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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 62: Boers in the field, this group at Spioenkop in the Natal 
Colony.   
Fig 63: 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.

95
” 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.”

96
 

 
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 64: 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

97
.  

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

98
, 

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 65: 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

99
 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 66: 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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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

100
.         

 
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 67: 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 68: The Platberg.  
Fig 69: 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.

101
” 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 70: A British machine gun at Colenso, Natal. 
Fig 71: British troops at Belmont, Cape.  
Fig 72: 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

102
 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.”

103
 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.  
 
Fig 73, 74: 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

104
. 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
105

.       
 
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.  
 
Fig 75, 76: 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

106
. 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
107

 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

108
.    

 
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
109

.       
 
Fig 77: 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.

110
  

Fig 78: 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

111
 under Lt Gen Charles Warren

112
. 

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”
113

 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

114
.     
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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”.

115
        

 
Fig 79: British dead at Spioenkop. The painful prototype of 

modern warfare included trenches, QF artillery and machine 
guns.     
Fig 80: Boer trenches at Magersfontein.  
Fig 81: Burghers in a trench. 
Fig 82: 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

116
 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’”.

117
   

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

118
. 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.”

119
               

           
Fig 83: 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.”

120
  

 
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.”

121
      

 
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 84: 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.”

122
 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

123
. “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…”

124
  

 
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

125
.    

 
 
De Wet moots guerrilla warfare   
 

Kruger, Steyn and their commanders De Wet
126

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

127
) on 17 March to 

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

128
.     

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

129
. 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 85: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)

130
, 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”

131
. 

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.”

132
   

 
 
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

133
. “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 86, 87: 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

134
, 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
135

 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

136
, 

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

137
: 

• 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
138

 

• 1 x Maxim Nordenfeldt mountain cannon  

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

• 6 x 75mm Schneider Creusot
139

 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”)
140

 
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

141
:   

  
Chief officers 

• Commandant General 

• Vice Commandant General  

• Assistant Commandant General 

• General  

• Vecht (Combat) General 

• Vice Combat General 

• Chief Commandant   

• Assistant Chief Commandant 

                                                 
135

 Hickman, p48.  
136

 Hickman, p93. 
137

 Pierre Lowe Victor, The ZAR Artillery, Veg, 7
th
 Issue, pp25-6.   

138
 12-15 rounds per minute to 3300m. Weights: 205kg (total), barrel and breech: 48kg, carriage: 157kg, shot: 0.89-0.99kg.     

139
 Built by the Schneider company at Le Creusot.  

140
 With 4000 high explosive rounds, 4000 shrapnel and 800 rounds case shot. The weapon weighed 5.7mt overall, had a 

4.2m barrel and 9000m range.   
141

 Major Geoffrey Tylden, The Armed Forces of South Africa, City of Johannesburg Africana Museum Frank Connock 
Publication No 2, Johannesburg, 1954. Tylden took his description from Christian de Wet’s Three Years War. Uys, p241, 
describes him as “one of SA’s foremost military historians”.     
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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 88: 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
142

. 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,

143
 near the confluence of the 

Vaal and Suikerbosrand River
144

. 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 89-91: 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).”

145
 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.          
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 Roberts believed the defence included 26 guns. Breytenbach, p516.  
143

 Breytenbach, p516.  
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 HW Wilson, With the flag to Pretoria, 1902.  
145

 Hall, p10.  
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British dispositions
146

  
 
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

147
 describes Roberts setting up his forces outside 

Bloemfontein in a “semicircular front of about 40 miles
148

”; 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 92-3: 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

149
 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
150

 (Norfolks, 
Lincolns, Hampshires, Scottish Borderers) and 

Maj Gen Archibald Wavell’s
151

 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

152
 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.  

                                                 
146

 A most useful source on British personalities, organisation, units and equipment can be found at AngloBoerWar.com.    
147

 Arthur Conan Doyle, The Great Boer War, Smith, Elder & Co, London, 1902.  
148

 By Winburg, halfway to Kroonstad, this distance had been purposefully reduced to 20 miles.   
149

 According to Conan Doyle.  
150

 Appointed military governor of Pretoria after its fall. Ian Uys, South African Military Who’s Who, 1452-1992, Fortress  
Publishers, Germiston, 1992, p150.   
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 Archibald Graham Wavell. His son, the later Field Marshal Archibald Percival Wavell fought as a subaltern with 
Rimington.      
152

 Uys, p31.  



 45 

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.”

153
  

 
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.

154
” 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

155
, 

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
156

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

th
 Division at 8000.

157
 (This is the only 

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

Figs 94-6: 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.”

158
       

 
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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 Carver, p155.  
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155

 Uys, p153.  
156
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Roberts’ 30 000    
    
For the ‘tiger spring

159
” 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
160

 MI (Mounted Infantry
161

), with “J” Battery, Ross’ Colt gun battery
162

 and two companies 
of yeomanry

163
, all under Colonel St George Henry

164
, 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.”

165
              

 
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

166
 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 97-8: 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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 A Conan Doylism.  
160

 In this context a corps is a battalion equivalent.  
161

 Drooglever, p270, writes that a Colonial Division under Hamilton was formed at Bloemfontein in April, consisting of two 
brigades, each of four corps. Maj Gen Hutton’s brigade included the Australians, new Zealanders and Canadians, while 
Maj Gen Ridley’s formation was made up of South Africans. Hutton had under command the 1

st
 Corps (Lt Col Edwin AH 

Alderson), 2
nd

 Corps (Lt Col HB de Lisle), 3
rd
 Corps (Lt Col TD Pilcher) and 4

th
 Corps (Lt Col St George Henry). The NSW 

MR was in 2
nd

 Corps, the Queensland MI and New Zealand MR in 3
rd
 Corps and the Victorian MR and the Tasmanians in 

the 4
th
. The NSW Lancers (with Paterson) and the 1

st
 Australian Horse were assigned to the 1

st
 Cavalry. It appears this 

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

 Cavalry as well as the 19
th
 and 21

st
 

Brigades.                     
162

 This appears to be a machine gun battery. Likely it was equipped with the US Colt Model 1895 “Potato Digger” 
machine gun developed by John Browning, whose M1917 7.62mm and M2 12.7mm machine guns are still in use. Ross’ 
identity could not be further established from the sources consulted.      
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 Mounted infantry. The Leicestershire Company and another. (Also Lumsden’s Horse & Loch’s Horse)      
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 Pakenham, p647.  
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 Amery, p134.  
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 He was killed at Zand River on 14 June 1900 and Seymour Street in Parktown is named for him.     
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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

167
 writes that doctrinally the 

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

168
. 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 99: 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

169
 

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

170
 (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 100: Hiram Maxim with his invention. Pic: Spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk.  

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

171
 – 

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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 Stephen Badsey, Doctrine and reform in the British Cavalry, 1880-1980, Ashgate, London, 2008, p115.    
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 Earl of Khartoum, known as “K of K”. Following a faulty reorganisation of transport, dubbed “K of Chaos”.     
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 Amery, p134.  
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 They camped at Veghtkop on the night of the 20
th
, scene of Kruger’s baptism of fire in 1852. Lt Col AD Greenhill 

Gardyne, Life of a Regiment, The History of the Gordon Highlanders, Vol III, 1898-1914, Leo Cooper, London, 1972, p172.      
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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.”

172
     

    
 
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

173
 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.

174
 

Sabotage was suspected.  
 
Fig 101: 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

175
 – then one of a series of towns, pearls 

on a string, along the Rand – down the escarpment to its north and then to Driefontein
176

 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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 Amery, p134. Breytenbach writes that Hamilton received orders on the 24
th
 to move past the front of the main force on 

the 25
th
 and cross the Vaal at Bosbank.    
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 Reitz, p94.  
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 Now a suburb of Roodepoort and part of the City of Johannesburg conurbation.     
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 Today New Brighton suburb (River Club) in Sandton. The Driefontein farmhouse stands along Coleraine Drive near 
Leafy Lane.     
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“that we did not seriously expect any fight at Johannesburg.
177

” 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

178
 

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

Cavalry Brigade
179

 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 102: 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.
180

 (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

181
 as aide de camp as well as the 

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

182
.      
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as a modern state from the ruin of the Ottoman Empire under the name Atatürk. It ruined Hamilton’s reputation (he was 
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th
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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
183

 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

184
.  

 
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

185
”. 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 103: British troops cross the Vals River at a weir near 
Kroonstad. Pic: ABWM.    
Fig 104: 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”.
186

) 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.”      
 

                                                 
183

 Amery, p135.  
184

 Intelligence sized the garrison at 15 000 men with 40 guns.  
185

 Amery, p135.  
186

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

187
, 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.”

188
               

 
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.”

189
         

 
 
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

190
. Amery adds

191
 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

192
”.       

 
Fig 105: 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

193
 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 106: 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.     

                                                 
193

 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
194

), 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

195
. 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

196
.   

 
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 107: 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 
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Major Piet Erasmus
197

. 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

198
 and elements from the Mafekeng

199
 siege 

force
200

.             
 
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

201
 the Mafekeng force 

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

202
 

Grobler and Hermanus Lemmer (who, it appears 
from Uys

203
 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 108: 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 
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 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 
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 Army.                           

198
 His full identity could not be established from the sources consulted. Boksburg commando was at the time commanded 

by Commandant Gerhardus “Gert” Gravett.   
199

 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.      
200

 Amery, p137.  
201

 Amery, p137. 
202

 “Big Fred” 
203

 Uys, pp95, 131.  



 55 

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

204
, 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 109: 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

205
. Dirksen’s Boksburg detachment guarded the Germiston-

Springs line
206

.   
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 Amery, p138.  
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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

207
 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

208
. 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

209
), 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
210

 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.  
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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

211
 (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 110: 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.

212
 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 111: 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

213
.”        

 
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

214
 to Rietfontein

215
 was “opposed throughout his march

216
.”  
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