River. View to the east along the south bank of the Klip 
River. The railway runs to Potchefstroom and was added later 
in the 20

th
 Century.        

Fig 192: A close up of the same view. Note the far western end 
of the Oog in the middle ground. Johannesburg’s water was 
drawn from here at the time. It is also the likely location of the 
baggage train during the battle for Senaoane-Chiawelo ridge 
on the 29

th
. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.            

 
 
29 May: The Battle of Chiawelo-Senaoane 
Ridge  
 
It was 29 May and time for “Plan B”. The 
Canadian War Museum account reads Roberts 

had in the meantime come to “appreciate that there was an alternative to the frontal attack that 
the Boers anticipated. Instead, he would seize a crossing further down-river to the west and, from 
there, turn the Boer position from the flank. Units of cavalry began to withdraw from the first 
position and move to the west on the 29

th
.  

 
Amery

290
 makes no mention of Roberts’s hand in this in his account, writing instead that “French 

therefore determined to withdraw to the south of the Klip River under cover of darkness, and 
attempt on the following day to turn the Boer right.  
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It is not clear from the sources consulted what command-and-control Roberts was exercising over 
the western force. Most accounts are also silent on who was in command in the west: French or 
Hamilton. Pakenham concentrates on Hamilton, Paterson and St Leger on French. Amery is 
silent on this matter.      
 
It is Churchill who provides clarity: “The instructions from headquarters defined very carefully the 
relations which were to be observed between the two generals. They were to cooperate, yet there 
commands were entirely separate. Should they attack the same hill at once, French, as a 
lieutenant general and long senior to Hamilton, would automatically assume command. But this 
contingency was not likely to rise from the military situation, and the good feeling and mutual 
confidence which existed between these two able soldiers, and which had already produced 
golden results at Elandslaagte, made the possibility of any misunderstanding still more remote”

291
.            

 
“The next day French set out with the 1

st
 and 4

th
 Cavalry Brigades from Vanwyksrust along the 

southern bank of the Klip River to the drift Pilcher had been holding through the night [the 
Potchefstroom Road crossing]. His intention was to make a further attempt to pierce the Boer 
position in front of the Witwatersrand, this time by an attack on Doornkop, where the right of their 
line rested”.           
 
The Boer right indeed lay on Doornkop – the hill of Jameson infamy – but the reader is reminded 
that Amery has up to now consistently confused the Doornkop ridge to the west of the Klip River 
with those between the river and the Klipspruit. He clearly means the Chiawelo-Senaoane ridge.  
 

Paterson recorded the move too, riding with the 1
st
 Cavalry: “… 

the cavalry went more to the west than before, right away 
round about seven miles (11km) west of Johannesburg – so far 
west in fact that they were nearing the place Jameson came in, 
and he had advanced from the northwest,” reported Paterson 
to his Australian readers. “We didn’t know whether it was a 
good or bad omen that we were being forced to follow in 
Jameson’s footsteps. We knew the Boers were quite as 
numerous as we were and it looked as if a disaster might be in 
store.”

292
     

 
Fig 193: Lt Winston Spencer Churchill of the SA Light Horse. Churchill 
remained a Reserve officer after entering politics and was a lieutenant colonel 
by 1915. Pic: ABWM.  

 
West they went, seizing one of the outlying hills, “but the Boers 
put a big gun to work on that hill and made it fly in the air in 
lumps, and it had to be vacated. 
 
 
Diversion at Vanwyksrust  
 

Anyways, two Canadian units “remained temporarily behind at Vanwyksrust to draw Boer fire and 
deflect the enemy's attention from the flanking manoeuvre taking place south of the river.”

293
 They 

were not alone. After being withdrawn just before midnight, St Leger’s company and the MI were 
recommitted after “a hasty breakfast and under cover of the mist.” He records pushing forward 
“through the smouldering veldt, set alight by the shelling of the day before.”    
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Churchill chips in that the day started early for the MI, the 
Boers attacking them around 7am. “The MI, who were very 
weak, were gradually compelled to fall back, being at one time 
enfiladed by two Maxim-Vickers and heavily pressed in 
front.”

294
   

 
Fig 194: Gen Horace Smith-Dorrien. Commander of the 19

th
 Brigade and 

“infantry division” commander on the 29
th
. The black armband places the photo 

in the time just after Queen Victoria’s death in January 1091. Pic: SANMMH.     

 
The 1

st
 MIR found itself on the extreme left of the holding line, 

the Klip River about two miles (3.2km) to the south, the 
Klipspruit roughly 1.5 miles (2.4km) west. St Leger’s troops 
were holding a ridge about one mile (1.6km) in length with a 
northeast-southwest orientation, about three miles (4.8km) as 
the crow flies from its southern point to the Vanwyksrust bridge.  

 
This was a “particularly uncomfortable position – at the end of a wedge, as it were shoved in 
between the re-entrant angle of the Boer position. The kopje we were holding could be raked by 
shell fire from commanding heights on right, left and centre.

295
”           

 
 Fig 195: The 
Canadian War 
Museum map of the 
Battle for Senaoane-
Chiawelo ridge. As will 
be seen, it contains 
several errors. First, it 
orients the battle east-
west instead of broadly 
south-north. The 
“Doornkop” ridge is 
actually the Senaoane-
Chiawelo ridge. The 
map is also in a 
minority of one in 
placing a “40 pounder” 
(155mm) Creusot on 
the ridge. The only 
“Long Tom” present on 
29 May was at 
Vogelstruisfontein.  

 
he cavalry moved off to the west, “soon to be followed by another long column pouring down the 
steep Gatsrand pass in a whirl of dust. This was Ian Hamilton.  From the Boers not shelling us on 
this exposed position more than they did, I conjecture that they were too much occupied with the 
dreaded turning movement on their right flank to pay too much attention to us.  
 
“Until shortly before our retirement they had only brought two pom-poms into action against us 
from a kopje on our right. Fortunately, the range was rather overestimated. The far slopes of our 
ridge had been set alight and our skirmishers had to keep falling back before the irregular wave of 
burning grass steadily sweeping on towards them.

296
  

 
“The Boers meanwhile crept up under the cover of blinding smoke, and at one time it looked as 
though they intended rushing our position. The ridge across the stream on our left [the Klipspruit], 
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we could see, was strongly held
297

. To our amazement, we saw our troops working their way up 
the reverse slope – at first a few scattered little figures creeping from rock to rock, met by the 
desultory click-clock of the Mauser, which soon swelled to a continuous roar as the surging lines 
of khaki pressed up the bullet-swept slope. These were the Gordons pressing home … 
Hamilton’s attack.

298
  

 
“At the same moment, Col Alderson began to extricate us from our somewhat precarious position, 
this being the signal for the Boers to unmask their guns, in much the same manner as they had 
done the afternoon before on the cavalry. Bringing tow guns into action from the kopje on our 
right, they subjected us to galling crossfire.                    
 
“As each successive line retired from one position to the next, all the available Boer guns were 
turned on to it. Personally I retired my company, which was the last to leave, a section at a time, 
the men extended to between 30 and 40 paces. After the first two sections had left, seeing that 
the Boer gunners on our right had the exact range of the ground over which they had just retired, 
and as these guns had enfiladed us and were most to be feared, I ordered the next section to 
retire by a different line.  
 
“I had just pointed out the direction I wished them to take, and given the order to mount, when, as 
if the enemy were divining my thoughts, a shell plunged into the ground not ten yards off (we 
were holding a small isolated kopje at the time) on the identical line I had selected for the left of 
my retirement to rest. The ground was torn up in every direction by the falling shells as, extending 
from behind our cover, we debouched into the open. It was a marvel to see the men, almost 
completely hidden in clouds of dust from falling projectiles, emerging unharmed. Shell after shell 
burst over each extended line. The Boers’ marksmanship was excellent. Had we not had room to 
open out it must have wrought tremendous havoc. 
 
“We re-crossed the Klip … and formed up on the slopes of the Gatsrand. Men and horses were 
now thoroughly done up. The former simply fell asleep from sheer exhaustion. Our ponies had 
been saddled up for practically 60 hours. We had done three days’ and two nights’ hard work with 
at the most six hours’ regular sleep.

299
                       

  
By then the Canadians were, it seems, long gone: “After enduring about three hours of heavy  
 

Boer fire, the Canadian 
Mounted Rifles finally 
galloped back across the river, 
followed soon thereafter by 
the Dragoons,” the Canadian 
War Museum says. “The two 
units had played a vital part in 
the battle, and suffered only 
light casualties.” 
 
Fig 196: Suffolks on the march. This 
picture was taken at Colesberg. Pic: 
ABWM.  
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Enter Hamilton   
 
 
Hamilton had apparently missed battle on the 28

th 
because his force was still marching to contact, 

marching 10 miles (16km) from Wildebeestfontein to Cypherfontein
300

. The 5
th
 and 7

th
 MI (Brevet 

Major EGT Bainbridge of The Buffs), deployed to Jackson’s Drift rejoined Hamilton on the 29
th
 as 

he entered the Klip River Valley and marched westwards. By 1pm he was at the Potchefstroom 
Road drift and met French, who had earlier sent the 1

st
 and 4

th
 Cavalry across to seize two kopjes 

between the Potchefstroom Road and the ridges.  
 
“Both succeeded, Porter (1

st
 Cavalry) without difficulty and Dickson (4

th
 Cavalry) after a fight in 

which the 7
th
 Dragoons and 14

th
 Hussars distinguished themselves. But neither of them was able 

to advance further against Von Dalwig’s superior artillery fire.
301

        
 
The generals confer  
 
At the meeting the two decided Hamilton would attack the Boer position frontally while French 
would flank around Doornkop proper to appear in the Boer rear. Amery notes French wanted to 

avoid Doornkop proper and improper (the 
Senaoane-Chiawelo ridge feature) and flank round 
to appear in the Boer rear.    
 
Pakenham makes much of this division of opinion. 
As reported, rehabilitating the image of Buller is a 
major theme of his work, a task he discharges 
admirably

302
. To his debit he then seeks to detract 

from a prime Buller critic: Hamilton
303

. He is 
portrayed in a negative light on several occasions, 
his actions on the 29

th
 being a prime example.               

 
So, by Pakenham’s version of events; which is not 

supported by Amery, Breytenbach, Churchill or the 
Gordons’ regimental history;

304
 Hamilton, having 

endured the inglorious siege of Ladysmith, here 
“saw his way to the honours of a real battle”.  
 
Fig 197: Potchefstroom Road drift aka Klip River’s Oog drift. 
Low-water bridge covered. Old road stretching into the 
distance.     
Fig 198: The old road seen from the N12 near the R558 
(Adcock Rd) intersection.  

 
 
 
 “The Boers were entrenched at Doornkop, beside 
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 Syferfontein. (This is adjacent to Hartbeestfontein, earlier given as his bivouac position).  
301
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Von Dalwig drummed on them and had to fall back.)     
302
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303
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a small white farmhouse, on a high ridge in sight of the mine chimneys of Krugersdorp. Here, 
perhaps for the last time, was a chance to wipe that ‘something’ off the slate. For this was “the 
Doornkop, the actual kopje, beside the farmhouse, where Jameson had raised the white flag, 
five

305
 years before.”

306
 

 
“There seemed a special appropriateness about both the setting and the actors in this final scene 
of the struggle for the goldmines,” Pakenham adds – perhaps even more so today as the west 
flank of the geographic Doornkop is now graced by a shaft of the South Roodepoort Main Reef 
Areas gold mine. “The four infantry battalions in Bruce Hamilton’s 21

st
 Brigade included not just 

the Gordons – the Majuba regiment – but also the Lord Mayor of London’s much publicised gift to 
the nation, the City Imperial Volunteers (CIV). Hamilton [it is not clear which Hamilton] gave the 
CIV a place of honour in the front of the battle line. The City now had its turn to redeem the Raid 
by storming the Rand.”     
 
This is stirring stuff, but it is also wrong. It will be recalled Jameson surrendered at a servant’s 

quarters next to a stone kraal in the Vlakfontein 
Spruit valley on the north side of Doornkop proper. 
This is not visible from the south – at all – and 
while the Boers indeed had elements on Doornkop, 
the bulk of their force was between the two Klips.  
 
Fig 199: The CIV banner, now on display at the SANMMH. Pic: 
LE, Mar 2009.   

 
As we shall see, Hamilton would soon cross the 
Klip into this arena and would carry out his attack 
there. The ground he would fight for was thus 
certainly not “the Doornkop, the actual kopje, 

beside the farmhouse, where Jameson had raised the white flag, five years before.” 
 
Breytenbach records that Hamilton and French agreed that the former would launch a frontal 
assault on the Boer position in the “U” while the latter circled around the flank. The Gordon’s 
Regimental History, The Life of a Regiment

307
, repeats the same, as does Churchill in Ian 

Hamilton’s March
308

 and The Times History
309

.     
 
 
Why attack?  
 
Hamilton later gave three reasons for risking a frontal attack, Pakenham tells his readers: “first, 
he had thought that the enemy’s line was weak because it was so extended; second, that the 
men, short of rations for days, must march by the direct road to Florida; third that he was afraid of 
dividing, by too wide a gap, his main force from the men guarding the hills [the Gatsrand] behind 
him”.  
 
Churchill and the Regimental history

310
 also mention the ration shortage, but Amery goes further: 

“French proposed that both forces should unite to make a wide turning movement by the right 
bank of the Klip River, so as to avoid Doornkop altogether. But Ian Hamilton favoured a direct 
attack by his own force; he had no more supplies left and his men were tired and footsore, so that 
it was urgent for him to reach Florida by the shortest way; he was unwilling to pass round so 
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strong a force of Boers, when there was a chance of holding them to their position and defeating 
them by a strong infantry attack in front, in combination with a flank attack by the cavalry; lastly, 
the thought of Jameson’s surrender appealed to him as an additional reason for turning the tables 
on the Boers at the same spot”.     
 
“None of these explanations are very convincing,” Pakenham says in a discussion after his 
narrative of the battle. “The battle lasted to dusk, so the men did not reach Florida (and its 
meagre food supplies till the next afternoon.” True, they would not taste full rations till 1 June!  
 
“And there was a way round: through the gap opened up by French and the 7000 mounted men, 
a four-mile (6.4km) detour west of Doornkop. It is hard to believe that the infantry could not have 
shouldered through that way too. Of course, Hamilton had little experience of the new 20

th
 

Century-style warfare. After Elandslaagte he had spent most of the war locked up in Ladysmith. 
He knew nothing of those creeping artillery barrages evolved to support the infantry attacks in 
Natal. His handling of his artillery at Doornkop proved lamentable, considering he had 14 guns, 
including two 5-inch ‘cow guns’ – heavy guns drawn, like the Boers’ Long Toms, by bullocks.  
 
 “A more convincing explanation for Hamilton’s decision to fight the battle of Doornkop, rather 
than go round, was that Hamilton wanted to fight it. He could not resist the challenge to redeem 

the two white flags” (Majuba and First 
Doornkop).

311
      

 
Fig 200: De la Rey’s battle flag, bearing – interestingly – the 
Free State coat of arms (top left). The inscription reads: “Velt 
uwen vijand neer, door uwen krijgsbanier in de naam van onze 
God en Heer.” Slay your enemy through your (battle) banner in 
the name of our God and Lord. At the bottom right embroidery 
reads: “De la Rey, Vecht Generaal ZAR 17 Febir. 1900” On 
display at the SANMMH. Pic: LE, Mar 2009.                
 

The Gordons history adds that “a wider turn by 
both commands might [possibly] have shifted the enemy with less of a fight.” Perhaps, but the 
opportunity to flank west was not unlimited. To flank Doornkop means an attack up the funnel 
between the Klip River (which flows north-south past Doornkop) and the Luipaardsvlei, which 
flows broadly to the southwest. At its base, depending on where it is measured, the funnel is 
15km wide. It then rapidly narrows around Doornkop and just north of the ridge – near where 
Jameson gave up – it narrows to just 4km wide. The narrow is dominated by two hills, Hill 1724.5 
some 60m higher than the surrounding countryside (capped by trig beacon 584) and Hill 1683.2 
(Trig beacon 406), with a mean altitude of 23m. This does not leave much room for manoeuvre.  
 
While there is space on the western side of Luipaardsvlei, through Randfontein, this puts two 
wetlands systems – the Luipaardsvlei and upper Klip River between the envelopers and their 
objective, Florida. It also threatens to put them among the diggings, slag heaps, shaft heads and 
chimneys of the Rand – terrain Willoughby sought to avoid during the Raid: Flanking these 
positions would put the attacker west of the natural defences of Krugersdorp – where Willoughby 
had fought – and far west of Florida.  
              
At some point the flanking would have to stop and the infantry would have to close with the 
enemy.    
  
This raises a second issue not sufficiently explored: To outflank an enemy, he has to be held in 
place. It will be recalled flanking movements had leveraged the burghers out of a series of 
successive positions, most recently at the Renoster and Vaal rivers. If French was to flank De la 
Rey’s Westerners, he would first have to hold them in place. That would require an infantry attack.  
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A third factor was whether the capture of terrain or the destruction of the enemy was the object of 
the attack. From Roberts’ orders it appears at strategic level terrain was paramount: he wished to 
seize the goldfields in the shortest time available to deny their continued exploitation by the ZAR 
government and to prevent their demolition by the same.    
 
An organised enemy force in his rear is indeed a legitimate concern and having been on the 
march since 3 May, his troops indeed must have been footsore and dog-tired.      
 
Hamilton was in this writer’s opinion right to bind the burghers and to seek their destruction.  
 
 
The attack  
 
Following the meeting, the available force was reorganised. For his envelopment, French gained 
Broadwood’s 2

nd
 Cavalry as well as Col N Legge and Col HB De Lisle’s MI Corps.

312
 At 2pm 

French crossed beck over the Potchefstroom Road drift and headed northwest.  
 

 “We, with the cavalry, went 
right away round to the left to a 
rocky outlying hill called 
Doornkop, and we knew that 
for good or evil we were to fight 
on the very ground where 
Jameson surrendered,” 
Paterson

313
 wrote his readers.  

 
Fig 201: Extract from 1:250 000 map 
2626 West Rand. Blue square: 
Battlefield, 28 May. Note the inverted 
“J” stream in the square. This stream 
curls around the base of the Nancefield 
ridge and seems to approximate 
Viljoen’s dispositions per Amery’s map. 
Breytenbach has the burghers further 
back and marks the area “Louis Botha”, 
which conflicts with his text. The 
magenta rectangle marks the 
Senaoane-Chiawelo battle zone. The 
ridge is clearly marked as a contour 
line just below Naledi station. The 
white rectangle marks Brinks 
Vlakfontein, scene of Jameson’s 
surrender. Doornkop is directly below 
the rectangle.         

 
The relief in line was 

apparently not without incident. Breytenbach records that when the burghers noticed the cavalry 
falling back and the infantry coming up to replace them, they left their shelters and boldly 
advanced forward to inflict as many casualties as possible on the British. How successful they 
were is not recorded, which may well be an indication of non-success. It appears, however, that 
they became so engrossed in this task; they detected nothing of French envelopment. This is 
hardly creditable. They could hardly have failed to notice the 7000 horsemen Pakenham has 
present trotting north-west – and even if they did, the men on Doornkop proper should have seen 
them.  
 
The Afrikaans history adds that the burgers severely discomfited Hamilton’s infantry as they 
deployed.

314
 (“Hamilton se troepe het net so swaar deurgeloop; Hamilton’s troops suffered just as 
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much…”) There is no evidence of this in Amery, Churchill or Greenhill Gardyne and the 
contention is not supported by the casualties suffered by the British that day.               
 
Hamilton had previously left the 7

th
 MI as a guard at Vanwyksrust bridge, “so as to enable 

Alderson to rejoin French and Hutton. The New Zealanders had retired without difficulty from the 
ridge east of the Klipspruit in the early morning, but when Alderson began leaving his position he 
was hard pressed by the Boers, as described. Amery adds that as his troops fell back, the 
burghers came forward boldly against him.  
 
But Alderson who had been at Sannah’s Post, where he had “conducted a retirement under 
similar circumstances” kept the enemy off “by his skilful disposition of successive rearguards.” In 
doing so, and with Bainbridge’s support from south of the river, the withdrawal was done with 
“very slight loss.” He was now summoned west. The 7

th 
MI then replaced the 1

st
 MI on the north 

bank. Amery says they reoccupied Alderson’s position, but it is more likely, considering their role 
as flank guard that they held a position closer to the bridge.  
 
The 7th’s old position at Jackson’s Drift had in the meantime been taken by Pilkington’s old 

command, the West Australian 
MI, detached by Pole-Carew as 
a flank guard for his left.      
        

 
    

No doubt Hamilton rode at the 
head of his men, followed by 
the MI and trailed by his foot-
folk, the infantry. Paterson, 
riding with French, was among 
those awaiting their arrival: 
After the repulse of the cavalry 
probe they settled down. 
“There we sat in the sun for 
two hours and waited till the 
footsloggers came up, mostly 
(Gordon) Highlanders, gaunt 
with hunger, dirty beyond belief, 
and absolutely dead beat with 

long marches. They filed past, 
only asking a gruff question 
now and then: ‘Are they up 
there?’ ‘Yes”, we said, ‘plenty 
of them.’ ‘Ah!’ and the 
Highlanders gave the old rifle 
another lift and trudged on, 
grimly satisfied that after all 
their walking they had to do 
some fighting at last. 
 
Fig 202: Looking north up Doornkop. 
Adcock Rd visible on the extreme right 
and South Roodepoort mine on the left. 
Note the smooth, grassy “glacis”. The 
grass is less than knee high. French 
likely skirted to the left of this view.     
Fig 203: Looking south from Doornkop. 
Cavalry country. Pics: LE, Jan 2009.  
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“After them came two big [5-inch cow] guns – ‘Jumping Ginger’ and ‘Pale Mabel’, each drawn by 
32 oxen – long, hard and hungry-looking guns, much like the men who were in charge of them. 
The foot soldiers were halted for an hour’s rest, and then the attack began…”

315
 

 
Having made these preparations, it should not have astonished anyone that Hamilton would send 
his troops into action. But Pakenham is so taken aback and reports the same of several 
observers present: “Then to the surprise of one of the brigadiers, (Maj Gen Hutton) and one of the 
correspondents (Churchill), Hamilton launched his two infantry brigades on a four mile wide 
frontal attack on the ridge.

316
”  

 
 
A strong position  
 
Far from being “surprised”, Churchill, who was sharing his lunch with Hamilton and his ADC, the 

Duke of Marlborough, noted: “I watched the 
General closely. He knew better than the sanguine 
people who declared the Boers had run away 
already. No one understood better than he what a 
terrible foe is the rock-sheltered Mauser-armed 
Dutchman. In spite of its cavalry turning 
movement and other embellishments, the 
impending attack must be practically frontal”

317
.  

 
Fig 204: Did French come through here? A view from the R559 
(see map at Fig 167) towards the South Roodepoort Main Reef 
Areas gold mine. Winter veld. Pic: LE, Winter 2006.     
Fig 205: Or here? Doornkop ridge west of the mine. Again note 
the smooth “glacis”. The Senaoane-Chiawelo ridge would have 
looked the same at the time of Hamilton’s attack. Pic: LE, Jan 
2009.    

 
Amery notes the position in front of Hamilton 
“looked almost equally difficult to attack as that 
facing French on the previous day.

318
”   

 
“From Doornkop across to Klipspruit it extended 
for five or six miles (8-10km) along rocky ridges, 
from which the ground sloped down to Ian 
Hamilton’s position in a smooth glacis; the grass in 
front of the ridges had been burnt so as to remove 
any vestige of cover, and to show up khaki 
uniforms against the blackness

319
.  

 
The position appeared formidable to the future British Prime Minister as well: in a convoluted 
sentence he describes that the position consisted of “half-a-dozen clusters of rock” that broke 
from the smooth grassy slope “like foam on the crest of waves” except in colour. Beyond that lay 
“who could say what entrenchments or how many defenders – a prospect which filled all men 
who knew with the most solemn thoughts.”       
 
“Hamilton came to the conclusion that Doornkop itself might be left out of account in his attack. 
The Boers holding it appeared to be too far back to menace him seriously, the more so as they 
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would be well occupied in attending to French’s flank movement; he also considered that the line 
of his two infantry brigades would be too thin if he deployed them too far west. Accordingly he 
determined to concentrate his attack on the centre and left [east] of the Boers in front of him.  
 
“He had left his baggage south of the river at Rietfontein in charge of the Shropshire Light 
Infantry

320
 and part of the 5

th
 MI Corps,” indicating a fair degree of insecurity, if only in the mind, 

regarding the safety of the line-of-communication
321

. There is no indication Botha at this time 
intended or had the means of attacking the British rear in the Klip River valley.  
 
“The rest of the infantry were occupying the kopjes vacated by Porter and Dickson, the 21

st
 

Brigade on the left with the 76
th
 battery and the 19

th
, under Colonel Spens, on the right with the 

74
th
. Smith-Dorrien, GOC of the 19

th
, was infantry division commander, handling both the 19

th
 and 

21
st. 

As column reserve, Ian Hamilton had the Sussex, Marshall’s Horse and the 82
nd

 battery. The 
81

st
 battery and the two 5-inch guns were behind 

the 19
th
 Brigade, and to their right the 5

th
 battalion 

MI were close to the Klipspruit.”
322

 This last unit 
must be the remainder of the 5

th
 Corps MI and it 

appears they were posted as a flank guard on the 
Klipspruit, in the vicinity where the cavalry had 
crossed the day before, no doubt to discourage 
the Boers from attempting the same.  
 
 
Terrain  
 
The terrain no longer exists as described and it is 
somewhat difficult to identify those features that 
existed on the day in the urban sprawl and among 
the trees (contrary to popular belief most of 
Soweto is afforested). The consensus of the 
descriptions is that the 5-inch guns were placed on 
a low ridge just west of the confluence of the Klip 
River and Klipspruit. Hamilton also established his 
headquarters here, one can infer from Pakenham 
and Churchill.    
 
Three views of Senaoane ridge.  
Fig 206:  The west end of the ridge. View from the R554/N12 
road bridge.    

Fig 207: Middle of the ridge. Sports field at Megatong Primary 
school. Note the boulders just left of the centre of the photo 
(circled).  
Fig 208: Senaoane ridge near the red-roofed church. Pics: LE, 
Jan 2009.     

 
The south of a ridge at this location is now crossed 
by the N12 Moroka bypass while its north slope 
lies within the Avalon Cemetery. Roadworks have 
altered the area, though one improvement that will 
assist the visitor is the elevated road at the 
N12/R554 (Chris Hani Road

323
) intersection.  
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Before him lay a valley some 2.5km wide and beyond that, behind the black ground, waited the 
burghers with their Mausers and guns. The valley is now crowded with urban sprawl: a shopping 
centre, fuel station, some industry and housing. The left (west) ridges, facing the 21

st
 Brigade is 

today crested by an open field containing, believe it or not, large boulders. The field, between 
Senaoane and Mapetla suburbs can be reached along Usutu and Bereng Streets, that branch off 
Chris Hani St. The field is clearly visible through the trees from the N12/R554 elevated road. Also 
visible is a red-roofed brick church in Ndlovu Street. 
 
The 19

th
 Brigade’s objective is now Johannesburg Water’s Chiawelo depot, also visible from the 

elevated road, as well as Gazankulu and Hitekani Primary Schools that can be reached along 
Mhlaba Drive. Behind the waterworks is the Chiawelo municipal clinic.                      
 
 
Infantry attack  
 
At 2.30pm (Churchill says 3pm

324
) the infantry deployed for the attack after a short rest on the 

south side of the headquarters ridge.  

 
Fig 209: Senaoane ridge and red-roofed church. View from Avalon Cemetery near where Hamilton had his headquarters. 
Note the boulders (circled). Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
The 21

st
, with the furthest to go, started first, the CIV leading, the Derbyshires covering their left 

and rear and the Camerons in support
325

. Its frontage was about 3000 yards, the 19
th
 Brigade, 

advancing two-up with the Gordons left and 2 RCR right, somewhat more
326

. The Cornwalls 
followed in their wake.  
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The Life of a Regiment footnotes that the battalion strength “was below 600” that day and “that of 
the seven units engaged was under 4000.

327
”    

 
 
The Gunners disappoint   
 
“The artillery was quit rightly not allowed to disclose the position by opening fire before the 
infantry had started, but even after that they held back there fire unnecessarily long and ceased 
too soon. Consequently the battle was almost entirely confined to the infantry

328
.  

 
This view is disputed by Headlam, who states the “Royal Artillery may indeed claim a full share of 

the success of the day.”
329

 
Churchill lamented the 
“combination of the batteries 
and the support which they 
afforded to the attack were 
scarcely so effective as might 
have been expected from the 
number of guns available. But 
the general commanding a 
mixed force is bound to trust 
the various specialists under 
him, at least until experience 
has shown them to be deficient 
in energy or ability.”

330
     

 
Fig 210: An extract from Amery’s map. 
This shows French passing his troops 
between Doornkop proper and 
“improper,” which is unlikely as it is a 
very narrow gorge – see fig 49 for a 
photo and 55 for the topographic map.    

 
The Gordons’ account similarly 
insists the “artillery as slow 
coming into action”, Smith-
Dorrien giving the time as 

2.45pm “when the front wave was already within 2000 yards of the enemy; it is advisable to draw 
attention to the lack of the usual artillery preparation.”

331
     

 
 
Mind the gap  
 
“At first the extension between ranks was twenty or thirty paces; subsequently the men were 
drawn in to intervals of ten paces”

332
. The gap between the two brigades, separated by the 

Potchefstroom Road, soon became widened, “partly because the battalions tended to close in 
away from each other, partly because Bruce Hamilton, being troubled on his left flank, kept 
edging rather too far west in order to master fire from Doornkop [proper].  
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“Smith-Dorrien, who was acting as the divisional general for the infantry, accordingly ordered him 
to bear more to his front. The change of direction was very skilfully effected by the main body of 
CIV, three of their companies having been left to hold a kopje on the left flank near the Derbys.  
Meanwhile, the Gordons and Canadians were in their turn edging too much to the right. To 
remedy this Smith-Dorrien ordered a company of the Gordons from the rear to the left of their line, 
and Ian Hamilton sent the whole of his reserve, consisting of the Sussex

333
, Marshall’s Horse and 

the 82
nd

 Battery, into the firing line, to fill up the gap between the two brigades.  
 
Greenhill Gardyne records the time as 3.30pm. He notes at 3pm it was already apparent that the 
19

th
 Brigade was pulling too far to the right. The check this Colonel Spens, the acting brigade 

commander, sent his staff officer, Captain Higginson (of the Shropshires) forward
334

 to check the 
drift and being the attack back on axis. “Then the CIV, Sussex, Gordons and Canadians and the 

5
th
 battalion MI on the extreme right, advanced in 

one long line to the attack
335

.  
 
Fig 211: The Klip River gorge between the “two Doornkops”. It 
is less than 50m wide here and tapers to less than 10. It is also 
entirely dominated by the high ground to the left and right. 
Would any commander feed a division through here?     

 
Greenhill Gardyne remarks something of a legend, 
perpetuated by the Official History has sprung up 
around this mission. The official version has him 
cantering “along the very front of the firing line, 
seeking the officer in command” (Macbean). 
Smith-Dorrien records something similar. 
 

But Greenhill Gardyne reminds that the commanding officers place is “not in the front line”, but a 
thousand yards behind. The adjutant also confirmed battalion headquarters was at a rock outcrop 
1500 yards from the enemy position. 
 
“The Times History [Amery] says the ‘message was delivered to the Colonel’, who sent his rear 
company, naturally still under his control, up on the left to fill the gap. I go into the point at length 
because the suggestion has been made often that the changes in direction so much admired 
were in obedience to Higginson’s message. This is not so; the changes of direction by the front 
wave were from themselves alone; and the adjutant and company commanders agree. It would 
give a dangerously false impression to allow that a CO can control the advanced lines of an 
assault; Col. Macbean was in his proper place though he allowed his adjutant to go forward: 
himself followed with his last wave and was in at the finish, as he should be, to reassume 
control.

336
”    

   
“A few minutes after three, French’s guns were heard on the extreme left and at about the same 
time the firing on the right swelled up again, so that by the half-hour the action was general along 
the whole front of battle-an extent of little over six miles (10km),” Churchill recorded

337
.     

  
“Along the whole front the attack was pushed home in a magnificent spirit, adds Amery, “but the 
brunt of the fighting fell to the CIV and to the six companies of the Gordons who were facing the 
projecting spur on the left. The CIV had some cover, of which they had been trained to make full  
 
use, and the line of Boers in front of them was thinner, so that though equally well carried out, 
their advance was not so difficult or so costly as that of the Gordons

338
.  
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Churchill commends the 21

st
 for pressing the attack “with vigour” adding it was “directed with skill” 

by Bruce Hamilton and “was designed to be a kind of inside turning movement to assist the right 
in conformity with the cavalry action now in full swing”. The CIV moved forward with “great dash 
and speed” and “drove the Boers from position after position”.  
 
 “While there is no doubt that French’s pressure beyond them materially assisted their advance, 
the rapid progress of this 21

st
 Brigade entitled them and their leader to the highest credit,” 

Churchill wrote
339

. “The Cameron Highlanders and the Sherwood Foresters supported the attack.”             

Fig 212: Maj Gen Bruce Hamilton. Pic: Australian National Library Archive. Fig 
213: Extract from Breytenbach’s map. This shows French advancing northeast 

around Doornkop – much like Jameson – rather than through the gorge. It also has 21
st
 Brigade and the 76

th 
Brigade left 

of the Klip River. Also note the reference to “vlootgeskut” – naval guns. This would be 56
th
 Bty RGA. Further, regarding 

the battle of Vanwyksrust note that Alderson is placed almost at Jackson’s Drift and that Pilcher attacks northeast. There 
is no sign of him having veered west to the Potch Road drift and crossing the Klip Spruit. The contour lines also appear 
odd and at odds with the government survey map.            
  
Breytenbach adds that the 19

th
 Brigade benefitted from the dust  

kicked up by busting shells and the rain of rifle fire, adding it interfered considerably with the 
commandos line of sight (“…die sig van die burgers baie belemmer het.”

340
)      

 
 
With the Gordons  
 
“From the start, the Gordons, commanded by Colonel Forbes Macbean, had not had a vestige of 
cover, but for the first mile and a half (2.4km) their casualties had not been great. When they 
were at 800 yard’s distance (about 800m) from the ridge the Boers began to pour out their 
heaviest fire. The Gordons then changed their slow swaggering pace for the double, being 
exposed every step of the way to the well-aimed fire of the Boers who were safely hidden behind 
their rocks

341
. It is this charge that St Leger had seen.   
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Paterson, too, was watching
342

: “The foot soldiers advanced into the hills, starting in long lines, 
each man about 10 yards from his neighbour. As they got under fire they dropped in the grass 
and disappeared, rising altogether now and again, running forward a few yards and dropping 
again. They went doggedly on, some men dropping never to get up again, and we pushed at a 
hard trot for … Doornkop.” 
 
As behoves a regimental history, The Life of a Regiment pauses to consider the battle. But rather 
than give a detailed account its own, it quotes Smith-Dorrien with approval – and reproduces his 
marked map.  
 

The infantry commander noted 
several lines “of formidable 
looking rocky kopjes of no 
great height or steepness, but 
with long, smooth, glacis-like 
slopes, without cover, leading 
up to them; and, what was 
worse, with all the grass burnt 
for 1000 to 1500 yards in front 
of the position, thus rendering 
the khaki clothes of our 
advancing troops more 
conspicuous

343
. It bears 

emphasising that in May the 
grass is long – depending on 
the type – man high – and 
yellow dry: the same colour as 
a faded khaki.  
 
Fig 214: The Gordon Highlanders’ map. 
This shows French skirting Doornkop 
(in agreement with Breytenbach) and 
the 21

st
 Brigade straddling the Klip 

River (in part agreement with 
Breytenbach’s map but add odds with 
the text. The 5” guns are indicated in 
the vicinity of Avalon Cemetery. 
Hamilton also made his headquarters 
there.          
  

 
 “In the centre, a kopje, E [see 
fig 179], was prominent, and 

here was the greatest Boer strength;”
344

 behind it was a long, narrow hollow which formed a 
perfect covered way for movement in reinforcement or in retreat”. This is the Chiawelo 
waterworks ridge. The position can be observed from the Avalon cemetery; the reserve slope can 
be seen from the Regina Mundi Catholic Church which is in the hollow described, though it is not 
as narrow as stated here by Smith-Dorrien. The trace of the hollow is easy to discern on standard 
street maps as it is now a series of parks and sport fields in Moroka and Dlamini suburbs, curling 
around the high ground like a question mark: “?”.  
       
Another observer, quoted in Pakenham’s account

345
 was Lt March Phillips

346
, a Rimington’s Tiger 

who had fought at Graspan, Magersfontein – where Cronje, victor of First Doornkop had 
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surrendered – and the other big battles on the western front, wrote about the Gordon’s charge: 
“This was, I think, the finest performance I’ve seen in the whole campaign.” 
 
“The Gordon’s marched up, with the swing of their kilts and a swagger that only Highland 
regiments had, and then lay down quickly, beside Hamilton’s staff officers, on the crest facing the 
Boer position.  
 
  “The officers explained what was required to the men. They were to advance rapidly until under 

rifle fire, and then push on or 
not as they might be 
instructed,” Churchill interjects.  
 
Fig 215: Chiawelo ridge, 19

th
 Brigade 

and the Gordon’s objective. Notice how 
“green” the area is, no sign of the 
“dusty streets” one always reads about 
in the foreign press. Pic: LE, Jan 2009. 

 
“‘Advance!’ The front line got 
up and walked slowly forwards 
down the slope, Phillipps 
continues. “‘Advance!’ and 
another kilted line rose and 
followed them; and then 
another. The lines were widely 
separated and there were gaps 
of about 15 yards between 
each man; otherwise the 

advance was conducted with the same drill-book tactics as Hamilton had used at Elandslaagte 
(and, indeed, Raglan at Balaclava).” 
 
So much for what others saw. What do the Gordons have to say?  
 
“Orders were to advance to within one thousand yards, and if then a very heavy fire was 
encountered, a pause was to be made for further instructions.” This equally applied to the 
Canadians. “Ranges were taken by the gunners and given to the company commanders so that 
they might know how far to go

347
. 

 
 “The advance was to start in 
four lines of two companies 
each, the ninth company in the 
rear of the last line. Each 
company was in two waves. 
The order of companies was: 
right to left, “H”, “G”, “K”, “M”; 
then “B’, “A”; lastly “D”, “C”, 
“F”.

348
  

 
Fig 216: Another view of the Chiawelo 
ridge from Avalon. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.   

 
“The battalion frontage was a 
mile; extension was first to be 
twenty paces but this proved 

                                                 
347

 Greenhill Gardyne, p180.  
348

 Greenhill Gardyne, p180.  



 109 

far too great for control, the first waves closed in to ten, and succeeding ones adhered to this, 
their normal.        
     
“This contracted the front to about 1200 paces, and the very nature of the assaults must have 
contracted it still more by the moment of the charge. Thus are gaps produced. On the first 
contraction, the second line companies, still under control of their superior, were directed to 
prolong the front on the right; thus “M” the Volunteer Company, was up in time to join the final 
charge.  
 

“Before the front line had reached the floor of the 
valley, Hamilton and the watchers could hear the 
dull, vicious ‘crick-crack’ of the Mausers,

349
” 

Pakenham continues.       
 
Pic 217: The Avalon highground: Avalon cemetery to the left of 
the fence and the N12 to the right. Likely location of Hamilton’s 
headquarters and the “cow” guns. Not much of a rise in this 
view, but high ground nonetheless. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.     

 
“Soon there were puffs of dust among the lines of 
the men. Farther on, where the hill sloped up to 
the stony kopjes held by the Boers, the grass was 
burnt black and bare, and the bullets cut through 

the cinders, throwing up dust, white against black. Still, the lines advanced.  
 
“Here and there, visible through the binoculars, men staggered and fell; but no-one knew if they 
were hit or had thrown themselves down to take aim. The shooting became fast and furious. The 
British guns thundered; smoke from the burning grass [Highveld grass is tinder dry by May and 
highly flammable] drifted across the view.  
 

 “The front two companies reached the thousand-yard zone 
without realising it. One captain [St John Meyrick

350
] had 

already fallen, the other was here badly wounded. It seems that 
the marked ranges were ignored – forgotten; the enemy fire 
was so severe. Orders had been to ask for instructions in such 
a case. But no pause was made for that purpose; the first 
waves rolled on

351
. 

 
Pic 218: Colonel Forbes Macbean. Source: The Gordon Highlanders Museum, 
Aberdeen, Scotland.    

 
“A” and “B”, now the next two companies, were pretty close up. 
“Their leaders, by arrangement, were on the inner flanks of 
their commands. Knowing the orders, were they to follow and 
definitely commit the battalion to assault? Or should they ask 
for instructions, thus involving the first companies in the heavy 
set-back inevitable if they were not supported at once. A 

minute’s conference decided them to carry on and the business was embarked on beyond recall.  
 
“To confirm their resolution, behind them rang out the bugle call ‘advance!’” Greenhill Gardyne 
footnotes both companies had noted the “advance”. Under the circumstances they were 
expecting the “charge”. He describes this came about when Macbean, “at his rocks with his 
headquarters” wanted to signal his approval of the advance. He wanted the bugler to sound the 
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advance, but the man was away on a message. An orderly was sent to locate him, and did, some 
20 minutes later, somewhere forward of battalion headquarters. He sounded as ordered, “but the 
call was much too late for its original purpose.

352
”             

 
“Forward went the waves, now at a ‘steady jogtrot.  
 
“As the advance rolled on, it wheeled to a flank instinctively to meet a blast of enfilade fire, 
wheeled to a flank again as the key ground became plain and all instinctively faced it. Greenhill 
Gardyne footnotes these moves, often attributed to Higginson’s mission, were “not due to any 
Staff or Battalion orders but to those of the company commanders.” Macbean and [2IC Lt Col HH] 
Burney both recall receiving Spens’ message from Higginson but attributed “no special 
importance to it.

353
”       

 
“Four companies were now mingled in the first line, on their flanks “M” and “K” were joining up.

354
”  

 
 
Fix bayonets! 
 

“Then there was a gasp and 
murmur among the watchers. 
Against the backdrop of burnt 
veld, sparkling in the sun, the 
ripple of steel. Fixed bayonets! 
The figures gained the skyline, 
a few at first, then more. There 
was a sharp, rapid exchange of 
shots, then the firing flickered 
and died away.”  
 
Pic 219: Churchill’s map. Also shows 
French making a wide berth around 
Doornkop. The map also marks 
Hamilton’s headquarters. It indicates 
the attacks south north in stark 
contrast to the Canadian map’s east-
west. Greenhill Gardyne and Amery 
show the attacks diverging, a scenario 
backed by the text and the contour 
lines on the government survey map.            

 
Amery notes that the Gordons 
fixed bayonets just before the 
top of the ridge and then 
rushed the position. “By that 
time the Boers had already fled, 
but only to some other rocks 
two hundred yards further 
back.” The highlanders put the 

distance at 250 yards.   
 
“The Gordons waited for nearly half an hour in the first position to regain breath and gather 
together the ranks thrown in some confusion by the charge

355
.  
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“So they carried the false crest of the first position… A full half-hour halt was compelled at the first 
crest; a very heavy fire being sustained by both sides – ‘the crack and report of bullet and rifle 
among the rocks were deafening.’ The last supports began to come in; “M” with all its officers 
down, was now in line.  
 
“Now too, the neighbouring battalions were drawing level; with better cover and fewer opponents, 
they had suffered less; the hostile fire seemed to slacken and Captain Tytler, senior in the front 
line, called for a rush upon the opposite rocks.”

356
               

 
“Here they suffered most of their losses, for the cover from the north was not good, and they were 
exposed to gun fire as well as to furious volleys of musketry at two hundred yards’ distance. 
Besides, they had no assistance from the British guns, which had ceased fire. But when the 
Boers saw them coming out again with fixed bayonets to drive them from their last lair, they fled 
at once”.

357
 

 
“Only six companies of the Gordons were engaged in this charge, as two companies had become 
separated from the rest and were with the Canadians, who had less opposition.  

 
Breytenbach, predictably, gives 
the moment a different turn. He 
records the Gordons were 
disappointed to find the first 
position vacant as they were 
looking forward to working over 
with their bayonets the burgers 
that had fired at them in such 
volume (“…met hul bajonette te 
bewerk.”) When they dared 
(“waag”) to go forward, the 
same burgers stopped them 
with heavy losses (“…met baie 
swaar verliese gestuit”). 
Among those seriously injured 
was Burney

358
.       

 
“…without a pause a final 
charge overwhelmed the last 
outcrop… nearly four thousand 
yards had been covered in an 
hour and a half.”

359
   

 
Figs 220-1: Mapetla Park, Soweto – 
just in front of the Senaoane-Chiawelo 
ridge. Note the boulders. The stream in 
the lower picture marks the low of the 
valley between Hamilton’s 
headquarters and the Boer position on 
the Senaoane-Chiawelo ridge 
(background). Pics: LE, Jan 2009.   

  
Meanwhile, the long-range 
guns were having their own 
battle. Breytenbach records a 
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Boer long-range gun, likely a 155mm “Long Tom”, located at Volstruisfontein
360

, engaged the 
“cow guns” at 8500 yards. He quotes unnamed British sources saying the Boer gun silenced the 
Garrison artillery after the latter had fired just six rounds. None of the British accounts – and 
certainly not that of the Royal Artillery.           
 
Interestingly, Amery in his focus on the Gordons and CIV says nothing further of the other units. 
Breytenbach does. He avers that after being stopped the Gordons remained in opposition, the 
commanders of the 19

th
 Brigade not up for another charge (“…nie kans gesien nie.”) They were, 

however, in position to bring flanking fire on the burgers opposing the Canadian attack, and 
supported from the rear by the 82

nd
 Field Battery, set out to do so.  

 
The Sussex men came under fire when two 
companies tackled the west flank of the ridge the 
Gordons had stormed from the south. The British 
Official History

361
 notes that in the fire a “mule and 

more than half the crew of the maxim gun which 
had accompanied them, were laid low before a 
round was discharged.”  
 
The attackers resorted to short rushes: fire-and-
movement; and reached the crest line around 
dusk. Here they were confronted with the sight of 
mounted men hastily riding east from Doornkop, 
well within rifle range, Breytenbach adds

362
. 

Thinking this was French’s cavalry cutting off the 
Boer retreat, they made no effort to engage. In 
fact, this was the burgers abandoning Doornkop 
and the western (Senaoane-Mapetla) ridges of 
Doornkop improper.  
 
Fig 222-3: Vogelstruisfontein. Today Braamfischerville. Depth 
position and location of the Schneider 155mm “Long Tom”.  
Pics: LE, Jan 2009.     

 
The Gordons also witnessed this sight, their 
regimental historian noting that when they carried 
the last position, the reverse slope “fell steeply to 
a glen.” This is the “narrow hollow” of earlier, now 

a series of parks in the vicinity of Regina Mundi Catholic church. “Plain in view in this glen and full 
in range was a great crowd of mounted men, galloping across the front towards where could be 
seen the burghers fleeing from the 21

st
 Brigade. 

 
“Rapid fire was started on the crowd, to be stopped after a minute – “immediately”, says on 
journal – on a cry, “they’re French’s cavalry’, and Smith-Dorrien admits he took them for such. 
When, presently, their desperate haste revealed the truth that they were Boers fleeing from 
Doornkop, fire was reopened in gathering gloom, but at too great ranges for much damage to be 
apparent.

363
           

   
“It was now dusk”, about 5pm, writes Amery, “and after a few enfilading shots from the Gordons 
on some 400 Boers who were facing towards Bruce Hamilton’s brigade, the last Boers fled and 
the ridge was won”

364
.  
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“The Gordons had the hill,” Phillipps adds, “They had lost a hundred men in ten minutes, but they 
had done the trick.”          
 
 
Counting the cost  
 
In the six assault companies the loss was considerable. Lt Col Burney was severely wounded, 
seven other officers wounded, one – Meyrick – killed; 20 men killed and 77 wounded

365
, a fair 

number being non-commissioned officers.  
 
Greenhill Gardyne notes “their strength could not have exceeded 450, so that the loss was about 
20%.”

366
   

  
“The casualties of the infantry 
division were 141; those of all 
the mounted troops were 
21.”

367
  

 
Fig 224: The grave of Capt Meyrick, 
Gordon Highlanders.   
Fig 225: The grave of Lt Fife of the CLI. 
Pics: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
“The action did not cease with 
the daylight,” Churchill 
continued. The long lines of 
burning grass cast a strange, 
baleful glare on the field, and 
by this light the stubborn 
adversaries maintained their 
debate for nearly an hour,” 
taking the clock to about 6pm.  

 
“At length, however, the 
cannonade

368
 slackened and 

ceased, and the rifles soon 
imitated the merciful example 
of the guns. The chill and 
silence of the night succeeded 
the hot tumult of the day.

369
 “           

 
“Ian Hamilton galloped forward 
and, in the glare of the grass 
fires, addressed the victors: 
‘Men of the Gordons, officers 
of the Gordons, I want to tell 
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you how proud I am of you; of my fathers old regiment, and of the regiment I was born in. You 
have done splendidly.”

370
  

“Regiments assembled and reformed their ranks, ambulances and baggage wagons crowded 
forward from the rear, the burning veldt was beaten out, and hundreds of cooking fires gleamed 
with more kindly meaning through the darkness.  
 
“Then we rode back to our bivouac, while the lanterns of searching parties moved hither and 
thither among the rocks, and voices cried ‘Bearer party this way!’ ‘Are there any more wounded 
here?’ with occasional feeble responses.”

371
 

 
Greenhill Gardyne records that it was extremely 
cold that night, with frost. And the men were 
hungry – “no supplies and nothing to eat.” Reveille 
was at 4am, but there was no tea and no 
breakfast. On empty stomachs the battalion 
formed three sides of a square – generals, staffs 
and other dignitaries forming the fourth – to see off 
fallen comrades. The Reverend WS Jaffray 
conducted the battlefield service. 
 
Fig 226: British graves, Maraisburg. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  

 
The site of the interment, no doubt on the 
Chiawelo ridge, is now lost. At some subsequent 

stage the men were disinterred and moved to their present resting places, mostly in the 
Burgershoop Cemetery in Krugersdorp, but also to the Maraisburg Cemetery, where Captain 
Meyrick now rests.       
 
There is no certainty about Boer losses

372
 and none of the sources even attempt an estimate.  

     
Breytenbach does not quite say when the burghers abandoned this rise opposite the Gordons. 
He does report that Oosthuizen’s men garrisoning Doornkop quit in the late afternoon, much to 
the contempt of Danie Theron, in command of the far west of De la Rey’s line, immediately east 
of the Klip River. He would that night telegraph Botha that “the cowards who were meant to hold 
the Doornkop position fled after barely firing a shot” (“De lafards die de positie bij Doornkop 
moesten behouden, vluchtten van daar zonder bijna een schot te schieten.”)  
 
This was, of course, not the case. Viljoen wrote in his memoirs that the Krugersdorpers fought 
well that day (“zeer hewig”) but had to fall back at sundown as they were being flanked by French.      
               
Churchill visited the spot where the worst slaughter had taken place and where 18 men, including 
Meyrick

373
, were now awaiting burial. “It was the grassy hollow between two crest lines – the false 

and the true”. He interviewed one of the Gordons: “Well, you see sir… we was regularly tricked. 
We began to lose men as soon as we got to the burnt grass. Then we made our charge up to this 
first line of rocks, thinking the Boers were there. Of course they weren’t here at all, but back over 
there, where you can see those big rocks… We knew we was for it then, it didn’t look like getting 
on, and we couldn’t get back – never a man would ha’ lived to cross the black ground again with 
the fire where it was.  
 
‘What was done?’ ‘What did you do?’ 
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‘Why, go on, sir, and take that other line – the big rocks – soon as we’d got our breath. It had to 
be done.

374
’” At least one soldier was recommended for the Victoria Cross. The Gordon 

Highlander
 375

 Corporal JF Mackay was awarded the high honour for repeatedly attending to the 
wounded “under a withering fire at short range.”    
 
     
Critique  
 
Amery notes that since “this fine advance of the Gordons critics have suggested that it was an 
unnecessary loss of life, and that the position could have been turned at less sacrifice,” a theme 
taken up by Pakenham: “The CIV was on the left. Attacking the western end of the Boer-held 
ridge, the CIV “employed less spectacular but more up-to-date tactics. The CIV, being an 
amateur battalion, had little of the Balaclava mentality to unlearn. They made their charge in short 
rushes (one group giving covering fire to another), and they took care to offer as little of a target 
as possible. They too, took the hill. But they suffered few casualties compare to the Gordon’s 17 
killed and 80 wounded”.   
 

“The charge … – the CIV and 
the Gordon Highlanders 
charging up a hillside, without 
cover from fire or proper 
support from artillery – was to 
provide one of the last set-
piece battles of the war. It was, 
in a way, magnificent,” adds 
Pakenham.

376
       

 
Pic 227: Another view of the 
campaign. From HW Wilson, With the 
Flag to Pretoria, 1902, 
Angloboerwar.com.     

 
But Amery says “it is rather 
doubtful if this criticism has 
any grounds. The whole ridge 
had to be captures, and if the 
Boers opposite the Gordons 
had not been kept so busy, 
they would have had more 
leisure to enfilade the CIV and 
the Canadians.” So far, so 
good.  

 
“Further, though it is certainly one of a general’s duties to avoid loss of life if by doing so, he can 
gain his object of defeating the enemy, the nation is certainly lost whose generals are inclined to 
consider too carefully on the field of battle how far, by avoiding direct attack and circumventing 
the enemy’s fire, loss of life may be diminished. Under the circumstances the attack was no doubt 
necessary.”

377
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There being no cover, book methods of rushes and halts to fire were not applicable; the only way 
was a ‘slow, steady, long-sustained, remorseless’ onslaught.

378
  

 
Pakenham makes much of the Gordons’ failure to use “fire-and-movement”, but tactics should 
suit the terrain. The US Marine Corps’ “capstone” manual, MCDP 1 Warfighting underscores that 
“while authoritative, doctrine is not prescriptive.”

379       
 

General George S Patton Jr
380

 thought fire and 
movement over-rated. “‘Hit the dirt’ is another 
expression which has done much to increase our 
casualties”. Writing of the US Third Army’s World 
War Two experience, he says: “Frequently in 
fighting Germans … we will find that they have 
resort to their knowledge of our custom of hitting 
the dirt. What they do is wait until we have arrived 
at a predetermined spot on which they have 
ranged rockets, mortars, or artillery, and then they 
put on a sudden and violent machine gun fire – 
frequently straight up in the air. The soldier, 
obsessed with the idea of hitting the dirt, lies down 
and waits supinely for the arrival of shells from the 
mortars, rockets, etc. he usually does not have to 
wait long. 
 
Pic 228: General George S Patton Jr. Pic: Internet.  

 
“The only time it is proper to drop is when he is 
caught at short-range – under 300 yards by 
concentrated small arms fire. But even then he 
must not hit the dirt and stay supine. He must 
shoot fast at the enemy, or in the direction of the 
enemy… 
 

“When soldiers are caught in a barrage, either from mortars, rockets, or artillery, the surest way to 
get out of it is to go forward fast, because it is almost the invariable practice of the enemy to 
increase rather than decrease his range.                         
 
“In the days when the chief small arms fire on the battlefield was delivered by rifles, it may have 
been necessary to advance by rushing in order to build up the firing line. Today, when the chief 
small arms fire on the battlefield and the majority of the neutralising fire is delivered by machine 
guns, mortars, and artillery, there is no advantage in advancing by rushes, because, until you get 

                                                                                                                                                 
Indeed, the advance of the Gordons on that day deserves to live in the annals of warfare, and none the less because 
unlike a short charge of cavalry, such an advance has none of the exhilarating sense of rapid motion which helps men 
forget the danger. It is made by rushes against an enemy whom you cannot see; bullets, coming from you don’t know 
where, strike right and left of you, in front of you and behind you, falling like a visitation of God, which it is hopeless to 
resist. But it is just these advances that the real greatness of the British soldier shows itself. He is not excitable, and is 
rarely possessed by the wild frenzy of battle which flares up and burns itself out. His courage is of the steady dogged sort 
which takes fighting and death in the day’s work, no more and no less than the food with which he keeps himself alive. It 
is this spirit, which in spite of all our mistakes, in spite of all our unpreparedness, made us win in this long waery war. The 
men who came out in October, 1899, were some of them still fighting in just the same way in May 1902, when peace was 
at last signed; fighting not brilliantly, but always in a uniform dogged way. This advance of the Gordons is a notable type, 
but no more than a type, of the solid work which the British infantryman was quietly performing for nearly three years in 
South Africa.”            
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within three hundred yards, small arms fire has very little effect, whereas when you lie down 
between rushes you expose yourself to shrapnel.”

381
 

 
The Boer War, fought with rifle, but also with machine gun, grenade launchers – the “pom-pom” – 
as well as quick fire artillery, took place on the cusp of that change and the likelihood is high 
Patton would have agreed more with the tactics of the Gordons than the CIV.         
 
“When you get to three hundred yards, your own small arms fire … will neutralise that of the 
enemy … so that you do not have to advance by rushes. I say this very feelingly because I have 
seen, on many occasions in manoeuvres and in battle, troops advancing by rushes when they 
were defiladed behind hills and could have gone forward in limousines, had they been available, 
with perfect impunity. The proper way to advance … is to utilise marching fire and keep 
moving.”

382
               

 
“I think, if we should say that ‘Fire is the Queen of Battles’, we should avoid arm arguments and 
come nearer telling the truth. Battles are won by fire and movement. The purpose of movement is 
to get the fire in a more advantageous place to play on the enemy.  
 
“Every soldier should realise casualties in battle are the result of two factors: first, effective enemy 
fire, and, second, the time during which the soldier is exposed to that fire. The enemy’s 
effectiveness in fire is reduced by your fire or by night attacks. The time you are exposed is 
reduced by the rapidity of your advance.

383
”       

 
With whom does one side? Pakenham or Patton? Considering the latter’s military record, Patton 
is an easy choice.    
 
 
Seizing Doornkop 
 

As the infantry pushed forward 
that late May late afternoon, 
the cavalry were approaching 
Doornkop. “As we went we 
could see the Boers streaming 
out of the hills, which the 
infantry were attacking and 
making over towards us,” says 
Paterson

384
.  

 
Pic 229: Atop Doornkop looking east. 
Two slimes dams in the left distance 
and the Klipriviersberg on the right. 
Barely visible in the middle ground is 
all of Soweto. Adcock St in the 
foreground. The white object in the 
near foreground is an industrial 
stopcock on ceremonial display. South 
Roodepoort mine immediately behind 
the photographer, Doornkop Reservoir 
off-photo to the left. Pic: Le, Jan 2009.     

 
 “The guide stopped us for a moment. ‘You see the line of mines in the far distance? Well that is 
the main road to Johannesburg. Jameson was going along that with 600 men when 200 Boers 
with some guns met him and he foolishly left the road and came over this way. They followed him 
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up and drove him out to this Doornkop where we are going now
385

. The other side of Doornkop 
there is a deep rocky spruit (gully) and they had many men hidden in that spruit waiting for him, 
and when he found they were there he surrendered. Those Boers that we see now are making for 
that same spruit and you will have to clear them out of it before you can advance past 
Doornkop

386
.  

 
“We pushed on to Doornkop and occupied it without opposition, and the Inniskillings (to whom the 
Lancers are attached) were ordered to dismount and go over the hill and see if the Boers were in 
the spruit. They looked over the edge of the hill into a deep rocky ravine full of trees, and out of 
this came a rattle of musketry. There was a moment’s doubt whether we could advance on this 
place and we put some musketry fire into it as a preliminary, but we were not required to take it at 
all. From the back of the infantry advance on our right there came a deep-toned roar, followed by 
the whistling of a huge shell through the air, and one of the staff said. ‘That’s one of Hamilton’s 
cow guns started to work. I wonder what she is working on’. We hadn’t long to wait before finding 
out. The shell screamed on its way, coming nearer and nearer, and for a moment we thought they 
must have seen us, and mistaken us for Boers, but suddenly, right in among the rocks and trees, 
where the Boers were, the shell burst with an explosion like a mine blown up. We simply were 
frantic with excitement, as it was certain that the Boers couldn’t stay in that gully with that gun at 
work on them and they had to bolt across the open, where they left.  
 
“Again the gun spoke and the staff officer said ‘that’s the one the Tommies call Pale Mabel. Good 
old Mabel,’ he added as the shell went crash again, making terrific havoc in the rocks and trees in 

the gully. Hamilton had seen 
the Boers running into the 
spruit, and from the back of his 
own attack three miles off he 
was helping our flank 
movement.  
 
Fig 230: Another view of the Klip River 
gorge between the “two Doornkops”. 
Dobsonville Gardens in the left 
foreground and the Klip River (or the 
reeds marking its course) on the right. 
Doornkop proper to the left. Pic: LE, 
Jan 2009.     

 
“One more shell and out the 
Boers came in dozens, riding 
at a gallop across the open, 
retreating towards 
Johannesburg, while our 
Lancers and the Inniskillings 

fired away for all they were worth. We saw them drop, and get up and run again, and the men 
were wildly excited, calling to each other: fire at the big mobs! Let the others go! Several dropped 
dead and lay dead, and the shells followed the others as they went till they disappeared over the 
hill by the long line of mines.”

387
 

 
French’s turning movement, “as was expected, considerably lightened the pressure on Ian 
Hamilton’s front; for the Boers had been sending men two Doornkop to cover their right flank, and 
French found all the ridges along the Klip River occupied. When he came up on a level with 
Doornkop he cleared the Boers from thence and from the hills west of the Klip River, driving them 
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up to the railway about the same time as Ian Hamilton gained possession of the rest of the 
ridge

388
.    

 
        
Aftermath  
 
Although the Klip River line had fallen Theron still had some fight left. At 11pm he telegraphed 
Botha to send a thousand men (“een paar duizend man”) to take up positions on the main reef at 
Roodepoort. He believed there was no better position than that offered by the mines of 
Randfontein, Lancaster, Champ d’Or Roodepoort, Florida and Langlaagte. Here a determined 
stand could be made and Johannesburg be denied to the British. But by now Roberts was 
already camped at Germiston.

389
 Too few hounds, too many hares.  

 
“After that some skirmishing took place with a Boer rearguard 
at Roodepoort and a Boer commandant was captured. That 
night French and Hutton bivouacked on a farm north-west of 
Doornkop”

390
. 

 
Fig 231: Col John Filmore Blake. Pic: ABWM.   

 
West-Point-trained Colonel John Blake of the ZAR-aligned Irish 
Corps was keen to ensure Roberts entered the city as the 
“defeated man”. He was seeking permission for him and his 
men t o enter town and dynamite both the mines and the 
“immense stores of provision” in the city, as had been done at 
Kroonstad. Roberts would be in the same boat as Napoleon at 
Moscow, he argued. Indeed, Roberts’ men were already on 
half-rations and had the stocks of Johannesburg and Pretoria 
been destroyed, Roberts would have had some difficulty 
feeding his multitudes in the dead of a Highveld winter. This 

would have been amplified by De Wet and his raiders conducting partisan (guerrilla) war on his 
line of communications: the much demolished railway line. There was, of course the civilian 
population of the two cities to consider: mostly Boer women and children.        
 
This was reason enough for Botha and his war council to deny Blake’s request, indeed Amery 
says Botha “told them most distinctly that if any such attempt were made he would immediately 
lay down the command.

391
” To the reported anger of the Free Staters, Botha even refused 

Blake’s men permission to demolish the railway once it crossed over the Vaal onto ZAR territory. 
“The result was that an undamaged Johannesburg fell to Roberts on 31 May,” Breytenbach 
says

392
. Churchill also avers the line “was found to be undamaged” from Germiston to 

Vereeniging
393

.             
 
Also keen to destroy the mines was a former judge, Antonie Francis Kock, who had acquitted a 
Johannesburg ZARP, Barend Jones, of killing Uitlander Thomas Edgar just before the outbreak of 
war.

394
 The decision was severely criticised at the time and seen as a contributing factor to the 

outbreak of hostilities.  
 
A state mining engineer named Munnik had “made everything ready for the purpose” of 
demolishing the mines and although Frederick “Fritz” Krause, the ZAR Special Commandant for 
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the Witwatersrand on the night of the 28
th
 “had tried to avoid trouble by sending all armed men 

south of the town,” some mines had a narrow escape despite “elaborate police precautions.”
395

      
 
Some Germans “held a secret meeting at the Grand Hotel, where judge Kock announced he was 
authorised by the government to have the mines blown up. Next morning, two German 
adventurers, Baron von Maltzahn and Lt Rennebarth, with a few associates, actually took a 
wagon full of dynamite to the Robinson mine”, but the attempt was stopped.    
 
Krause had Kock imprisoned in the Johannesburg Fort. Acting President Schalk Burger, however, 
had him released and he left for the east.

396
     

 
Viljoen also ordered his men to carry off as much of 
Johannesburg’s provisions as possible, commandeering stores 
from shops as well as the government commissariat. After they 
had finished the women folk carried on the work

397
.              

 
The news that the southern front – the Klip River line – had 
caved in was a major blow for Kruger, who had received such 
upbeat news the day before. He had just sent Botha a letter of 

encouragement to be read to the commandos, in which he 
praised them for their brave fight for a just cause 
(“…manmoedig strijden voor ons rechtvaardige zaak.”)

398
        

 
Fig 232-4: Three views of the interior of the Fort, Johannesburg. South wall 
showing main entrance in centre. Northern courtyard. South face of buildings. 
Pics: LE, Jan 2008.   

 
Boer morale now totally collapsed, despite the heavy 
punishments that could be inflicted on deserters. Most burghers 
considered further resistance futile and the number available to 
defend Pretoria – less than 3000

399
 – was so small no proper 

defence could be contemplated. Many of the men were also of 
dubious quality. On the night of the 29

th
 Kruger left Pretoria – 

and his wife – for the last time, taking his capital to 
Machadodorp on the Delagoa Bay line.          
 
On the 30

th
 the British completed their encirclement of 

Johannesburg. Hamilton’s forces, including the Gordons, 
marched the last four miles to Florida, “while the mounted 

troops swung north and north-east around the suburbs of Johannesburg”.
400

 During this operation 
“a patrol of the 6

th
” assisted by the NSW Lancers “intercepted a train and made its inmates 

prisoners.”
401

 Paterson, with the NSW Lancers, records the event as well.
402

 
 
Paterson also recorded that a party of Imperial Mounted Infantry and Queenslanders under 
Pilcher (3

rd
 MI) that day captured a Schneider (Creusot), which he described as a “long villainous-

looking gun that can outrange any of ours except the cow guns.” The view seems mistaken as 
Amery describes it as a smaller “3-inch” (75mm) gun

403
. “Pilcher’s men took the wheels off the 
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gun so that if the Boers recaptured it they could not move it, and then they camped beside it for 
the night.”

404
         

 
Breytenbach confirms the incident, adding that some 45 burghers and 12 ammunition as well as 
supply wagons were captured. (Amery records 54, including Commandant Runck of the German 
Legion.

405
 He attributes the German’s capture in part to Runck losing his “habitual smartness as a 

result of a convivial meeting in Johannesburg.”) The Afrikaans historian places the action near 
Klipfontein on the left bank of the Jukskei River [sic] and involving Hutton’s MI and De la Rey’s 
men. Although neither mentions it, this was one of the guns in action the day before.  

 
 

Fig 235: An extract from Paterson’s map showing Klipfontein.  
Fig 236: The farms that became Johannesburg. The triangle shows Randtjeslaagte where Johannesburg was established. 
It is now the old CBD. Source: http://www.mk.org.za/mkfarms.htm  

 
 
A look at Paterson’s map (Fig 235) shows Klipfontein near the Little Jukskei River just northwest 
of Braamfontein and a distance south-southwest of Driefontein (River Club). As far as can be 
ascertained Klipfontein, as marked on the map was a farm complex, as was Driefontein. 
Braamfontein was then a village north of Johannesburg.

406
   

 
An extract of a map (Fig 236) marking the original farms in the area

407
 shows two Klipfontein 

farms, numbered 342 and 479. The latter sits like a crumpled bow-tie above Braamfontein farm 
and today carries the suburbs Darrenwood, Robin Hills, Bordeaux and others. Val Kleyn

408
 of the 

Braamfontein Spruit Trust recalled an originl farmhouse in the Darrenwood area, now the Idwala 
Lodge in Garrick Street. The owner of the lodge confirmed it was at least 100 years old. Whether 
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this is the Klipfontein could not be established. The nearby suburbs of Emmarentia and Linden, 
established on a northwestern portion of the massive (3500 hectare) Braamfontein farm have a 
number of “original”, century-old farmhouses; the result of numerous subdivisions of the original 
property, to which title was first granted to one Gerrit Bezuidenhout in 1858.              
 
Regardless of Klipfontein farmhouse’s actual location, Amery reports French spent the night of 
the 30

th
 there.   

 
But where did this skirmish and gun-capture take place? All three the authors fail us. Patterson 
gives no location. Breytenbach and Amery are vague. The latter records French and Hutton 
marched from the battlefields of the 29

th
 to Florida and along the railway to Roodepoort and then 

turned northeast. This may be careless writing. French and Hutton were marching east and would 
have come to Roodepoort first, then Florida, where they would have encountered Hamilton’s men 
foraging for supplies “partly in a captured train from Potchefstroom.”

409
   

 
Be that as it may, he adds as they were descending the Witwatersrand escarpment, they spotted 
the Boers “about five miles (8km) off”. The point of descent is again not certain but was likely by 
the headwaters of the Little Jukskei, which was north-northeast to northeast of Florida village 
(between today’s Constantia Kloof and Quellerina).  
 
The Little Jukskei generally winds north before joining the Jukskei proper to the northwest of 
Johannesburg in the vicinity of Dainfern-Diepsloot. The N1 Western Bypass follows the stream for 
a considerable distance, crossing the Rand at the stream’s headwaters to about Fourways. An 
anomaly on Paterson’s map is that it shows Driefontein west of the stream, instead of east: the 
stream that corresponds with his map is the Braamfontein Spruit

410
.             

 
Amery’s map does not show the terrain north of the railway while Breytenbach’s contour map is 
remarkably unhelpful. His contours does not seem to match that of the 1:50 000 survey map, 
which is difficult to understand considering that his work was only published in the 1980s – and by 
the Government Printer. His map does not mark Klipfontein, although it notes Braamfontein and 
Waterval farms (see fig 235). Even more difficult to fathom is that his map also appears to 
confuse the Braamfontein Spruit as the Jukskei: the latter rises east of Johannesburg (not to its 
northwest) under what is now Ellis Park Stadium, a FIFA Soccer World Cup 2010 venue.       
 
Where then the skirmish? A radius 8km north of the likely descent of Hutton (and French) places 
the likely battlefield on the west bank of the Little Jukskei in the suburb of Randpark Ridge or 
about 6km west on the west bank of the Braamfontein Spruit in Emmarentia or Victory Park. The 
Jukskei itself is well beyond this limit. A more specific location, based on the information available, 
is not possible at the time of writing

411
.           

      
Paterson writes that Hutton had won the right of pursuit after his brigade made its way down the 
sheer 300 foot escarpment north of Florida faster than French’s cavalry. “…we had to get guns 
and horses down a rugged boulder-strewn pass, and all the time we could see the Boers trekking 
away to the north with wagons and guns. 
 
“French didn’t like the idea of the MI going ahead of his cavalry, and he fumed and swore in great 
style. ‘Go on, Hutton. Go on!’ he said. ‘These cavalry fellows are climbing about on that hill yet. 
Damned slow coaches! Serves ‘em right if you go ahead. Ought to be ashamed of themselves! 
Go on. See if you can catch any. Don’t believe you will but you can have a try.’     
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“The Boers saw them coming and halted a gun and started to work it with the energy of 
desperation. A few of the Queenslanders found about six belated Boer wagons and captured 
them, and our guns were hustled along to take on the Boer gun. By this time it was getting late, 
and just at dusk the Boers started moving their gun away, but just as they did so a shell from one 
of our guns

412
 landed right over the Boer gun and sent the mules in the air, and then the men 

bolted and left the gun.”
413

    
 
Breytenbach avers De la Rey’s men successfully defended the right bank of the stream and that 
they fell back unmolested in the dark

414
. “…ofskoon hulle daarin geslaag het om ‘n Creusot kanon 

en 12 waens met voorrade belaai, te verower en 45 burgers gevange te neem, kon hulle die rivier 
waar die burgers vasgeskop het, nie oorgesteek kry nie. Die burgers het hulle tot die aand toe 
met kanon- en geweervuur weerstaan en daarna onder decking van die nag hul terugtog in 
Pretoria se rigting voortgesit sonder dat hulle verder lasting geval is.” (…although they succeeded 
in capturing a Creusot-gun and 45 burghers, they could not cross the river where the burghers 
had gone to ground. The burghers resisted them till evening with canon- and rifle fire and then 
resumed their retreat under the cover of night without them being bothered any further.)              
 
This is another example of Breytenbach’s ability to add silver linings to black clouds. Paterson 
places the skirmish late in the day – and sunset comes early in the Highveld winter. He also has 
the troops going into laager after capturing the gun. There is no indication of a pursuit or an 
attempt at crossing the “river”. Both the Braamfontein Spruit and the Little Jukskei are no more 
than streams, which at best, with erosion, may have had high banks. Neither is more than 1m 
wide and in late May water levels would have been very low. The size of the resisting force is 
unclear. It was not likely to be large or able to man an extended front. The British would have 
been able to flank it at will, had they chosen to.  
 
Isolated examples aside, night fighting was not a feature of warfare at this time and in the fluid 
situation of the moment, it may have been reckless. Following the burghers at night may have 
snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. It is unlikely that the British force, having made their 
capture in the late afternoon, posed a serious danger to the Boer force.   
 
As it is, Amery states this “was one of the few occasions in the war in which mounted troops 
succeeded in making a capture after a direct pursuit, and even this capture, brilliantly as it was 
effected, was to some extent due to the circumstance that Runck had lost his habitual 
smartness…”

415
 In other words, they got lucky. A sound commander knows when not to press 

that luck.   
        
 
In Johannesburg and further east               
 
In the east that same day some 500 burgers with three cannon and “pom-pom” – it is not clear 
who was in command – launched a guerrilla-style attack on the 3

rd
 Cavalry Brigade and Henry’s 

MI at a location east of Johannesburg (likely along the railway). The British Official History 
records the fight was at such close quarters that “R” Battery RHA had to engage using short 
fuses and had to withdraw gunners from the gun for a short time when these were brought under 
accurate “pom-pom” fire. The 16

th
 Lancers reportedly had a rough time before the 17

th
 and the 

19
th
 Lancers came to its assistance. One officer was killed and two as well as 24 troops were 

wounded.
416
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On that day Churchill had another famous adventure, this time riding across Johannesburg on 
bicycle, from west to east. 

417
 Roberts now also enters town and Paterson is on hand to describe 

the moment: “He is a great man for display, and formed his staff, his officers, and his attaches up 
in an ordered procession, and rode at the head of it on his beautiful bay horse… and about 10 
000 men followed after. There was great speech making and handing over of keys, but there was 
nothing of the frenzied enthusiasm of Kimberley or even the Bloemfontein march.”

418
 Having 

taken the surrender, Roberts “established his headquarters at Orange Grove, a few miles out of 
Johannesburg” on the then-main road to Pretoria.

419
 Part of the road was later named after Botha.                  

 
 
The Gordons spent the 31

st
 washing and cleaning and on the 1

st
 marched to Braamfontein “just 

outside Johannesburg” where they were at last placed on full rations. Passes were given into the 
city “where tea and jam could be had for the paying.”

420
   

 
 
Surrender or fight?  
 
General Lucas Meyer, in his role as chairman of the First Volksraad (a chamber of the Transvaal 
Parliament) wrote Kruger that it was time to convene the First and Second Volksrade in a joint 
session at Middelburg to decide the future. The subtext was surrender. The main ZAR military 
commander met in Pretoria on Friday night, 1 June, and after a lengthy meeting State Attorney 
Smuts reported Botha, De la Rey, Tobias Smuts, Lemmer and Viljoen “submitted to the president 
the tentative suggestion to end the war at Pretoria.”  
 
Smuts later wrote: “I shall never forget the bitter humiliation and despondency of that awful 
moment when the stoutest hearts and strongest wills in the Transvaal army were, albeit for a 
moment, to sink beneath the tide of our misfortunes. What all felt so keenly was that the fight had 
gone out of the Boers, that the heroes who had stood like a stone wall on the Tugela and the 
Modder River, who had stormed Spioenkop and Ladysmith and many other forlorn hope, had lost 
heart and hope, and gone home and forsaken their officers.”

421
        

 
Kruger responded he would consult Steyn. For Steyn, 
Breytenbach writes, this was a bitter pill. He by telegraph 
retorted that surrender at the moment of British triumph would 
lead to the total subjugation of the Afrikaner people, implying 
that the fight had to be continued to secure better terms. Steyn 
further expressed his surprise at the cowardly behaviour 
(“lafhartige gedrag”) of the Transvaalers who wanted to sue for 
peace just because the enemy had crossed their frontier – this 
after dragging the Free State and the Cape rebels into a war 
that sought to confirm ZAR independence.  
 
De Wet telegraphed a similar reply to Botha, saying he could 
not believe what he read in Kruger’s telegram. He expressed 
deep sorrow that Kruger had given up all hope and that his 
officers believed further struggle was futile and that the ZAR’s 
burghers were almost unanimously unwilling to fight further.

422
                

 
Fig 237: State Attorney Jan Smuts. Pic: ABWM.   
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Breytenbach avers the telegrams made the necessary difference and when the broader Council 
of War met in the hall of the Second Volksraad on Saturday, 2 June, it was swayed by fiery 
oratory from Danie Theron to continue the struggle; Meyer proposing a resolution to that effect 
and Lemmer seconding it. 

423
 It seems the content of the telegrams were not broadly circulated 

and were known to just a few officers and officials – including Botha and Smuts.  
      
On Sunday 3 June, the march proper on Pretoria started, skirmishes being recorded at 
Bapsfontein (2 June), Kalkheuwel, (3 June) and Sesmylspruit (4 June).

424
  The capital fell on 5 

June. By then De Wet had launched guerrilla warfare in the Free state and the Transvaalers were 
about to follow. But that is another story.  
 
 
Afterthoughts  
 
The story has now been told. The question is whether the average Sowetan, Krugersdorper, 
Randfonteiner – or for that matter the typical South African will appropriate this history. The 
author’s view is in the negative.  
 
As previously reported, only the site of Jameson’s surrender is marked – and poorly at that as it is 
on private land and the owner is reportedly hostile. The Queen’s Battery is lost to history and the 
Boer position on the ridge is being made into an “eco-village” a laager with high walls – indeed an 
irony.  
 
The valley where Willoughby fought his battalion action is still in its natural state, part of it a 
declared nature reserve. This should preserve at least the northern part of the valley for posterity. 
With some more research the bivouac area may be rediscovered. At the very least it would make 
for an interesting archaeological dig. Brink’s Vlakfontein is also more extensive than the small site 
where the servant’s quarters and kraal once stood. The site has suffered in recent times from 
road works and urbanisation but some of it has survived the depredation of civilisation. It will be 
interesting to know if any relics were dug up by the road gangs or by the builders of the reservoir. 
If they did, one hopes they turned these over to the proper authorities – the SA Heritage 
Resources Agency, the SA National Museum of Military History and the City of Johannesburg’s 
heritage department. It is also of interest that little to no explosive remnants of war seems to have 
been found.      
 

Fig 238: War relics on display at the SANMMH. Pic: LE, Mar 
2009.  

 
Except for the Chiawelo-Senaoane ridge in 
Soweto much of the terrain associated with the 
May 1900 battle for Johannesburg is still clear of 
the urban sprawl – although for how long is in the 
hands of the city planners. Vanwyksrust Fort and 
bridge as well as the Senaoane boulders in 
particular suggest themselves to preservation. Is 
there any point to building monuments, here or 
elsewhere to mark this battlefield? It is difficult to 
say. Markers on the ground always assist the 
visitor and should therefore be encouraged. But in 

an era when heritage authorities find it difficult to maintain existing monuments and markers, can 
they be asked to emplace more – the more so when there is always a vandal who has the time 
and will to destroy, damage or deface these.              

                                                 
423

 Breytenbach, p541.  
424

 Drooglever, p367. 
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There may today be easier ways to mark and remember the past, anoted maps and descriptions 
such as these in print and on the Internet being some examples.             
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Roll of  Honour – Jameson Raid425  
Appendix 1 
 
 
Ruiter G Jacobs 
Ruiter D MacDonald  
Ruiter  AH Potgieter 
Ruiter SPF van Tonder 
Ruiter PFJ Venter  
 
 
Capt WJ Barry 
Cpl  Beard 
Cpl  Maree 
Cpl  Sheppard 
Cpl   Still 
Tpr  Black 
Tpr  Brown 
Tpr  Foster 
Tpr  Coghill 
Tpr  Bletsoe (Bletsef)  
Tpr   Edwards 
Tpr  Hennesey 
Tpr  Hutchinson  
Tpr   Lamb  
Tpr  Manning 
Tpr  Mallony 
Tpr   Meyers 
Tpr  Roland 
Tpr  Stone 
Tpr  Fraser 
Tpr  Wild

426
 (Wiid) 

Tpr   Lyne 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
425

 Names taken from the Vlakfontein memorial. Of interest is that Sarel van Tonder is not on the memorial but is buried in 
the heroes’ acre in Burgershoop Cemetery.     
426

 His tombstone seems to read “Wiid” while the memorial has “Wild”.    



 128 

Roll of Honour –  
Battle of Johannesburg, May 27-29, 1900 
Appendix 2 
 
 
Pte  C  Beaton  May 30, 1900 
Cpl  R  Andrew  May 31, 1900 
Pte  J  Richards August 15, 1900 
Lt  Northcote June 1, 1900   
Cpl  J  Hollington June 29, 1900 
Pte A/E Kirby  June 2, 1900 
Maj  Putman  June 6, 1900 
Tpr  G Whitfield June 5, 1900 
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Nominal Roll, Officers, Jameson Raid 
 Appendix 3  
 
 
In general charge   Dr Leander Starr Jameson, CB  
In military command Lieutenant Colonel Sir John Christopher Willoughby, Baronet 

(Major, Royal Horse Guards).  
 
Staff Officers:  

• Major Honourable Robert White (Captain, Royal Welch Fusiliers), Senior Staff Officer.  

• Major Charles Hyde Villiers (Captain, Royal Horse Guards).  

• Captain Kenneth J. Kincaid-Smith (Lieutenant, Royal Artillery), Artillery Staff Officer.  

• Captain Charles Frederick Lindsell (late Royal Scots Fusiliers), i/c Scouts.  

• Captain James Hutchinson Kennedy (BSA Company's Civil Service), Quartermaster.  

• Captain E Holden (Derbyshire Yeomanry), Assistant Quartermaster.  

• Surgeon Captain W Farmer (BSA Company's Civil Service).  

• Surgeon Captain Seaton Hamilton (late 1st Life Guards).  

• Lieutenant Harold M Grenfell (1st Life Guards), Remount Officer.  

• Lieutenant James Charles Jesser-Coope (Rhodesia Horse Volunteers), Transport Officer.  

• Veterinary Surgeon Lieutenant A H C Masters (Mashonaland Mounted Police). 
 
Attached to Staff: 

• Major John Bourchier Stracey (Scots Guards).  

• Major Maurice Heany (late Mashonaland Pioneer Corps).  

• Captain Cyril Foley (3rd Royal Scots).  

• Lieutenant H R Holden (late Grenadier Guards). 
 
 
MASHONALAND MOUNTED POLICE 

• In command: Lieutenant Colonel Honourable Henry Frederick White (Major, Grenadier 
Guards).  

• Second in command: Major William Bodle (Chief Inspector, MMP).  
 
 
A Troop: 

• Captain Martin Straker (Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant Rowan Cashel (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant Harry J. Scott (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  
 
 
B Troop : 

• Captain Lawson Leigh Ballantyne Dykes (Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant A T Tomlinson (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant H Chawxier (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  
 
 
C Troop: 

• Captain William John Barry (Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant A Cazalet (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant G H P Williams (Sub-Inspector, MMP). 
 
 
D Troop: 
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• Captain Gordon Valiancy Drury (BBP, attached MMP).  

• Lieutenant W E Murray (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant Harry Constable (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  
 
 
Artillery: 

• Captain Frank L Bowden (Inspector, MMP).  

• Lieutenant W S Spain (Sub-Inspector, MMP).  
 
 
BECHUANALAND BORDER POLICE 

• In command: Lieutenant Colonel Raleigh Grey (Major, 6th Dragoons).  

• Second in command: Major Honourable Charles J Coventry (3
rd

 Worcesters). 
 
 
G Troop: 

• Captain Audley Vaughan Gosling.  

• Lieutenant A H J Hore.  

• Lieutenant Edward Alien Wood. 
 
 
K Troop: 

• Captain C L D Munro (Seaforth Highlanders).  

• Lieutenant W G McQueen.  
 
 
Medical Officer: 

• Surgeon-Captain Edward Charles Frederick Garraway.  
 
 
Veterinary Officer: 

• Veterinary Lieutenant W Lakie.  
 
 
Summary  

• Officers NCOs & men  

• Staff 17   

• MMP 19 356  

• BBP 6 113 

• Grand total (white troops) 511 
 
� In addition to the officers named above, Major Crosse, late 5th Dragoons, accompanied the 

column as a spectator.  
� There were eight maxim guns, two 7-pounder guns and one 12½ -pounder gun, 640 horses 

and 158 mules with the force, and about 150 native drivers, leaders, etc.  
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Casualties – Jameson Raid 
Appendix 4 
  
 

From http://www.genealogyworld.net/ellen/raid.html  
 

• Barnes EG - bullet wound right thigh 

• Barry WH - Bullet wound through spine and hip 

• Beadon H - bullet would left leg 

• Berry PA - kick in stomach and rheumatism 

• Brooke SM - bullet wound, right arm 

• Brown FW - compound fracture left arm 

• Bruce S- shot right thigh 

• Burrowes S - bullet wound in right knee 

• Callanan HA - bullet would in left side of chest 

• Coventry Hon CJ - shot through back 

• Den M - bullet wound right thigh 

• Dreyer F - left leg amputated 

• Fraser D - shot through bladder and bowels 

• Gibbs HE - kick in abdomen 

• Glynn DM - wounded in right thigh and hip 

• Hayes FA - bullet through left foot 

• Lynn SR - shot through right shot (sic) 

• McCracken B - bullet wounds, shin and shoulder 

• McLaughlin WM - two superficial bullet wounds left flank 

• McVety J - shot through mouth 

• Moreland H - contusion right side 

• Mostyn F - bullet wound left elbow 

• Neckson F - compound fracture right arm 

• Palmer G - shot through left foot 

• Payne GR - abscess in buttock 

• Phillernek BR - dysentery 

• Pomeroy G - bullet wound in left leg and knee joint 

• Putter G - wound right foot 

• Rowley AW - shot through groin 

• Stannard F - bullet wound in thigh 

• Stapleton TH - shot right hip 

• Wild/Wiid P - shot through spinal cord and probably abdomen 

• Wilson J - shot through right hip 
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The prisoners  
Appendix 5 

 

 

From http://www.genealogyworld.net/ellen/raid.html  

 

BBP - Bechuanaland Border Police 

BSA - British South Africa Police (Matabeleland Mounted Police)  

 

• (Chadborn) Chadbo-n, John Arthur - do 

• (Clinton) C-nton, Claud - Trooper 

• (Lawler) Law-er, Edward James - do 

• (Paton) Pat--, Fred - Trooper 

• (Sievert) S-evert, Christian Henry - do 

• (Steiner) S-einer, Jacob - do 

• Abbot, Edwin - Sergeant-Major 

• Adams, EG - do 

• Adge, Sydney - Sergeant K Troop 

• Allen, Harry - do 

• Anthony, Louis - do 

• Armstrong, James St. George Primlie - do 

• Ashwin, Richard - Corporal B Troop 

• Atkins, Clement - do 

• Baker, Alfred Lee - Corporal 

• Bakeson, Malcolm Weir - Troop Sergeant-Major Artillery Troop 

• Bale, John - do 

• Ball, James - do 

• Ballantyne, James Douglas - do 

• Barnes, Ernest - do 

• Basson, Albertus Johns - Con 2 Wagons 

• Beale, William - do 

• Belk, Samuel Waterhouse - do 

• Bellew, Charles Joseph - Corporal 

• Bennet, James - Trooper 

• Bernstein, HG - do 

• Berry EA (wounded) - do 

• Bevan, Alfred Ernest - do 

• Bewley, Edmund - do 

• Billing, Herbert Lindsay - Trooper 

• Blankenburg, Charles Harry - do 

• Blotherwick, James - Troop Sergeant-Major G Troop 

• Bourke, John - do 

• Bourke, Thomas Edward - Corporal 

• Bowden, Sidney - do 
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• Bower, Corneilus - Trooper 

• Brady, Archibald Harry - Sergeant K Troop 

• Brand, William John - Trooper 

• Brennen, Francis Dawse - do 

• Brooke, FN (wounded) - do 

• Brown, Frederick Sheard - Sergeant A Troop 

• Bubb, Leonard - do 

• Bull, Henry Collins - Corporal 

• Burgess, Arthur - Trooper 

• Burgess, William - do 

• Burnand, John Arthur - do 

• Burnside, Nigel - do 

• Calder, John - do 

• Calderwood, John - do 

• Calenborne, John - do 

• Callanan, HA (wounded) - do 

• Carlyle, Thomas 

• Carpenter, Frederick - Trooper 

• Carson, Thomas - Trooper 

• Carston, James - do 

• Cartwright, Alfred George - Sergeant BSA 

• Cartwright, James Harry - Trooper 

• Celliers, Daniel - do 

• Champkin, Freak - do 

• Charles, William (London) - Corporal A Troop 

• Chataway, Norman Harris - Corporal A Troop 

• Chawles, Edmund - do 

• Cheaker, Joseph - Trooper 

• Clarendon, Sydney - do 

• Clark, James - Sergeant A Troop 

• Clark, William - do 

• Clemens, Percy Brooke - Sergeant D Troop 

• Cloete, John Henry - do 

• Close, Percival - do 

• Cokeril, Alfred John - Sergeant A Troop 

• Cole, Mansel Crawford - Troop Sergeant-Major K Troop 

• Collins, Bernard - do 

• Comer, Frank - do 

• Constable, Hugh - Trooper 

• Cook, Robert - Trooper 

• Cooke, George Alfred - Corporal 

• Cooper, Ernest - do 

• Couser, Richard - do 

• Cousins, Harvey Joseph - do 
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• Cozalet, A - do 

• Croft, Alfred - do 

• Cumming, Adam Bennet - Sergeant 

• Davey, Thomas William - do 

• Davies, Henry - do 

• Davis, Gordon - Sergeant 

• Day, Daniel - do 

• De la Hay, Francis - do 

• De Legh, William Owen - Trooper 

• De Mandeville, Geoffrey - Troop Sergeant-Major D Troop 

• Demarsque, Robert - do 

• Devereux, Laurence - do 

• Dewar, Arthur Robert Johnston - do 

• Dobbin, Thomas - Corporal 

• Dobson, Joseph - Lance-Sergt BBP 

• Douglas, Frank Arthur - Sergeant 9 Troop 

• Doyle, Ashley Crofton - Corporal 

• Driver, Percy - do 

• Eames, Thos Banbury - do 

• Eastwood, Francis - Trooper 

• Elliott, Richard Lourens - Trooper 

• Fab-ing, Lancelot Matthew - Trooper 

• Farrerr, Michael George - do 

• Fenton, Frederick Arthur - Corporal C Troop 

• Ferguson, Jack - Driver 

• Finch, William - do 

• Flynn, John - do 

• Forsythe, Alfred Burnet - do 

• Fouche, Phillip - Conductor 

• Foxcroft, Richard - do 

• Francis, William Clarence - do 

• Franklin, Benjamin Charles - do 

• Fraser, James John Meintjes - do 

• Frost, John - do 

• Gall, John - do 

• Garcia, Egbert Morris - do 

• Gardiner, Alexander - do 

• Gardyne, Thomas McCloud Bruce - do 

• Garlick, Burleigh - servant of Dr Jameson 

• Garraway, Edward - Surgeon BSA 

• Garrell, George - Sergeant 

• Getliffe, Simon - Trooper 

• Gibb, David - Sergeant A Troop 

• Gibb, William - Corporal Artillery 
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• Gibbs, HE (wounded) - do 

• Gibbs, Joseph - do 

• Gibson, William Mitchell - do 

• Gilmore, Robert - Trooper 

• Gordon, Thomas - Trooper 

• Gorringe, L - do 

• Gray, Cecil Alex - Trooper 

• Greaves, Cecil Goldsmid - Corporal BBP 

• Green, George - do 

• Grey, Colonel 

• Grimes, Gordon Henry - Trooper 

• Gunn, Angus Dunell - do 

• Haggblad, Erwin - Driver 

• Hamilton, Seaton - do 

• Handley, Herbert Humphrey - do 

• Handsomebody, William Harry - do 

• Harber, Walter Alex - do 

• Harrington, George Herbert - Corporal 

• Harris, Charles Henry - do 

• Harris, Reginald - do 

• Harrison, Tom Robert - do 

• Harrison, Edward - Trooper 

• Harwood, Gwynne - Corporal 

• Hatherill, John - do 

• Hay, Edward James - do 

• Hector, John - Sergeant 

• Herbert, Percy Wilder - do 

• Hill, Charles William King - do 

• Hill, John Hall - do 

• Hill, Phillip Leonard - do 

• Hilliery, John - Trooper 

• Holloway, Frank Vivian - do 

• Holmes, Ingram - do 

• Hooper, James - Trooper 

• Horsord, Knightly - do 

• Hoseason, Cecil - Trooper 

• Hoskin, Charles Cuthbert Fraser - do 

• Huchvale, Arther Edward - do 

• Hurley, Frederick - Trooper 

• Hyman, Raleigh - Trooper 

• Ibbes, Charles Henry - do 

• Ingham, John - Corporal D Troop 

• Jack, Robert - do 

• Jackson, Harry - do 
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• Jackson, Henry Barrett - do 

• Jackson, Robert - do 

• James, Edward Henry - do 

• Jardine, Cecil - do 

• Jenkins, Alexander Jameson - do 

• Jenning, Arthur - do 

• Jennings, Arthur - do 

• John Pritchard - Native Constable 

• Johnston, Hugh Cameron - do 

• Johnstone, Cartledge - do 

• Johnstone, George - do 

• Jones, Francis - do 

• Jones, Herbert - do 

• Jupp, Richard Barry - Corporal A Troop 

• Kavanagh, Thomas - do 

• Keenon, Percy Walter - do 

• Kennedy, Leslie Coldridge - do 

• Kenny, John - do 

• Kerr, Charles James - do 

• Kerr, Fred C - do 

• Keys, William - do 

• King, Joseph George - do 

• Kirby, Lewis - Trooper 

• Laidlaw, James Bruce - Trooper 

• Lammas, Matthew - Conductor 

• Landgreen, Alfred John - do 

• Lang, George - do 

• Langworthy, Harry - do 

• Law, Peter - do 

• Lawrey, James - do 

• Lawson, Charles - Trooper 

• Leary, Edward - Corporal A Troop 

• Leesching, Fredk - Clerk 

• Lester, Charles Reginald - do 

• Lester, Edward Henry Cecil Maloney - do 

• Lewis, ALfred - do 

• Lewis, James George - do 

• Lewis, William Charles - do 

• Lindsay, Cecil H - do 

• Lington, John - do 

• Little, Mer - Sergeant C Troop 

• Littleton, John - Trooper 

• Lolar, John Lardener - do 

• Lucy, Fred - do 
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• MacAdam, John - do 

• Mageen, Lowen Ewert - Sergeant-Major A Troop 

• Major, George - do 

• Mallaleine, Joseph - do 

• Marchant, Edward - Trooper 

• Marchant, John - do 

• Marks, Clifford Webber - Corporal 

• Maroney, PW - do 

• Maros, Eugene - Trooper 

• Martin, Herbert - do 

• Mathison, James Arthur - Lance-Corporal K Troop 

• McBurnett, Donald - do 

• McCarthy, Hy - do 

• McClean, James - do 

• McCullum, John - do 

• McDonald, John - Storeman 

• McGowan, William - Trooper 

• McKenzie, George - do 

• McKinley, Alexander - do 

• McMahon, Robert - Lance-Corporal 

• McMillan, Donald - do 

• McMullin, Samuel - do 

• McNamara, James - do 

• Mein, John - do 

• Mendell, Marmaduke - Sergeant 

• Menheniot, George - do 

• Merry, George - do 

• Metcalfe, Frederick George - do 

• Millar, Christian George - do 

• Millar, Harry - Trooper 

• Mitchell, John Bentley - Corporal K Troop 

• Moberg, John - Trooper 

• Molard, H (wounded) - do 

• Molony, James AC - do 

• Monk, Ernest Wealand - Trooper 

• Moore, Alfred Henry - Corporal A Troop 

• Moore, Edward - do 

• Moore, George - Corporal 

• Moore, Percy Henry Joylyne - do 

• Morgan, James Neger - do 

• Morgan, William - do 

• Morris, Samuel - do 

• Murphy, Daniel - do 

• Murphy, Pearce Edward - do 
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• Murray, Charles Stephenson - do 

• Murray, Kenneth Alexander - do 

• Musker, Edward - Corporal K Troop 

• Myan, Francis - do 

• Neate, Arnold Edward - do 

• Newik, Henry - G Troop BBP 

• Newman, Joseph - do 

• Nicholls, John Elya - Trooper 

• Nicholls, Thomas - do 

• Normana, Patrick Hill - Corporal A Troop 

• Norris, Charles - do 

• North, Albert - Trooper 

• Ode, Thomas - do 

• O'Farrer, Edward Joseph - do 

• O'Leary, John - Sergeant-Major C Troop 

• Oliver, John - Trooper 

• Olsson, Gustave Adolf - do 

• Paley, John - do 

• Palmer, William John - Trooper 

• Park, William Henry - Corporal A Troop 

• Parker, George Bertie - do 

• Parkin, M - do 

• Parr, Harry - Trooper 

• Pattison, R - do 

• Paul, Arthur - do 

• Pechell, William Kerr - do 

• Pender, John - Trooper 

• Pepys, Guy - do 

• Pepys, John - Corporal 

• Pescoa, William - do 

• Petit, George - servant to Captain Grenville 

• Phillips, Francis Wall - Trooper 

• Place, Edward Herbert - do 

• Plomer, Chas Campbell - Trooper 

• Plooy, Rudolph du - do 

• Poole, Ernest Joseph - Trooper 

• Power, Patrick - do 

• Power, Richard Eady - do 

• Primmer, William Harry - do 

• Probyn, Henry - do 

• Proctor, Charles Higerty - do 

• Puddy, Charles Ernest - do 

• Pyke, George Thomas - do 

• Rankin, Thomas - Corporal 
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• Rea, Harold Geo - do 

• Reeland, Charles John Headingham - Sergt. BBP 

• Reid, John Walter - do 

• Reynard, Joseph James - do 

• Reynolds, Harry - Trooper 

• Rhodes, Charles Edward - do 

• Richardson, Horace - do 

• Riley, William Henry 

• Roberts, Duncan - do 

• Roberts, James - Trooper 

• Rodley, John William - Trooper 

• Rogers, Edward - Corporal A Troop 

• Rolleston, Philip Lancelot - Trooper 

• Roodt, William Peter - do 

• Rothman, John - do 

• Rowe, Karl Frederick - do 

• Ruck, George Ruck - Trooper 

• Russel, Harry - do 

• Russell, Thomas Andrew - do 

• Ryan, Kearns - Trooper 

• Ryan, Patrick Francis - do 

• Rylands, Thomas Edlerton - Corporal 

• Samsbury, Henry - Trooper 

• Saunders, John Drummond - do 

• Saunders, William - Trooper 

• Schmeizer, Alfred - do 

• Scot, Duncal - Trooper 

• Scrope, Gervase - do 

• Seale, George - do 

• Shaw, Robert - do 

• Shedd, William Burns - do 

• Sheh-on, Samuel - do 

• Sinclair, August Lawrence - Corporal 

• Sirton, William - do 

• Slee, Charles - Trooper 

• Slocock, Charles Edward - do 

• Smith, Alexander William - Corporal B Troop 

• Smith, Hy Walter - Sergeant 

• Smith, James - do 

• Smith, John - do 

• Solomon, Percy - do 

• Spalding, Frank William - Trooper 

• Spring, Francis - Corporal D Troop 

• Springfield, Osborne - Sergeant-Major D Troop 
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• Spurrier, CLemence Basil - Trooper 

• Stanley, Joseph - do 

• Stapleton, LH (wounded) - do 

• Steadmond, Edward - Trooper 

• Steel, Hugh - do 

• Steele, Alexander - do 

• Stephenson, Harry - do 

• Stevens, Cecil Ernest - do 

• Stevesmith, Alfred P - do 

• Steyn, Johannes - do 

• Stock, Thomas Henry - do 

• Stone, William - do 

• Struk, Charles Brownlow - do 

• Sturgeon, John - do 

• Sutclide, Herbert John - Hospital Sergeant-Major 

• Sutherland, Charles - do 

• Symington, John - Corporal 

• Symons, Louis William - do 

• Tapp, George Raikes - Sergeant C Troop 

• Taylor, Albert - do 

• Thirkell, William Russell - do 

• Thomas, William - do 

• Thomson, Richard - do 

• Thorne, RIchard - do 

• Tinge, Reginald - do 

• Tremayne, Richard - Sergeant C Troop 

• Uoing, Gerald - do 

• Vanner, Clement William - do 

• Victor, Albert - do 

• Wagstaff, St John - do 

• Walker, Fred - do 

• Walker, Thomas - do 

• Wallace, Henry - Corporal 

• Walters, Alfred Edward - do 

• Walterstorff, Albert - do 

• Weare, Rupert Augustus - Trooper 

• Webb, Benjamin - do 

• Webb, Churcheland James - do 

• Wedderburn, John - do 

• Wentle, George Stanley - do 

• Wetherell, George John - do 

• Weu-, Edmund Wardle - do 

• White, George J - do 

• Whites, Joseph - do 



 141 

• Wickham, Thomas - do 

• Wiggins, Thomas - do 

• Williamson, John James - Corporal 9 Troop 

• Wilmot, George Peter - do 

• Wilmot, William McDonald - Trooper 

• Wilson, Alfred - Trooper 

• Wilson, David - do 

• Winder, Allan Campbell - Sergeant 

• Yarmery, Edwin Armstrong - Corporal 

• Young, Chiney Rogers - do 

• Zeiss, Edward Charles Albert - do 

 
 
 
 


