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Colvin adds 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 [west]. 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 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 
reaching Johannesburg without further opposition.”  In the gloom Boers could be seen closing in 
from the north, south and east.

68
  

 
 
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.”  
 
Fig 36: 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 “hill” on the right is a tailings dump added after 1896. This is the 
likely terrain of Willoughby’s night errant. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    
Fig 37: Another view of the Millsite Plateau. View to south west. 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.         

 
“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],”

69
 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 – after their passage of 
Randfontein.             
 
A likely location is in the vicinity of the present Robinson Lake.

70
 (See figure 30.) The SA Military 

History Society provides an alternative position east of the then-future railway on a map used for 
a field trip in August 1985. It is not too far from Robinson Lake along the R41 at a position marked 
“Graves” (see figure 28). The 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.

71
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 “We drove along a mine road following roughly the route they had taken and saw the graves of the three casualties who 
had fallen during that harrowing night. These had caused consternation amongst the Burghers next morning for they had 
been buried in such haste and hard ground that their feet had been left sticking out.”  
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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.”

72
 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.”

73
 

 
Fig 38: Colvin’s full 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.   

 
 
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”

74
.  (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.)            
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Jamerson 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 
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.”

75
    

 
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.  
     
Fig 39: Detail from Colvin’s map 
showing the march to Doornkop. 
Source: Colvin.  

 
At 4.30am the carts are 
hitched (“inspanned”) 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.

76
”  

 
 “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.  
 
“Thus the raiders marched for ten miles, the left [northern] covering troop under Captain 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”. 
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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.” 

 
Pic 40: The R559 road bridge across 
the Luipaardsvlei. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.  
Pic 41: The Luipaardsvlei from the 
bridge. View north. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.      
Pic 42: The Luipaardsvlei. 
Watercourse in the right middle ground. 
Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
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
77

, 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.

78
” 

         
At the same time Inspector Bodle

79
 with two troops 

of MMP charged a force which had been 
threatening the left [north] of the column and 
scattered it.  
 
“The action had the appearance of success,” 
Colvin says, but Coventry was severely wounded 
and Inspector WJ 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”

80
.        
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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.”
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Fig 43: From Randfontein to Doornkop. 
Source: Google.  

 
“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, 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

82
.          

 
 “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.”

83
  

 
Fig 44: “The kopje beyond the drift.” 
The Boers held here. Pic: LE, Jan 
2009.   

 
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
84

. Hickman depicts a plucky fight to the last
85

; Maxims and 
guns 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

86
.           
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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.  

 
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. 
 
Fig 45: The “final position.” The arrow marks the tree stump.    
Fig 46: Doornkop with reservoir. The circle marks the Adcock St monument.  
Fig 47: Panorama of the “final position” showing tree stump and reservoir. 
Fig 48: The view west up Vlakfontein Spruit. Slimes dam in the distance. 
Fig 49: 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.  

 
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 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 completely altered this 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 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 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.  
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The east-west road depicted 
on Colvin’s map no longer 
exists and the Klip ford linking 
it to Johannesburg is disused. 
The northern road, “to 
Krugersdorp” is today’s Adcock 
Street or R558, running north 
to Krugersdorp and extending 
south, over Doornkop, towards 
present-day Lenasia. The 
position Coventry took, again 
by quirk of fate, is likely that 
now occupied by the mine 
shaft and its outbuildings.    
 
Fig 50: Extract from 1: 50 000 survey 
map 2627BB Roodepoort showing the 
“final position.”  

 
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. 

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

87
 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.   
 
Fig 51: Atop Doornkop. Discarded Trig beacon base in 
foreground. View from Beacon 415 east. Pic: LE, Jan 2009.    

 
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.  
Dénouement  
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 It is not clear what artillery was deployed.  


