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Introduction. 
 

As an amateur collector of maps and with a love of history in general I thought that it might be useful to have 
a map depicting historical events pertaining to South Africa from the arrival of the first visitors and settlers to 
the present day. 
 
The following is a very brief description of the historical events that have shaped South Africa. 
I have also included some events that greatly changed the life of the inhabitants of South Africa such as the 
discovery of Diamonds and Gold in the interior. 
 
By following the events below and referring to the symbols linked to these events on the Excel spreadsheet as 
a guide the reader can see where the specific history has taken place. 
The Provincial maps include the symbols and are also listed on the Excel spreadsheet as an easy reference in 
order to locate their whereabouts. 
 
Please note that I am not a writer and the following information has been gleaned from the internet, largely 
from Wikipedia. I have endeavoured to keep the information as brief and to the point as possible without losing 
the detail of the history. 
 
Any errors are solely my responsibility and all feedback is welcomed so that they can be corrected. 
Steve Davies  steve@samapsandflags.co.za  
September 2014. 
----------------------------------------------------oOo----------------------------------------------------- 

 
Map 1 - Western Cape. 
Map 2 - Eastern Cape. 
Map 3 – Northern Cape. 
Map 4 – Free State. 

Map 5 – Kwa Zulu Natal. 
Map 6 – Limpopo. 
Map 7 – Gauteng. 

Map 8 – Mpumalanga. 
Map 9 – North West. 



 
Part Period Symbol Map Description 

          

1 Pre Colonial                   PC1 W Cape                 Bartholomew Diaz lands at Mossel Bay 1488 

    PC2                     W Cape                 Vasco Da Gama at St Helena Bay 1497 

    PC3                     W Cape                 Dutch settlers arrive 1647 

    PC4                     W Cape                 Jan van Riebeeck lands 1652 

          

2 Dutch Colonisation      DC1 W Cape                  First Khoi-Khoi – Dutch War 1659 

    DC2 W Cape                  Second Khoi-Khoi – Dutch War 1673 

    DC3 W Cape                 Third Khoi-Khoi – Dutch War 1674 - 1677 

    DC4 W Cape                  French Huguenot Settlers arrive 1687 

    DC5                     W Cape                 Battle of Saldanha 1781 

          

  British Colonisation      BC1 W Cape Occupation of Simonstown 1795 

    BC2 W Cape                  Battle of Muizenberg 1795 

    BC3 W Cape                  Battle of Blaauwberg 1806 

          

3 Frontier Wars                FW1  E Cape                   First Xhosa Frontier War 1779 - 1781 

    FW2 E Cape                   Second Xhosa Frontier War 1789 - 1793 

    FW3 E Cape                   Third Xhosa Frontier War 1799 - 1803 

    FW4 E Cape                   Fourth Xhosa Frontier War 1811 - 1812 

    FW5 E Cape                   Fifth Xhosa Frontier War 1818 - 1819 

    FW6 E Cape                   Sixth Xhosa Frontier War 1834 - 1836 

    FW7 E Cape                   Seventh Xhosa Frontier War 1846 - 1847 

    FW8 E Cape                   Eighth Xhosa Frontier War 1850 - 1853 

    FW9 E Cape                   Xhosa Frontier War, Cattle Killings 1856 - 1858 

    FW10 E Cape                   Ninth Xhosa Frontier War 1877 - 1879 

          

4 Zulu Wars                        ZW1 KZN nDwandwe–Zulu War 1817 - 1819 

          

5 Voortrekker Wars           VW1 KZN Piet Retief 1838 

    VW2 KZN Battle of Italeni 1838 

    VW3 KZN Battle of Blood River 1838 

    VW4 KZN Battle of Maqongqe 1840 

          

  American Civil War         ACW1 W Cape               Alabama warship in Saldanha 1863 

          

6 Anglo – Zulu Wars          AZW1 KZN Battle of Isandlwana 1879 

    AZW2 KZN Battle of Rorke's Drift 1879 

    AZW3 KZN Battle of Intombe 1879 

    AZW4 KZN Battle of Hlobane 1879 

    AZW5 KZN Battle of Kambula 1879 

    AZW6 KZN Battle of Gingindlovu 1879 

    AZW7 KZN Battle Siege of Eshowe 1879 

    AZW8 KZN Battle of Ulundi 1879 

          

7 
Transvaal War of 
Independence      

TVLW1 Gauteng Bronkhorstspruit Skirmish 1880 

    TVLW2 N West Siege of Rustenburg  1881 



    TVLW3 Limpopo Siege of Marabastad  1881 

    TVLW4 Mpumalanga Siege of Lydenburg  1881 

    TVLW5 KZN Battle of Laing’s Nek 1881 

    TVLW6 KZN Battle of Schuinshoogte 1881 

    TVLW7 KZN Battle of Majuba Hill 1881 

          

8 The Boer War          SAW1 N West Jameson Raid 1895 - 1896 

    SAW2 N West             Siege of Mafeking 1899 -1900 

    SAW3 N West             Battle of Kraaipan 1899 

    SAW4 N Cape Siege of Kimberley 1899 – 1900 

    SAW5 KZN Battle of Talana Hill (Battle of Glencoe)1899 

    SAW6 KZN Battle of Elandslaagte 1899 

    SAW7 KZN Battle of Ladysmith 1899 

    SAW8 N Cape Battle of Belmont 1899 

    SAW9 N Cape Battle of Modder River 1899 

    SAW10 KZN Siege of Ladysmith 1899 

    SAW10A N Cape Battle of Colesberg 1899 

    SAW11 E Cape Battle of Stormberg 1900 

    SAW12 N Cape Battle of Magersfontein 1899 

    SAW13 KZN Battle of Colenso 1899 

    SAW14 KZN Battle of Spion Kop 1900 

    SAW15 KZN Battle of Vaal Krantz 1900 

    SAW16 KZN Battle of Tugela Heights 1900 

    SAW17 Free State Battle of Paardeberg 1900 

    SAW18 Free State Battle of Poplar Grove 1900 

    SAW19 Free State Battle of Driefontein 1900 

    SAW20 Free State Battle of Sanna’s Post (Korn Spruit) 1900 

    SAW21 Gauteng Battle of Diamond Hill (Donkerhoek) 1900 

    SAW22 N West Battle of Elands River 1900 

    SAW23 Mpumalanga Battle of Bergendal (Belfast) 1900 

    SAW24 Free State Battle of Bothaville (Doornkraal) 1900 

    SAW25 Mpumalanga Battle of Leliefontein (Witkloof) 1900 

    SAW26 Gauteng Battle of Nooitgedacht 1900 

    SAW27 E Cape Battle of Groenkloof 1901 

    SAW28 E Cape Battle of Elands River (Modderfontein) 1901 

    SAW29 KZN Battle of Blood River Poort (Scheeper’s Nek) 1901 

    SAW30 Mpumalanga Battle of Bakenlaagte 1901 

    SAW31 Free State Battle of Groenkop (Tweefontein) 1901 

    SAW32 North West Battle of Tweebosch (De Klipdrift) 1902 

    SAW33 North West Battle of Rooiwal 1902 

          

9 1ST World War FWW1 N Cape Maritz Rebellion 1914 

    FWW2 N Cape Battle of Kakamas 1915 

          

10 1922 Miners Strike MS1 Gauteng Rand Revolt 1922 

          

11 2nd World War SWW1 SA Atlantic and Indian Ocean 1939 - 1945 

 
 

 



 

Part One. 

Pre-Colonial. 

Early Explorers and Settlers. 

 
Date: 1488. 

Symbol: PC1. 

The Portuguese explorer and Navigator, Bartholomew Diaz, explored the Southern tip of 
Africa and landed at various places along the present South African Coastline, landing in 
Cape of St Blaize, Mossel Bay on February 3 1488. The first ever recorded European on 
South Africa soil. Dias also went further north and landed at Boknes near Port Elizabeth, 
he also erected a cross or padrao on the headland known as Kwaaihoek on 12 march 
1488. 
On his return voyage Dias also erected a padrao at Cape Point and in Luderitz, Namibia. 
 
Date: 1497. 

Symbol: PC2. 

Vasco da Gama lands at St. Helena Bay on 4 November 1497. With further exploration 
and after making landfall at Mossel Bay and erecting a padrao they proceeded around 
the coastline passing The Great Fish River by 16 December 1497 and gave the name of 
Natal to the coastline to the North. The expedition also explored the coastline to 
Mozambique and further up the East African coast to Mombasa before reaching the 
ultimate goal of India. 
 
Date: March 1647. 

Symbol: PC3. 

After the European discovery of the Cape of Good Hope the Dutch establish a settlement 
to replenish shipping for the Dutch East Indies Company vessels rounding the Cape of 
Good Hope 
 
Date: April 1652. 

Symbol: PC4. 

Under the command of Jan Van Riebeeck an expedition of settlers arrived in the Cape of 
Good Hope on the 6th of April 1652, this was the first permanent settlement of 
Europeans in the Cape. The expedition consisted of 90 Settlers on the 3 ships, 
Dromedaris, Reijger and Goede Hoop.  
He declared the Cape Colony for the Dutch at that time. 
 

 

Pre Colonial:  Khoikhoi – Dutch Wars  (1650 – 1680) 
 

Khoikhoi-Dutch Wars (1659 - 1680) 

 

Battle Name: First Khoikhoi-Dutch War 

Date: 1659 

Involving: Dutch Settlers and Khoikhoi clan led by Doman. 

Part Of:  Khoikhoi – Dutch Wars. 

Area of Battles: Cape of Good Hope Castle, Liesbeeck Rivers and present day   

                          Kirstenbosch 

Symbol: DC1 

Notes: 

In 1659 the first of a series of armed confrontations over the ownership of land took 
place between the Dutch settlers and a Khoikhoi clan led by Doman. The dispute was 
over cattle. In this first anti-colonial Khoikhoi-Dutch War the settlers sought refuge in 
the fort they had built. The Dutch then erected a series of fortified fences along the 
Liesbeeck River and an almond hedge in present day Kirstenbosch National Botanical 
Garden to separate the Khoikhoi from their ancestral land and from the Dutch. The 
Khoikhoi were thus restricted in their movement and were forced to use designated 
gates when entering the enclosed and fortified areas. 



 
 

Battle Name:  Second Khoikhoi-Dutch War 

Date: 1673 

Involving: Dutch Settlers and Khoikhoi Cochoqua Clan 

Part Of:  Khoikhoi – Dutch Wars. 

Area of Battles: Overberg, North East of Hottentots Holland Mountain range. 

Symbol: DC2. 

Notes: 

In 1673 exploratory excursions by the Dutch into the interior north of the colony, 
revealed fertile grazing land to the northeast of the Hottentots-Holland Mountains, which 
belonged to the Chainoqua, Hessequa, Cochoqua and Gouriqua Khoikhoi chiefdoms. 
These Khoikhoi tribes had large herds of livestock and were willing to engage in trade 
with the Dutch. However, the Dutch terms of trade result in warfare and raiding of 
livestock, as well as between the Khoikhoi chiefdoms. The Dutch East India Company 
sent Hieronimus Cruse in 1673 to attack the Cochoqua. The attack was executed on 
horseback and marked the beginning of the Second Dutch-Khoikhoi War. The Dutch took 
approximately 1800 head of livestock 
 
 

Battle Name:  Third Khoikhoi-Dutch War 

Date: 1674 - 1677 

Involving: Dutch Settlers and Khoikhoi Cochoqua Clan. 

Part Of:  Khoikhoi – Dutch Wars. 

Area of Battles: Overberg, North East of Hottentots Holland Mountain range. 

Symbol: DC3. 

Notes: 

In 1674 the Dutch East India Company launched a second follow-up attack on the 
Chocoqua. In that Third Dutch-Khoikhoi War almost 5000 head of livestock in addition to 
weapons were taken from the Chocoqua. The war continued until 1677 when Governor 
Bax extracted the submission of the Chocoqua to Dutch rule that was expressed in an 
annual tribute of thirty head of cattle. That submission paved the way for Dutch colonial 
expansion into the land of the Khoikhoi 
 
 

Date: December 1687. 

Symbol: DC4. 

A Community of French Huguenots arrived in the Cape of Good Hope on the 31st of 
December 1687 from the Netherlands. 
 

Battle Name:  Battle of Saldanha. 

Date: 4 and 21 July 1781. 

Involving: British Fleet vs Dutch Fleet. 

Part Of:  American War of Independence. 

Area of Battles: Langebaan. 

Symbol: DC5. 

Notes: 

In 1781 Holland became involved in the American War of Independence by joining 
France and Spain in declaring war on England. All Dutch shipping at the Cape – mainly 
richly laden East Indiamen en route to Holland – were ordered to remain together until a 
well-protected convoy could be assembled to escort them home. As a further precaution, 
given the difficulty of defending Table Bay in the event of an attack, on 16 May 1781 the 
Governor of the Cape, Baron Joachim van Plettenberg, dispatched five of these 
merchantmen, the Hoogkarspel, Middelburg, Honkoop, Paarl and Dankbaarheid, and the 
Held Woltemade (an Indiaman on its way to the East but in need of repairs) to Saldanha 
Bay, where they were ordered to shelter. 

The captain of the Hoogkarspel, Gerrit Harmeyer, commanded the fleet, and had clear 
orders to ensure that under no circumstances these vessels should be allowed to fall into 



English hands. The East Indiamen were anchored in Hoedjies Bay, in the lee of Marcus 
Island and stripped of their sails, which were stored aboard a small local packet at the 
southern end of the Langebaan Lagoon, ready to be destroyed if the ships were 
captured. Orders were also given that the ships were to be destroyed if they could not 
escape capture. Each captain was instructed to load his vessel with combustibles, and if 
capture seemed likely, to set fire to his ship. Most of the Dutch commanders and crew 
did not take this order seriously and treated their time in Saldanha Bay as a holiday, 
socialising and hunting. Captain Van Gennep of the Middelburg was the only officer to 
comply with these instructions by preparing his ship to be set alight. 

Late in May a French frigate, the Serapis, arrived at the Cape carrying word that both 
French and English fleets were en route to the Cape – the former to strengthen the 
Dutch defences and the latter to take the Cape, if possible. After an indecisive skirmish 
off Porto Praya in the Cape Verde Islands, both fleets disengaged and sailed south. The 
French, under Admiral Pierre André de Suffren, reached the Cape on 21 June 1781, and 
within days French troops had been deployed to assist the Dutch in the defence of Cape 
Town. De Suffren then anchored in False Bay and awaited developments. 

The English fleet under Commodore George Johnstone was also nearing the Cape. 
Unbeknown to the Dutch, Johnstone had decided to take his huge fleet – comprising of 
the battleships Hero (74 guns), Monmouth (64 guns), Romney (50 guns), Jupiter (50 
guns) and Isis (50 guns), the frigates Apollo (38 guns), Jason (36 guns), Active (32 
guns) and Diana (28 guns) – and some twenty other supporting vessels including four 
troop transports carrying three thousand soldiers and thirteen Indiamen – to Saldanha 
Bay. Johnstone entered the bay to reconnoitre, with a view to possibly landing his troops 
there instead of nearer Cape Town. 
Meanwhile the repairs to the Held Woltemade had been completed and an ill-advised 
decision allowed her to proceed on her voyage to the East. On 4 July, shortly after 
leaving Saldanha Bay, she was approached by a 32-gun warship flying French colours, 
which hailed her in French when they came within earshot. The unsuspecting captain of 
the Held Woltemade disclosed that De Suffren was lying in Simon’s Town and that a fleet 
of Dutch East Indiamen were anchored in Saldanha Bay. The crew of the Held 
Woltemade then watched in horror as the French flag was lowered and the English flag 
raised on the mast of HMS Active, one of Johnstone’s frigates. The Held Woltemade 
struck its colours without a fight and along with the valuable strategic information 
obtained, the captain of the Active was probably delighted to discover that his prize was 
carrying a fortune in bullion. 

On 21 July 1781, Commodore Johnstone, at the helm of the Romney, sailed into 
Saldanha Bay ahead of his fleet, his vessels again disguised by flying French flags. The 
bored Dutch sailors were initially jubilant, mistaking the English vessels for the long-
awaited reinforcements due to escort them home. They soon realised that the pre-
arranged signal had not been given and they then saw the French flags being hauled 
down and English colours run up. Followed by the Jason, Lark, Jupiter and the rest of the 
squadron, the Romney opened fire on the anchored Dutch ships. Chaos reigned. The 
Dutch hastily tried to set their ships alight and cut their cables to run the vessels ashore 
before abandoning ship. The English crews, however, were prepared for fire fighting and 
quickly extinguished the fires as they boarded the abandoned vessels. 

The only exception was the Middelburg, where the success of Van Gennep’s preparations 
to destroy his vessel were assured when the first mate, Abraham de Smidt, stayed 
behind with the steward and a sailor to light several fires deep in the belly of the ship. 
The vessel was soon fiercely ablaze, and the flames spread through the hull to the 
powder magazine, whereupon she exploded and sank. The Middelburg was the only 
Dutch vessel in Saldanha Bay that day not to fall into English hands. The loss of six 
Indiamen and their cargoes and a number of other small vessels must have been a 
serious financial blow to the already struggling Dutch East India Company and may well 
have been one of the factors that contributed to its final bankruptcy in 1796. 



Part Two. 

 
Anglo-Dutch Rivalry (1652 - 1806) 

British foreign expansion meant that they were interested in the Cape as a station for 
the ships plying the East Indies and Asian routes.  

In 1795 France had attacked The Netherlands and the Dutch ally, England was 
concerned that the Cape of Good Hope could fall to French led aggression which would 
threaten the Asian shipping trade at the time. 

Great Britain sent a fleet of nine warships and one merchant ship to the Cape under 
Vice-Admiral Elphinstone.  
They were the: 
HMS America (64 guns) 
HMS Stately (64 guns) 
HMS Ruby (64 guns) 
HMS Monarch (74 guns) 
HMS Arrogant (74 guns) 
HMS Victorious (74 guns) 
HMS Sphinx (24 guns) 
HMS Rattlesnake (16 guns) 
HMS Echo (16 guns) 
Arniston (a merchant ship) 
 
The fleet left England 1 March 1795, and in early June 1795, anchored in Simon's Bay, 
just east of the Cape. Elphinstone suggested to the Dutch governor that he place the 
Dutch Cape Colony under British protection - in effect, that he hand the colony over to 
Britain - which was refused 
 
 
Battle Name:  Occupation of Simons Town. 

Date: 14 June 1795. 

Involving:  British and Dutch. 

Part Of: British and Dutch Cape Colony Wars. 

Area of Battles: Simonstown, False Bay. 

Symbol: BC1. 

Notes: 

On 14 June 350 Royal Marines and 450 men of the 78th Highlanders occupied Simon's 
Town before the defenders could burn the town. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Muizenberg. 

Date: 7 August – 8 August 1795. 

Involving:  British and Dutch. 

Part Of: British and Dutch Cape Colony Wars 

Area of Battles: Muizenberg, False Bay. 

Symbol: BC2. 

Notes: 

The Dutch still held the surrounding area, with a force of militia at Muizenberg. From 
there, they could harass the British forces with artillery fire. Accordingly, the British 
resolved to make an infantry assault on the militia position. In addition to the 800 
infantry already landed under the command of Major-General Craig, 1,000 sailors were 
disembarked from the fleet. These were formed into two battalions of five hundred men 
each, commanded by Commander Temple Hardy, captain of Echo, and Commander John 
William Spranger, captain of Rattlesnake. This made a total strength of about 1,800 
men. Carronades were mounted in the ships' launches, to serve as close artillery. 
 
At noon on 7 August 1795, the America, Stately, Echo and Rattlesnake set sail, drawing 
slowly along the coast towards Muizenberg, with the launches in attendance. They fired 



on two guard posts, forcing their abandonment; arriving at the main Dutch camp shortly 
afterward, they began a highly effective barrage. Losses were light for the British - 
America lost a gun, with two men dead and four wounded, and the Stately took one 
injury - whilst the Dutch were forced to abandon the camp before the infantry, who had 
been following the ships, could even arrive. The bombardment lasted about 30 minutes, 
from 2.00pm. Approximately 800 balls were fired by the British ships. 
 
The Dutch fell back to a nearby ridge, which they were driven from that evening by a 
force of the 78th, who took one injury. Dutch reinforcements were brought up from Cape 
Town overnight, and on the 8th of August 1795 a counterattack with artillery support 
was made in an attempt to recapture the camp; however, after a brief skirmish in which 
the battalions of seamen held firm, the attack was repelled. 
 
The engagement continued for six weeks, eventually stalemating at Wynberg Ridge. 
Neither side was strong enough to defeat the other. Both sides were lightly armed, some 
distance from supplies and lacking in artillery or cavalry. Following skirmishes on 1 and 2 
September 1795, a final general attempt to recapture the camp was prepared by the 
Dutch for the 3rd, but at this point the main British fleet arrived in Simon's Bay. A British 
advance on Cape Town, with the new reinforcements, began on the 14th of September; 
on the 16th of September, the Dutch colony capitulated. 

British Occupation of the territory from June 1795 – 1802. 

The British assumed control of the Cape of Good Hope for the next seven years. The 
Cape was then returned to the restored Dutch government (known as the Batavian 
Government) by the Treaty of Amiens of 25 March 1802. 
 
The treaty was broken when the British again sailed for The Cape of Good Hope in 1806 
and established the second occupation of the territory of Southern Africa for Britain. 
Britain began its rule over the territory on the 19th of January 1806 and remained in 
power until the formation of the independent Union of South Africa in 1910. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Blaauwberg / Battle of Cape Town. 

Date: 8 January 1806. 

Involving: British and Dutch. 

Part Of: Cape of Good Hope War in the Cape Colony. 

Area of Battles: Blaauwberg, Table Bay. 

Symbol: BC3. 

Notes: 

During the time of the Napoleonic Wars the Cape Colony belonged to the Batavian 
Republic, a French vassal. As the sea route around the Cape was important to the 
British, they decided to seize the colony in order to prevent it—and the sea route—from 
also coming under French control. A British fleet was despatched to the Cape in July 
1805, to forestall French troopships which Napoleon had sent to reinforce the Cape 
garrison. 
 
The colony was governed by Lt Gen Jan Willem Janssens, who was also commander-in-
chief of its military forces. The forces were small and of poor quality and included foreign 
units hired by the Batavian government for the purpose. They were backed up by local 
militia units. 
 
The first British warship reached the Cape on Christmas Eve 1805, and attacked two 
supply ships off the Cape Peninsula. Janssens placed his garrison on the alert. When the 
main fleet sailed into Table Bay on 4 January 1806, he mobilised his garrison, declared 
martial law, and called up the militia. 
 
After a delay caused by rough seas, two British infantry brigades, under command of Lt 
Gen Sir David Baird, landed at Melkbosstrand, north of Cape Town, on 6 and 7 January. 
Janssens moved his forces to intercept them. He had decided that "victory could be 



considered impossible, but the honour of the fatherland demanded a fight". His intention 
was to attack the British on the beach and then to withdraw to the interior, where he 
hoped to hold out until the French troopships arrived. 
 
However, on the morning of 8 January, while Janssens's slow-moving columns were still 
moving through the veld, Baird's brigades began their march to Cape Town, and reached 
the slopes of the Blaauwberg mountain (now spelled "Blouberg"), a few kilometres ahead 
of Janssens. Janssens halted and formed a line across the veld. 
 
The battle began at sunrise, with exchanges of artillery fire. They were followed by an 
advance by Janssens's militia cavalry, and volleys of musket fire from both sides. Then, 
one of Janssens's hired foreign units, in the centre of his line, turned and ran from the 
field. A British bayonet charge disposed of the units on Janssens's right flank, and he 
ordered his remaining troops to withdraw. 
 
Janssens began the battle with 2,049 troops, and lost 353 in casualties and desertions. 
Baird began the battle with 5,399 men, and had 212 casualties. 
 
From Blaauwberg, Janssens moved inland to a farm in the Tygerberg area, and from 
there his troops moved inland to the Elands Kloof in the Hottentots-Holland Mountains, 
about 50 km from Cape Town. 
 
The British forces reached the outskirts of Cape Town on 9 January. To spare the town 
and its civilian population from attack, the commandant of Cape Town, Lieutenant-
Colonel Hieronymus Casimir von Prophalow sent out a white flag. He handed over the 
outer fortifications to Baird, and terms of surrender were negotiated later in the day. 
 
The formal Articles of Capitulation for the town and the Cape Peninsula were signed the 
following afternoon, 10 January, at a cottage at Papendorp (now the suburb of 
Woodstock) which became known as "Treaty Cottage." Although the cottage has long 
since been demolished, Treaty Street still commemorates the event. The tree under 
which they signed remains to this day. 
 
However the Batavian Governor of the Cape, General Janssens had not yet surrendered 
himself and his remaining troops and was following his plan to hold out for as long as he 
could, in the hope that the French troopships for which he had been waiting for months 
would arrive and save him. 
 
He had only 1,238 men with him, and 211 deserted in the days that followed. 
 
Janssens held out in the mountains for a further week. Baird sent Brig Gen William 
Beresford to negotiate with him, and the two generals conferred at a farm belonging to 
Gerhard Croeser near the Hottentots-Holland on 16 January without reaching 
agreement. After further consideration, and consultation with his senior officers and 
advisers, Janssens decided that "the bitter cup must be drunk to the bottom". He agreed 
to capitulate, and the final Articles of Capitulation were signed on 18 January. 
 
Uncertainty reigns as to where the Articles of Capitulation were signed. For many years 
it has been claimed that it was the Goedeverwachting estate (where a copy of the treaty 
is on display), but more recent research, published in Dr Krynauw's book Beslissing by 
Blaauwberg suggests that Croeser's farm (now the Somerset West golf course) may 
have been the venue. An article published in the 1820s by the then resident clergyman 
of the Stellenbosch district, Dr Borcherds, also points towards Croeser's farm. 
 
The terms of the capitulation were reasonably favourable to the Batavian soldiers and 
citizens of the Cape. Janssens, and the Batavian officials and troops were sent back to 
the Netherlands in March. 
 



Great Britain established the second occupation of the territory of Southern Africa for 
Britain. 
 
Britain began its rule over the territory on the 19th of January 1806 and occupied the 
Cape until 13 August 1814 when the Netherlands ceded the colony to Britain as a 
permanent possession. Britain remained in power until the formation of the independent 
Union of South Africa in 1910. 
 
 
 
 

Part Three. 

 

Dutch and British Colonisation and the Xhosa Frontier Wars (1779 – 1879) 

 
 
The Xhosa Wars, also known as the Cape Frontier Wars, were a series of nine wars 
between the Xhosa people and European settlers, from 1779 to 1879, in what is now the 
Eastern Cape in South Africa. They are also known as "Africa's 100 Years War" with the 
different conflicts seen as a series of flare-ups in one long war of attrition - the longest in 
the history of colonialism in Africa. 
 
The wars saw the beginning of the use of firearms by the Xhosa armies. However they 
nonetheless saw the Xhosa lose most of their land, and their incorporation into the 
British Empire. The series of wars saw various alliances between the protagonists with 
Boer and Xhosa assisting each other against various clans often blurring the allegiances 
between the warring sides. 
On the European side, relations between the British Empire and the Cape Colony's local 
settler government were sometimes strained and even broke down on occasion. On the 
Xhosa side, several groups that are now classed as being Xhosa, such as the Mfengu 
nation, actually fought on the side of the Cape Colony. 
 
Early Dutch settlers had established a small supply station at present day Cape Town for 
trading ships stopping on their way around the Cape on route to and from India. Over 
the years more and more Europeans arrived. They first settled in and around Cape Town 
and later spread out into the valleys further afield. As they moved further up the Eastern 
coast, the migrants from the Cape (predominantly Boers) encountered the Xhosa during 
the second half of the 18th century in the region of the Great Fish River. The Xhosa were 
established in the area and farmed cattle in particular. As more Cape migrants (and later 
settlers imported from Britain under plans to colonise the area in 1820) arrived, the 
population pressures and competition over land, cattle and good grazing became 
intense.  
 
The V.O.C. established new districts such as Swellendam and Graaff- Reinet in order to 
maintain authority over the frontier and to quell the ongoing violence, but to no avail. 
The frontier farmers kept on moving across the border and the Xhosa vigorously resisted 
this incursion. This led to confrontations. 
 

 

Battle Name:  First Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1779 – 1781. 

Involving: Dutch Commando and Xhosa. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Great Fish River / Zuurveld District. 

Symbol: FW1. 

Notes: 

In 1779, allegations of cattle theft by Xhosas had become so common on the south-
eastern border, forcing the Boers to abandon their farms along the Bushmans River.   



An incident occurred when Willem Prinsloo, a farmer living in the vicinity of Bosberg, 
near the present Somerset East, shot a Xhosa dead. It soon escalated into a war, with 
raids and counter raids. The district authority in Stellenbosch called out a commando 
under Adriaan van Jaarsveld.  
The commando led by him seized back some 5000 head of cattle from the Xhosa and 
claimed to have driven all of them out of the Zuurveld by July 1781. 
 
Battle Name:  Second Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1789 - 1793 

Involving: Western Xhosa led by Ndamble with Boer against Gqunukwebe 

clans. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Zuurveld to Buffalo River. 

Symbol: FW2. 

Notes: 

In the years that followed the First Frontier war an uneasy peace was maintained 
between the settlers and the Xhosa, this was however broken by the outbreak of more 
incidents which led to the Second Frontier War in 1789. 
In 1793 a large-scale war was precipitated when some frontiersmen under Barend 
Lindeque, including the lawless Coenraad de Buys who had previously been involved in 
outrages against the Xhosa, decided to join Ndlambe, the regent of the Western Xhosas, 
in his war against the Gunukwebe clans who had penetrated into the Zuurveld.  
 
In spite of the fact that two Government commandos under the landdrosts of Graaff-
Reinet and Swellendam penetrated into Xhosa territory as far as the Buffalo River and 
captured many cattle, they were unable to clear the Zuurveld. 
Peace was made in 1793. 
 

 

Battle Name: Third Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1799 - 1803 

Involving: British led by T P Vandeleur between Xhosa with the Khoikhoi. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Graaf-Reinet to Oudtshoorn and Algoa Bay. 

Symbol: FW3. 

Notes: 

The Third Frontier War started in January 1799 with a Xhosa rebellion in the Graaf-
Reinet district which was crushed by the British General T P Vandeleur in April of 1799. 
Some discontented Khoikhoi then revolted, and joined with the Xhosa in the Zuurveld 
and started attacking white farms, reaching as far as Oudtshoorn by July 1799. 
Vandeleur's force on its way back to Algoa Bay was attacked by a Gqunukwebe clan, 
fearing expulsion from the Zuurveld. Commandos from Graaff-Reinet and Swellendam 
were mustered, and a string of clashes ensued. 
In 1801, another Graaff-Reinet rebellion began, forcing further Khoi desertions. Farms 
were abandoned en masse, and the Khoi bands under Klaas Stuurman, Hans Trompetter 
and Boesak carried out widespread raids. 
Although several commandos took the field, including a Swellendam commando under 
Comdt Tjaart van der Walt, who was killed in action in June 1802, they achieved no 
permanent result. Even a 'great commando' assembled from Graaff-Reinet, Swellendam 
and Stellenbosch could not make any real headway. 
In February 1803, just before the British government handed over the Cape 
Administration to the Batavian Republic, an inconclusive peace was arranged.  
As a result the Xhosa had re-established a foothold in the Zuurveld area and were able 
to maintain a presence there  
 
 

 

 

 



Battle Name: Fourth Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1811 - 1812 

Involving: British Led Army Lt-Colonel John Graham  and Xhosa. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Between Fish and Keiskamma Rivers /  

                          Grahamstown / Zuurveld. 

Symbol: FW4. 

Notes: 

This was the first time that the Frontier Wars featured professional British soldiers who 
could pursue the enemy with single-minded intensity, and in the fourth Xhosa War they 
drove the Xhosa back to the east of the Fish River. 
The Zuurveld had become a sort of empty buffer zone, with the Boers and British to the 
West and the Xhosa to the East. However leading into 1811, ignoring any “agreements” 
that the Zuurveld area between the Fish and Keiskamma Rivers should remain 
unoccupied by black or white the Xhosa moved in and took control of this neutral 
ground, and there were various flashpoints of conflict with the colonists. 
 
In order to expel the Xhosa from the Zuurveld, Lt-Colonel John Graham took to the field 
with a mixed force in 1811 in a campaign to drive the Xhosa out. 
in January and February 1812, 20 000 Gqunukwebes and Ndlambes were driven across 
the Fish River by British troops in conjunction with commandos from Swellendam, 
George, Uitenhage and Graaff-Reinet under the overall command of Lt-Col John Graham. 
On the site of Colonel Graham's headquarters arose the town that bears his name, 
Graham's Town, which become Grahamstown. About four thousand British colonists 
arrived and were stationed on the Great Fish River. 
 

It is one of the first towns to be established by the British in South Africa. After the war, 
a line of frontier forts was built to hold the frontier, but an attempt to establish a dense 
Boer settlement behind them failed. Consequently the Governor of The Cape Colony, Sir 
Charles Somerset, made a verbal treaty with Gaika, the supposed paramount chief of the 
Western Xhosas. Unfortunately this agreement between Sir Charles Somerset and Gaika 
helped provoke a quasi-nationalist movement among the Western Xhosas, led by the 
'prophet' Makana, which led to a renewal of the civil war between Gaika and Ndlambe.  
 
During the dying phase of the Fourth Frontier War, Piet Retief and three commandants of 
the new Stellenbosch commando went to relieve serving burghers on the eastern 
frontier.  
 

 

Battle Name: Fifth Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1818 - 1819 

Involving:  British Colonial Forces and Xhosa Forces led by Ndlambe,  

                   Xhosa led by Gaika supported by British against Ndlambe.                 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Grahamstown Area, Kei River  

Symbol: FW5. 

Notes:  
The Fifth Frontier war was also known as the "War of Nxele". 
A difficulty between the Cape Colony Government and the Xhosa arose in 1817, the 
immediate cause of which was an attempt by the Colonial authorities to enforce the 
restitution of some stolen cattle. Due in part to overcrowding, a civil war broke out 
between the Ngqika and the Gaika Xhosa. 
 
As the Cape had signed a defence treaty with Ngqika, it was legally required to respond 
to Gaika request for military assistance in 1818. 
 

Colonial forces invaded Xhosa territory in December 1818 and triumphed over Ndlambe’s 
warriors. When they left, however, Ndlambe was again able to defeat Gaika, and then 
continued into the Colony and attacked Grahamstown in April 1819.  



The attack was repulsed, and Cape forces defeated Ndlambe and marched as far as the 
Kei River. 
In October 1819 the Xhosa chiefs were obliged to recognise Gaika as paramount chief of 
the Western Xhosas, and he and Somerset made a verbal treaty that provided that the 
whole area between the Fish and the Keiskamma Rivers, except for the Tyume Valley, 
which remained Xhosa territory. 
Behind the Fish River, the 1820 Settlers were established in the Zuurveld in an attempt 
to provide the dense white settlement that alone could make a frontier line viable. 
 
 
The Xhosa prophet-chief Maqana Nxele (or Makana) emerged at this time and promised 
“to turn bullets into water.” He led the Xhosa armies in several attacks. On 22 April 
1819, Maqana with 10,000 Xhosa attacked Grahamstown, then held by a garrison of 350 
troops. The garrison was able to repulse the attack only after timely support was 
received from a Khoikhoi group led by Jan Boesak.  
Maqana suffered the loss of 1,000 soldiers. 
 
Maqana was eventually captured and imprisoned on Robben Island. This time, the British 
pushed the Xhosa even further east, beyond the Keiskama River. The land between the 
Fish and the Keiskamma rivers became a neutral buffer zone, which the British tried to 
populate with loyal Africans. The Albany district was established in 1820 and populated 
with some 5,000 Britons.  
The Grahamstown battle site is still known as Egazini, or Place of Blood, and a 
monument was erected here for fallen Xhosa soldiers. 
 

 

Battle Name: Sixth Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1834 - 1836 

Involving: Xhosa and Settlers. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Keiskamma River, Sundays River and Bushmans River areas. 

Symbol: FW6. 

Notes: 

The Sixth Frontier War is known as "Hintsa's War" by the Xhosa. 
By early 1830s the line of clashes had spread to the Keiskamma River, now regarded as 
the Cape's eastern frontier. Segregation had broken down. Whites, Khoikhoi and Xhosas 
lived in the 'neutral', now significantly called the 'ceded', territory, and trade and 
employment were permitted. Insecurity persisted. The effective extension of the Cape 
frontier to the Keiskamma River increased overcrowding among the Xhosas beyond, 
already subject to considerable pressure from other tribes displaced by the Zulu empire. 
The Government pursued a vacillating policy towards allowing Gaika's sons to occupy 
land in the Tyume Valley. 
In 1829 Maqoma and his tribe were expelled from the Kat River area (where Khoikhoi 
were settled) and settled on inferior land farther east, but were allowed to return to the 
Tyume Valley in 1833, to be expelled again almost immediately. Tyali and Botumane 
('Botma'), other Gaika chiefs, were treated in a similar fashion. In 1834 the British 
government instructed Sir Benjamin D'Urban to institute a civil defence system 
supplemented by treaties with chiefs paid to keep order and advised by Government 
agents. Before this could be done, the bitterness aroused by the renewed expulsion of 
Maqoma and Tyali from their Tyume lands in 1833 was exacerbated by drastic reprisals 
by colonial patrols as a result of increased cattle theft by Xhosas during a period of 
drought. 
On 31 December 1834 a large force of some 12 000 Western Xhosas - led by Maqoma, 
the regent of the Gaika Xhosa tribe, Tyali, other Gaika chiefs, as well as some clans 
belonging to the Ndlambe branch - swept into the Colony. Raiding parties devastated the 
country between the Winterberg and the sea. Piet Retief managed to defeat them in the 
Winterberg, and Lt-Col Harry Smith was immediately sent on his historic six-day ride 
from Cape Town to Grahamstown to take command of the frontier. Reinforcements were 
sent by sea to Algoa Bay and burgher and Khoi troops were called out. 



After a series of engagements, including that of Trompetter's Drift on the Fish River, the 
chiefs fighting between the Sundays and Bushmans Rivers were defeated, while the 
others (Maqoma, Tyali and Umhala) retreated to the fastnesses of the Amatole 
Mountains. D'Urban arrived at the frontier on 14 December 1834. He believed Hintsa, 
the chief of the Eastern Xhosa (Galekas) and presumed paramount over the whole Xhosa 
nation, to be responsible for the attack on the Colony, and held him responsible for the 
theft of colonial stock captured during the invasion. 
Therefore D'Urban led a force of colonial troops across the Kei to Butterworth, Hintsa's 
residence, and dictated terms to him. They comprised the annexation of the area 
between the Keiskamma and Kei Rivers as British territory (to be called Queen Adelaide 
province) and the expulsion across the Kei of all tribes involved in the war. Queen 
Adelaide would be settled by loyal tribes, by rebel tribes who disowned their chiefs and 
by Fingos, remnants of tribes who had been destroyed by the rise of the Zulu empire 
and who had hitherto been living in Hintsa's territory under Xhosa subjection. 
However, expulsion of the undefeated Xhosa from Queen Adelaide proved impossible, so 
in September 1835 D'Urban made treaties with the 'rebel' chiefs, allowing them to 
remain in locations there on condition of good behaviour as British subjects under the 
control of magistrates who, it was hoped, would rapidly undermine tribalism with 
missionary help. But territorial expansion contradicted British desires for economy, and 
the British government, doubtful of the justice of the war and ignorant of the details of 
D'Urban's actions because of his long delays in sending explanations, disannexed Queen 
Adelaide. New treaties made the chiefs responsible for order beyond the Fish River 
(December 1836). 
 
 
Aftermath 
By the end of the war 7,000 people of all races were left homeless. 
The settlement of the Fengu in the annexed territory had far-reaching consequences. 
This wandering nation claimed to be escaping oppression at the hands of the Gcaleka 
and, in return for the land they were given by the Cape, they became the Cape Colony's 
formidable allies. They swiftly acquired firearms and formed mounted commandos for 
the defense of their new land. In the following wars they fought alongside the Cape 
Colony as invaluable allies, not as subordinates, and won considerable renown and 
respect for their martial ability. 
 
The conflict was the catalyst for Piet Retief's manifesto and the Great Trek. In total 40 
farmers (Boers) were killed and 416 farmhouses were burnt down. In addition 5,700 
horses, 115,000 head of cattle and 162,000 sheep were plundered by Xhosa tribes 
people. In retaliation sixty thousand Xhosa cattle were taken or retaken by colonists. 
 
The British minister of colonies, Lord Glenelg, repudiated d'Urban's actions and accused 
the Boer retaliation against cattle raiders as being what instigating the conflict. As a 
result, the Boer community lost faith in the British justice system and often took the law 
into their own hands when cattle rustlers were caught. 
 
The territorial expansion and creation of "Queen Adelaide Province" was also condemned 
by London as being uneconomical and unjust. Queen Adelaide was disannexed in 
December 1836, the Cape's border was re-established at the Keiskamma river, and new 
treaties were made with the chiefs responsible for order beyond the Fish River. 
 
Interlude: Stockenström's treaty system 
Sir Andries Stockenström, 1st Baronet, and veteran of several Xhosa wars. 
In the aftermath of the previous frontier war, the new Lieutenant-governor of the 
Eastern Province Andries Stockenström instituted a completely new border policy. 
Stockenström, who professed considerable respect for the Xhosa, developed a system of 
formal treaties to guard the border and return any stolen cattle from either side (cattle 
raiding was a regular grievance). Diplomatic agents were exchanged between the Cape 
Colony and the Xhosa Chiefs as reliable "ambassadors", and colonial expansion into 
Xhosa land was forbidden. Land annexed from the Xhosa in the previous war was also 



returned and the displaced Xhosa moved back into this land, assuaging overpopulation in 
the Xhosa territories. 
 
In the framework of this new system, the frontier settled and saw nearly a decade of 
peace. The Xhosa chiefs generally honoured Stockenström's treaty and returned any 
cattle that was raided from their side. On the Cape side, Stockenström, who saw the 
major problem as being the land management of the colonists, used his influence to 
reign in the frontier settlers and prevent any expansion onto Xhosa land. A level of trust 
also began to develop, and the Xhosa chiefs came to hold Stockenström in exceptionally 
high regard as a man who, although he had defeated the Xhosa armies on multiple 
occasions, nonetheless treated them as diplomatic equals. 
 
The treaty system began to unravel as the settlers gained a determined leader and 
spokesman in the form of Robert Godlonton, who led a large colonist movement to 
dismantle Stockenström's system and allow seizure of Xhosa lands. As one settler 
ominously declared of the Xhosa territory: "The appearance of the country is very fine, it 
will make excellent sheep farms." Godlonton also used his considerable influence in the 
religious institutions of the Cape to drive his opinions, declaring that: "the British race 
was selected by God himself to colonize Kaffraria". 
 
In the face of massive pressure and ruinous law suits, Stockenström was eventually 
dismissed and his treaty system was dismantled by the new British Governor, Maitland. 
 
 

 
 
 

 



 

Battle Name: Seventh Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1846 - 1847 

Involving:  Xhosa versus Colonial Force. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Gwangwa and Amatole Mountains. 

Symbol: FW7. 

Notes: 

The Seventh Frontier War ('War of the Axe') began in March 1846 with the defeat at 
Burnshill of a colonial force under Col John Hare. The Colonial force invaded Xhosa 
territory following the ambush of a patrol sent to arrest a Xhosa accused of stealing an 
axe. The Xhosas retaliated by invading the Colony and carrying off large numbers of 
cattle. Although the Mfengus (Fingos) cooperated with the colonial forces, who were able 
to defeat the Xhosas at the Gwanga (June 1846), drought hampered the movement of 
troops, and the attempt to defeat the tribes in the Amatole Mountains (July/August 
1846) proved unsuccessful. 
Allegedly a Xhosa man stole an axe and that sparked the war.  
However, burgher forces under Sir Andries Stockenström pushed into the Transkei 
forced Kreli, the Gcaleka chief, to acknowledge responsibility for the attacks of the 
Gaikas, restore the stock captured in the war and surrender all land west of the Kei. But 
the war was not yet over. Its end was delayed by drought, which hampered the 
movement of colonial forces, by quarrels between the burgher forces and the regular 
troops, and by the fact that several tribes remained undefeated and able to conduct 
guerrilla operations, despite the 'scorched earth' tactics of the Cape forces. Only in 
December 1847 did the last chief submit. 
 

 

Battle Name: Eighth Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date: 1850 - 1853 

Involving: Gaika versus Settlers and Colonial Forces. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Imvani River, Amatole Mountains. 

Symbol: FW8. 

Notes: 

In October 1850 Sandile, the principal Gaika chief, was deposed for refusing to attend a 
meeting of chiefs called by the Governor, subsequently, on 24 December the Gaikas 
attacked a colonial patrol at Boomah Pass and destroyed three military villages. The 
Gaikas received support from the Thembus and some Gcalekas. They were later joined 
by some rebellious 'black police' and some Khoikhoi from the Kat River settlement under 
Hermanus Matroos and Willem Uithaalder. 
The Khoi revolt undoubtedly helped to keep the momentum of the war, since the 
Khoikhoi were experienced in white fighting methods. Military camps such as Fort 
Beaufort (January 1852) were attacked and caused the Government constant anxiety as 
to the loyalty of its Khoi auxiliaries. The Kat River revolt also meant that the burghers of 
the eastern districts did not respond to the call to commando duty, while only 150 
burghers from the western areas had gone to the front by February 1851. 
Towards the end of February 1851, The Kat River rebellion was crushed. Meanwhile 
Comdt Gideon Joubert began the attack on the rebel Thembus, and a combined force of 
Thembus and Gcalekas was defeated on the Imvani River by Captain V Tylden in April 
1851. Although the Government enjoyed the support of the Mfengus, most of the 
Ndlambe tribes and a large number of Khoikhoi, its operations were hampered by the 
paucity of regular troops. For the first time the Gaikas and their allies were using 
firearms. In addition, fighting was also going on against the Basuto in the Orange River 
Sovereignty. All these factors contributed to delay the end of the war. 
 
By early 1852, Sir George Cathcart arrived at the Cape to replace Sir Harry Smith. Under 
his command the war was vigorously pursued to its close. A combined force of regular 
troops, under Generals H Somerset and V Yorke, continued a previous operation started 



in December 1851 and defeated Kreli. In September 1852 the Amatole region had been 
cleared of Gaikas, and by November the last Khoi rebels had been defeated. 
In the new settlement, the rebellious tribes were moved out of the Amatole Mountains to 
locations in British Kaffraria and their lands given to white settlers. Shortly after, Sir 
George Grey's vigorous attempt to break down tribalism in British Kaffraria aroused the 
'cattle-killing movement' among the Xhosa ethnic groups on both sides of the Kei (1857) 
and left the Kaffrarian Xhosas destroyed. British Kaffraria was incorporated into the Cape 
in 1866. 
 
In 1858 Sir George Grey, convinced of Kreli's complicity in the cattle-killing episode, sent 
an expedition to drive the Gcalekas beyond the Bashee River into Bomvanaland. The 
vacated Transkeian territory was at first administered as a dependency of British 
Kaffraria, and annexed to it in March 1862. Locations were established there, for 
Mfengus at Butterworth, and for some Ndlambes at Idutywa. But the British government 
felt it would be too expensive to hold this new frontier, so disannexation back to the Kei 
occurred in 1864. 
 
Battle Name: Xhosa Frontier War, Cattle Killings 

Date: 1854 - 1858 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Symbol: FW9 

Notes: 

In 1854, a disease spread through the cattle of the Xhosa. It was believed to have 
spread from cattle owned by the Settlers. Widespread cattle deaths resulted, and the 
Xhosa believed that the deaths were caused by ubuthi, or witchcraft. In April, 1856 two 
girls, one named Nongqawuse, went to scare birds out of the fields. When she returned, 
she told her uncle Mhlakaza that she had met three spirits at the bushes, and that they 
had told her that all cattle should be slaughtered, and their crops destroyed. On the day 
following the destruction, the dead Xhosa would return and help expel the whites. The 
ancestors would bring cattle with them to replace those that had been killed. Mhlakaza 
believed the prophecy, and repeated it to the chief Sarhili. 
 
Sarhili ordered the commands of the spirits to be obeyed. At first, the Xhosa were 
ordered to destroy their fat cattle. Nongqawuse, standing in the river where the spirits 
had first appeared, heard unearthly noises, interpreted by her uncle as orders to kill 
more and more cattle. At length, the spirits commanded that not an animal of all their 
herds was to remain alive, and every grain of corn was to be destroyed. If that were 
done, on a given date, myriads of cattle more beautiful than those destroyed would issue 
from the earth, while great fields of corn, ripe and ready for harvest, would instantly 
appear. The dead would rise, trouble and sickness vanish, and youth and beauty come to 
all alike. Unbelievers and the hated white man would on that day perish. 
 
Sarhili is believed by many people to have been the instigator of the prophecies. 
Certainly some of the principal chiefs believed that they were acting simply in 
preparation for a last struggle with the Europeans, their plan being to throw the whole 
Xhosa nation fully armed and famished upon the colony. Belief in the prophecy was 
bolstered by the death of Lieutenant-General Cathcart in the Crimean War in 1854. His 
death was interpreted as being due to intervention by the ancestors. 
 
There were those who neither believed the predictions nor looked for success in war, but 
destroyed their last particle of food in unquestioning obedience to their chief’s command. 
Either in faith that reached the sublime or in obedience equally great, vast numbers of 
the people acted. Great kraals were also prepared for the promised cattle, and huge skin 
sacks to hold the milk that was soon to be more plentiful than water. At length the day 
dawned which, according to the prophecies, was to usher in the terrestrial paradise. The 
sun rose and sank, but the expected miracle did not come to pass. The chiefs who had 
planned to hurl the famished warriors upon the colony had committed an incredible 
blunder in neglecting to call the nation together under pretext of witnessing the 
resurrection. They realized their error too late, and attempted to fix the situation by 



changing the resurrection to another day, but blank despair had taken the place of hope 
and faith, and it was only as starving supplicants that the Xhosa sought the British. 
 
Sir George Grey, governor of the Cape at the time ordered the European settlers not to 
help the Xhosa unless they entered labour contracts with the settlers who owned land in 
the area. The partly depopulated country was afterwards settled by Europeans, among 
who were members of the German legion which had served with the British army in the 
Crimea, and some 2000 industrious North German emigrants, who proved a valuable 
acquisition to the colony. 
 
This movement drew to an end by early 1858. By then, approximately 40,000 people 
had starved to death and over 400,000 cattle were slaughtered. Historians now view this 
movement as a millennialist response both directly to a lung disease spreading among 
Xhosa cattle at the time, and less directly to the stress to Xhosa society caused by the 
continuing loss of their territory and autonomy. 
 
 
Battle Name: Ninth Xhosa Frontier War. 

Date:  1877 - 1879 

Involving: Gcalekas versus Mfengus and Colonials. 

Part Of: Frontier Wars. 

Area of Battles: Kei River and Mbashe River. 

Symbol: FW10. 

Notes:  

Kreli was allowed to return to the Transkei, but the Gcalekas were forced to share their 
old lands with the Mfengus, whom they despised. In August 1877, when tensions were 
high between the two tribes, a quarrel arising at a Mfengu wedding party provoked the 
Ninth (and last) Frontier War. The Cape Frontier Police under Col Charles Griffith crossed 
the Kei with a volunteer force to protect the Mfengus, and with the aid of the Thembus 
and Mfengus pushed the Gcalekas beyond the Mbashe River (September 1877). But Sir 
Bartle Frere, the High Commissioner, overthrown Kreli, and decided that Galekaland 
should be settled by whites and the Gcalekas disarmed once and for all. 

One minor Gcaleka clan was chased into the location of Sandile, the Gaika chief. The 
Gaikas fired on the police, were joined by the Gcalekas in an attack on the Colony and 
gained support from the Thembus. The war provoked a constitutional crisis at the Cape, 
which had received responsible government in 1872. The Cape ministry under Molteno 
insisted that the combined force of regular troops, colonial police and volunteers be 
under the full command of Comdt Gen Griffith. Sir Bartle Frere insisted that he, as 
Imperial Commander-in-Chief, take charge of the conduct of the war, subsequently; he 
dismissed the Molteno cabinet, appointing a new ministry under Gordon Sprigg in its 
place. 

The ninth war was soon over. In February 1878 Kreli's forces were defeated at Kentani, 
and Kreli surrendered in June. By then Sandile had died and an amnesty was granted to 
his followers. In 1879 Mfenguland and the Idutywa district were annexed to the Cape, 
and Gcalekaland, though not formally annexed, was administered by the Cape under the 
chief magistrate of the Transkei. By 1894 the boundaries of the Cape had been 
peacefully extended to the Mtamvuna River by the piecemeal annexation of the 
remaining nominally independent tribal areas. 

 

 

 

 



Part Four. 

 
nDwandwe–Zulu War (1817–1819) 

 
 
Battle Name: nDwandwe Zulu War. 

Date:  1817 - 1819 

Involving: Zulu Civil War. 

Area of Battles: Zululand. 

Symbol: ZW1. 

Notes: 

The Zulu Civil War or Ndwandwe–Zulu War of 1817–1819 was a war fought between the 
expanding Zulu Kingdom and the Ndwandwe tribe in kwa Zulu Natal 
The Zulus were originally a close-knit ethnic group community that had migrated to the 
eastern plateau of present-day South Africa; they became a strong tribal nation largely 
due to the efforts of an ambitious chieftain named Shaka (reigned c. 1787–1828). A 
rebellious young man, Shaka was estranged from his father, who was a Zulu chief 
named Senzangakhona, and became a warrior with the Mthethwa people.  
The Mthethwa paramount chieftain Dingiswayo helped Shaka become recognized as head 
of the Zulus after Senzangakhona died in 1816.  
The two chieftains were close friends, and their warriors fought together against 
common enemies, such as the Ndwandwe headed by King Zwide.  
After Dingiswayo was murdered by Zwide, the Mthethwa people placed themselves 
under Shaka and took the Zulu name.  
Shaka revolutionized traditional ways of fighting by introducing the assegai, a short 
stabbing spear, as a weapon and by organizing warriors into disciplined units that fought 
in close formation behind large cowhide shields. In the Battle of Gqokli Hill in April 1818, 
his troops and tactics prevailed over the superior numbers of the Ndwandwe people, who 
failed to destroy the Zulus in their first encounter. 
The Ndwandwe and the Zulus met again in combat at the Battle of Mhlatuze River in 
1819. By this time the Ndwandwe had adopted Zulu battle tactics and weapons so Shaka 
wore the invaders down with guerrilla tactics before launching his major attack when the 
Ndwandwe army was divided during the crossing of the Mhlatuze River. 
Zulu warriors arrived at Zwide's headquarters near present-day Nongoma before news of 
the defeat, and approached the camp singing Ndwandwe victory songs to gain entry. 
Zwide was killed, and most of the Ndwandwe abandoned their lands and migrated north 
establishing Zulu-like (named Ngoni after the ethno-linguistic name "Nguni") kingdoms 
in Zambia, Malawi, Mozambique and Tanzania.  
This was the final phase of the Mfecane, a catastrophic, bloody civil war and eventual 
migration of many different tribes in the area, initially (ca. 1802) caused by famine but 
ultimately as a result of escaping from the Zulus. 
The Ngoni groups caused their own havoc by using Zulu tactics in war. They established 
stronger political units in other countries and thus posed a threat to European 
colonisation, for example during the Maji-Maji Rebellion in German East Africa (1905-7). 
 
Shaka was the ultimate victor, and his people still live today throughout Zululand, with 
customs and a way of life that can be easily traced to Shaka's day. 
 
 

 

 

Part Five. 

 

The Great Trek – 1830 -1840. 

 

The Great Trek was an eastward and north-eastward emigration away from British 
control in the Cape Colony during the 1830s and 1840s by Boers. The migrants were 
descended from settlers from western mainland Europe, most notably from the 
Netherlands, northwest Germany and French Huguenots. The Great Trek itself led to the 



founding of numerous Boer republics, the Natalia Republic, the Orange Free State 
Republic and the Transvaal being the most notable. 
 
The Voortrekkers comprised two groups from the eastern frontier region of the Cape 
Colony, semi-nomadic pastoralists known as Trekboers, and established farmers and 
artisans known as Grensboere, or Border Farmers. Together these groups were later 
called Voortrekkers (Pioneers). While most settlers who lived in the Western Cape (later 
known as the Cape Dutch) did not trek eastward, a small number did. 
 
The first colonists, who arrived in 1652 to set up a depot for the provision of ships under 
the auspices of The Dutch East India Company, were of Dutch stock. Many later settlers 
were of German origin and after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, French 
Huguenot refugees. By 1800, white colonists numbered slightly less than 40,000 and 
were so interconnected by marriage that they represented a giant family rather than a 
new polyglot community. The community was also governed by The Council of 
Seventeen in Amsterdam, who governed the far-reaching empire of the Dutch East India 
Company. During the Napoleonic Wars the colony passed into the control of the United 
Kingdom. This was formally ratified in 1815 by the Congress of Vienna. 
 
Historians have identified various factors that contributed to the migration of an 
estimated 12,000 Voortrekkers to the future Natal, Orange Free State and Transvaal 
regions. The primary motivations included discontent with the British rule: its 
Anglicisation policies, restrictive laws on slavery and its eventual abolition, arrangements 
to compensate former slave owners, and the perceived indifference of British authorities 
to border conflicts along the Cape Colony's eastern frontier.  
 
 
 

Voortrekker and Zulu Battles (1838 – 1840) 

 

Date:  6 February 1838. 

Involving: Dingane and Voortrekkers. 

Part of: Zulu and Voortrekker wars. 

Where: Hlomo amabuto. 

Symbol: VW1. 

Notes: 

Pieter Mauritz Retief (12 November 1780 – 6 February 1838) was a South African Boer 
leader. Settling in 1814 in the frontier region of the Cape Colony, he assumed command 
of punitive expeditions in response to raiding parties from the adjacent Xhosa territory. 
He became a spokesperson for the frontier farmers who voiced their discontent, and 
wrote the Voortrekkers' declaration at their departure from the colony. 
 
He was a leading figure during their Great Trek, and at one stage their elected governor. 
He proposed Natal as the final destination of their migration and selected a location for 
its future capital, later named Pietermaritzburg. Following the massacre of Retief and his 
delegation by Zulu king Dingane, the short-lived Boer republic Natalia suffered from 
ineffective government and succumbed to British annexation. 
 
Retief was born to Jacobus and Debora Retief in the Wagenmakersvallei, Cape Colony, 
today the town of Wellington, South Africa. His family were Boers of French Huguenot 
ancestry: his great-grandfather was the 1689 Huguenot refugee François Retif, from 
Mer, Loir-et-Cher near Blois; the progenitor of the name in South Africa. 
Retief grew up on the ancestral vineyard Welvanpas, where he worked until the age of 
27. 
 
After moving to the vicinity of Grahamstown, Retief, like other Boers, acquired wealth 
through livestock, but suffered repeated losses from Xhosa raids in the period. These 
prompted the 6th Cape Frontier War. (Retief had a history of financial trouble. On more 
than one occasion, he lost money and other possessions, mainly through gambling and 



land speculation. He is reported to have gone bankrupt at least twice, while at the colony 
and on the frontier.) 
Such losses impelled many frontier farmers to become Voortrekkers and to migrate to 
new lands in the north. 
 
Retief wrote their manifesto, dated 22 January 1837, setting out their long-held 
grievances against the British government. They believed it had offered them no 
protection against raids by the native blacks, no redress, and by the Slavery Abolition 
Act 1833 freed their slaves. The compensation offered to owners hardly amounted to a 
quarter of the slaves' market value. Retief's manifesto was published in the 
Grahamstown Journal on 2 February and De Zuid-Afrikaan on 17 February, just as the 
emigrant Boers started to leave their homesteads. 
 
Retief's household departed in two wagons from his farm in the Winterberg District in 
early February 1837 and joined a party of 30 other wagons. The pioneers crossed the 
Orange River into independent territory. When several parties on the Great Trek 
converged at the Vet River, Retief was elected "Governor of the United Laagers" and 
head of "The Free Province of New Holland in South East Africa." This coalition was very 
short-lived, and Retief became the lone leader of the group moving east. 
 
On 5 October 1837 Retief established a camp of 54 wagons at Kerkenberg near the 
Drakensberg ridge. He proceeded on horseback the next day, accompanied by Jan 
Gerritze Bantjes and fourteen men with four wagons, to explore the region between the 
Drakensberg and Port Natal, now known as kwaZulu Natal. This was Bantjes's second 
visit to Port Natal, his first having been there in 1834 on the "Kommissitrek". Retief 
returned to the laarger with a message to the camp on 2 November 1837, announcing to 
the trekkers that they may now enter Natal. 
 
Due to his favourable impression of the region, Retief started negotiations for land with 
the Zulu king Dingane kaSenzangakhona (known as Dingane) in November 1837. After 
Retief led his band over the Drakensberg Mountains, he convinced Voortrekker leaders 
Gerrit Maritz and Andries Hendrik Potgieter to join him in January 1838. 
 
On Retief's second visit to Dingane, the Zulu agreed to Boer settlement in Natal, 
provided that the Boer delegation recovers cattle stolen by the rival Tlokwa nation. 
These Boers did, their reputation and rifles cowing the people into handing over some 
7,000 head of cattle. 
 
At Retief's request, J.G.Bantjes drew up the famous Piet Retief / Dingaan Treaty 
outlining the areas of Natal to be secured for the Boers to settle and start their new 
farms and harbour. This was done and the rest is history. 
 
Despite warnings, Retief left the Tugela region on 28 January 1838, in the belief that he 
could negotiate with Dingane for permanent boundaries for the Natal settlement. The 
deed of cession of the Tugela-Umzimvubu region, although dated 4 February 1838, was 
signed by Dingane on 6 February 1838, with the two sides recording three witnesses 
each. Dingane invited Retief's party to witness a special performance by his soldiers, 
whereupon Dingane ordered his soldiers to capture Retief's party and their coloured 
servants. 
 
Retief, his son, men, and servants, about 100 people in total, were taken to a nearby 
ridge, Hlomo amabuto, which means "mustering of the soldiers". The Zulus killed the 
entire party by clubbing them and killed Retief last, so as to witness the deaths of his 
comrades. Dingane then directed the attack against the Voortrekker laagers, which 
plunged the migrant movement into temporary disarray. 534 men, women and children 
were killed. 
 



Following the decisive Voortrekker victory at Blood River, Andries Pretorius and his 
"victory commando" recovered the remains of the Retief party. They buried them on 21 
December 1838. 
 
Also recovered was the undamaged deed of cession from Retief's leather purse, as later 
verified by a member of the "victory commando", E.F. Potgieter. An exact copy survives, 
but the original deed disappeared in transit to the Netherlands during the Anglo-Boer 
War. The site of the Retief grave was more or less forgotten until pointed out in 1896 by 
J.H. Hattingh, a surviving member of Pretorius's commando. A monument recording the 
names of the members of Retief's delegation was erected near the grave in 1922. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Italeni. 

Date:  9 April 1838. 

Involving: Zulu and Voortrekkers. 

Part Of: Part of: Zulu and Voortrekker wars. 

Area of Battles: Italeni, Babanango. 

Symbol: VW2. 

Notes: 

The Battle of Italeni was a battle between the Voortrekkers and the Zulus during the 
period of the Great Trek. 
 
After the massacre of Piet Retief and his men by Dingane on 6 February 1838, a number 
of Voortrekker camps were also attacked by the Zulu impis. These Voortrekkers 
appealed to other treks, particularly those of Piet Uys and Hendrik Potgieter in the 
Orange Free State, for help. Both treks sent out commandos to help. 
 
The two groups met on the banks of the Blaukraans River, where a council of war was 
held. During this meeting Uys was elected as "General Field Commandant" by those 
present - becoming, in effect, the first elected Boer Commandant-General. 
 
Potgieter, a natural leader, objected to this and stated that he and his men were not 
prepared to serve under any other leader. As a compromise, it was decided that each 
commando would remain under its own leader, but that both parties would fight 
together. This arrangement would prove to have disastrous consequences. 
 
The two commandos (347 men) set out, in two separate columns, on 5 and 6 April 1838. 
On 9 April, near the Babanango Mountain Range, they saw a large Zulu impi and took a 
number of them captive (although it has been speculated that these may have been 
spies sent to lead them into a trap). The captives told the Voortrekkers that the main 
Zulu army was encamped near Umgungundlovu - the capital of their king, Dingane. 
 
As a result of this information, Uys led the parties directly to the Zulu capital. About 6,4 
kilometres from Umgungundlovu they did indeed encounter the main Zulu army - at a 
mountain defile guarding the approaches to the Zulu capital. On each of the two hills at 
the end of the defile an impi was stationed, and another one waited in the valley 
between them - about 8,000 warriors. 
 
Uys gave Potgieter a choice as to which impi he would like to attack. Potgieter chose the 
one in the valley, while Uys decided to attack the hill towards his right. 
 
After riding to within 36 metres of the Zulu force, Uys ordered his men to dismount and 
open fire. Volleys from the Voortrekkers decimated the first two lines of the impi, while 
the third turned and fled. The battle appeared won. 
 
On his side Potgieter made what was reported as a "half-hearted" attack on the Zulu 
forces, and then retired. However, sixteen members of his commando attacked the Zulus 
at the base of the hill on the left, riding close and firing at them. The Zulus charged this 
small party, who turned and fled. One man was killed on the Voortrekker side. After the 



survivors of the attack reached the rest of Potgieter's commando, they mounted and left 
the battlefield. 
 
The remaining Zulu impis were now free to attack Uys' commando from the rear. Uys 
saw the Zulu force advancing and sent Gert Rudolph, the voortrekker leader that had 
replaced the ailing Gert Maritz, to Potgieter to request him to cover his rear. However, 
Potgieter ignored this request and continued retreating. The action of sending Rudolph 
as a messenger to Potgieter almost certainly saved Rudolph's life. 
 
Meanwhile, two members of Uys' party (the Malan brothers) had become isolated from 
the rest of the commando while pursuing the fleeing Zulus and were being led into an 
ambush in a bushy gorge. Seeing the danger they were in, Uys wanted his whole 
commando to ride to their rescue. Most of the members considered this too risky, and 
refused. In response, Uys formed a party of fifteen volunteers (including his son, Dirkie) 
and rode to their rescue. During the subsequent fighting Uys, his son, the Malan 
brothers as well as five of the volunteers were killed (for ten Voortrekker dead during the 
battle). 
 
The part of Uys' commando that remained behind (under the command of Field Cornet 
Potgieter), were surrounded and had to fight their way out. 
 
Due to the outcome of the battle, the Voortrekker forces involved in the fighting 
subsequently became known as the Vlugkommando (Flight Commando). 
 
The commandos returned to their camp on 12 April. During a subsequent meeting of the 
Voortrekkers, Potgieter was accused of cowardice and treachery for his refusal to 
endanger his commando in an attempt to rescue Uys' party.  
In vain, Potgieter argued that if he had attacked, he and his men would also have died 
at Italeni. In disgust at the cries of "traitor", Potgieter and his followers left and returned 
to the Orange Free State. 
 
However, it has been speculated that, without the lessons learnt as a result of the Battle 
of Italeni - such as fighting from the shelter of ox-wagons whenever possible and 
choosing the place of battle rather than being enticed into unfavourable terrain - the 
Voortrekkers would not have succeeded in finally beating the Zulus at the Battle of Blood 
River eight months later. 
 
As no place with the name of Italeni currently exists, the exact site of the battle remains 
unknown and has been the subject of some controversy. However, the most likely area 
lies in a mountain defile guarded by two hills that is approximately 4,8 kilometres 
southwest of Umgungundlovu. It has been speculated that the Zulus named it the "Battle 
of Italeni" as some of the fighting took place at Itala Mountain, 24 kilometres away. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Blood River. 

Date:  16 December 1838. 

Involving: Zulu and Voortrekker. 

Part Of: Part of: Zulu and Voortrekker wars. 

Area of Battles: Blood River. 

Symbol: VW3. 

Notes: 

The Battle of Blood River is the name given for the battle fought between 470 
Voortrekkers led by Andries Pretorius, and an estimated 15,000–21,000 Zulu attackers 
on the bank of the Ncome River on 16 December 1838, in what is today KwaZulu-Natal, 
South Africa. Casualties amounted to three thousand of king Dingane's soldiers dead, 
including two Zulu princes competing with prince Mpande for the Zulu throne. Three 
Trekker commando members were lightly wounded, including Pretorius himself. 
 
In the sequel to the Battle of Blood River in January 1840, Prince Mpande finally 
defeated King Dingane in the Battle of Maqongqe, and was subsequently crowned as new 



king of amaZulu by his alliance partner Andries Pretorius. After these two battles of 
succession, Dingane's prime minister and commander in both the Battle of Maqongqe 
and the Battle of Blood River, General Ndlela, was strangled to death by Dingane on 
account of high treason. General Ndlela had been the personal protector of Prince 
Mpande, who after the Battles of Blood River and Maqongqe, became king and founder 
of the Zulu dynasty. 
 
On 6 February 1838, two days after the signing of a negotiated land settlement deal 
between Retief and Dingane at UmGungundlovu, which included Trekker access to Port 
Natal in which Britain had imperial interest, Dingane invited Retief and his party into his 
royal residence for a beer-drinking farewell. The accompanying request for the surrender 
of Trekker muskets at the entrance was taken as normal protocol when appearing before 
the king. While the Trekkers were being entertained by Dingane's dancing soldiers, 
Dingane suddenly accused the visiting party of witchcraft. Dingane's soldiers then 
proceeded to impale all Retief's men, lastly clubbing to death Retief, while leaving the 
Natal treaty in his handbag intact. 
 
Immediately after the UmGungundlovu massacre, Dingane sent out his impis 
(regiments) to attack several Trekker encampments at night time, killing an estimated 
500 men, women, children, and servants, most notably at Blaukraans. 
 
Help arrived from farmers in the Cape Colony, and the Trekkers in Natal subsequently 
requested the pro-independence Andries Pretorius to leave the Cape Colony, in order to 
defend the Voortrekkers who had settled in Natal. 
 
After the Battle of Blood River, the Dingane-Retief treaty was found on Retief's bodily 
remains, providing a driving force for an overt alliance against Dingane between Prince 
Mpande and Pretorius. 
 
Prelude to the Battle 
On 26 November 1838, Andries Pretorius was appointed as general of a wagon 
commando directed against Dingane at UmGungundlovu, - "the secret conclave of the 
elephant". By December 1838, Prince Mpande and 17,000 followers had already fled 
from Dingane, who was seeking to assassinate Mpande. In support of Prince Mpande as 
Dingane's replacement, Pretorius' strategy was to target Dingane only. To allow Prince 
Mpande to oust King Dingane through military might, Pretorius had first to weaken 
Dingane's personal military power base in UmGungundlovu. Dingane's royal residence at 
UmGungundlovu was naturally protected against attack by hilly and rocky terrain all 
around, as well as an access route via Italeni passing through a narrow gorge called a 
defile. 
 
Earlier on 9 April 1838, a Trekker horse commando without ox wagons, thereafter called 
the "Flight Commando", had unsuccessfully attempted to penetrate the UmGungundlovu 
defence at nearby Italeni, resulting in the loss of several Trekker lives. Trekker leader 
Hendrik Potgieter had abandoned all hope of engaging Dingane in UmGungundlovu after 
losing the battle of Italeni, and subsequently had migrated with his group out of Natal. 
To approach UmGungundlovu via the Italeni defile with ox wagons would force the 
wagons into an open column, instead of an enclosed laager as successfully employed 
defensively at Veglaer on 12 August 1838. 
 
The military commander during Dingane's attack on Veglaer was Ndlela kaSompisi. The 
highly experienced general Ndlela had served under Shaka, and was also prime minister 
and chief advisor under Dingane. Ndlela with his 10,000 troops had retreated from 
Veglaer, after three days and nights of fruitless attempts to penetrate the enclosed 
Trekker wagon laager. 
 
General Ndlela personally protected Prince Mpande—whom Pretorius later crowned as 
Zulu king in 1840—from Dingane's repeated assassination plans. King Dingane desired to 



have his half brother Mpande, the only prince with children, eliminated as a threat to his 
throne. Prince Mpande was married to Msukilethe, a daughter of general Ndlela. 
 
General Ndlela, like Pretorius the promotor of Prince Mpande, was responsible for 
Dingane's UmGungundlovu defence during the Trekkers' second attack attempt under 
Pretorius in December 1838. 
 
Given general Ndlela's previous defence and attack experience at Italeni and Veglaer 
during April 1838 and August 1838 respectively, Ndlela's tactical options were limited. 
Proven UmGungundlovu defence tactics were to attack Trekker commandos in the rocky 
and hilly terrain on the narrowing access route at Italeni, thereby neutralising the 
advantages mounted riflemen had over spear-carrying foot soldiers. Ndlela had to let 
Pretorius come close to UmGungundlovu at Italeni, and lure the Trekkers into attack. 
 
Ndlela was not to attack the Trekkers when they were in a defensive wagon laager 
position, especially not during the day. The problem for Pretorius was that he had 
somehow to find a way to make Dingane's soldiers attack him in a defensive laager 
position at a place of his choice, far away from UmGungundlovu and Italeni. 
 
On 6 December 1838, 10 days before the Battle of Blood River, Pretorius and his 
commando including Alexander Biggar as translator had a meeting with friendly Zulu 
chiefs at Danskraal, so named for the Zulu dancing that took place in the Zulu kraal that 
the Trekker commando visited. 
 
With the intelligence received at Danskraal, Pretorius became confident enough to 
propose a vow, which demanded the celebration, by the commando and their posterity, 
of the coming victory over Dingane. The so-called covenant included that a church would 
be built in honour of God, should the commando somehow be successful and reach 
UmGungundlovu alive in order to diminish the power of Dingane. Building a church in 
Trekker emigrant context was symbol for establishing a settled state, like the Republic of 
Natalia, which was established during 1840, when the Dingane-Retief treaty was 
implemented under King Mpande. 
 
After the meeting with friendly Zulu chiefs at Danskraal, Pretorius let the commando 
relax and do their washing for a few days at Wasbank till 9 December 1838. From 
Wasbank they slowly and daily moved closer to the site of the Battle of Blood River, 
practicing laager defence tactics every evening for a week long. Then, by halting his 
advance towards UmGungundlovu on 15 December 1838, 40 km before reaching the 
defile at Italeni, Pretorius had eliminated the Italeni terrain trap. 
 
Battle 
On 15 December 1838, after the Trekker wagons crossed the Buffalo River, 50 
kilometres away from their target UmGungundlovu via the risky Italeni access route, an 
advance scouting party including Pretorius brought news of large Zulu forces arriving 
nearby. While Cilliers wanted to ride out and attack, Pretorius declined the opportunity to 
engage Dingane's soldiers far away from their base and Italeni. Instead Pretorius built a 
fortified Wagon Laager on terrain of his own choosing, in the hope that general Ndlela 
would attack it as at Veglaer. 
 
As the site for the overnight wagon camp, Pretorius chose a defensible area next to a 
hippo pool in the Ncome River that provided excellent rear protection. The open area to 
the front provided no cover for an attacking force, and a deep dry river bed protected 
one of the wagon laager flanks. As usual, the ox wagons were drawn into a protective 
enclosure or laager. Movable wooden barriers that could be opened quickly were 
fastened between each wagon to prevent intruders, and two cannon were positioned. 
 
Mist settled over the wagon site that evening. According to Afrikaner traditions, the Zulu 
were afraid to attack in the night due to superstitions about the lamps which the Boers 
hung on sjamboks around the laager. Whether or not there is any truth in this, historian 



S.P. Mackenzie has speculated that the Zulu held back until what they perceived as the 
necessary numbers had arrived. 
 
During the night of 15 December, 6 Zulu regiments or 6,000 Zulu soldiers led by 
Dambuza (Nzobo) crossed the Ncome river and started massing around the 
encampment, while the elite forces of senior general Ndlela did not cross the river. 
Ndlela thereby split Dingane's army in two. 
 
This could explain why Dambuza's forces were sitting on the ground close to the wagon 
laager when the Trekkers opened fire during the day. 
 
Only Dambuza's regiments repeatedly stormed the laager unsuccessfully. The attackers 
were hindered by a change introduced during Shaka's rule that replaced most of the 
longer throwing spears with short stabbing spears.[9] In close combat the stabbing 
spear provided obvious advantages over its longer cousin. A Zulu eyewitness said that 
their first charge was mown down like grass by the single-shot Boer muskets.[9] 
 
On Sunday 16 December 1838, while laagered near the Umslatos River or Hippo Pool, 
they were attacked by more than 30 000+ Zulus and outnumbered more than 60 to 1. 
 
With the power of their firearms and with their ox wagons in a laager formation and 
some excellent tactics, the Boers fought off the Zulu. After three hours, the Boers had 
killed an estimated 3,000 Zulu soldiers and had only three of their men wounded, among 
them Pretorius. Jan Gerritze Bantjes kept his journal of the entire campaign and the 
Battle of Blood River. The Zulu withdrew in defeat, many crossing the river which had 
turned red with blood and thereafter known as the Battle of Blood River. After the battle, 
follow up attacks on the capital Mgungunhlovo set the Zulu King Dingaan to flight with 
what retainers chose to follow him into exile. 
 
After two hours and four waves of attack, with the intermittent lulls providing crucial 
reloading and resting opportunities for the Trekkers, Pretorius ordered a group of 
horsemen to leave the encampment and engage the Zulu in order to disintegrate their 
formations. The Zulu withstood the charge for some time, but rapid losses led them to 
scatter. The Trekkers pursued their fleeing enemies and hunted them down for three 
hours.  
 
Bantjes recorded that about 3,000 dead Zulu had been counted, and three Trekkers 
were wounded. During the chase, Pretorius was wounded in his left hand by an assegai. 
 
Of the 3,000 dead Zulu soldiers, two were princes, leaving Ndlela's favourite Prince 
Mpande as frontrunner in the subsequent battle for the Zulu crown. 
 
Four days after the Battle of Blood River, the Trekker commando arrived at King 
Dingane's great kraal Mgungundlovu (near present day Eshowe), only to find it deserted 
and ablaze. The bones of Retief and his men were found and buried where a memorial 
stands today. 



 
 
Aftermath 
With UmGungundlovu as Dingane's political power base destroyed, and Dingane's 
military might weakened due to the disastrous Battle of Blood River, Prince Mpande 
openly joined into the military alliance with Pretorius. The Zulu civil war erupted into the 
open. 
 
Following the Battle of Maqongqe in January 1840, the forces of Mpande did not wait for 
Pretorius' cavalry to arrive, and attacked the remaining regiments of Dingane, who were 
again under the command of general Ndlela, as at the previous Battle of Blood River. 
 
Again Dingane's general Ndlela strayed from normal fighting tactics against Mpande, 
sending in his regiments to fight one at a time, instead of together in ox horn formation. 
 
After Maquongqe Dingane had to flee Natal completely, but before he did so, he had 
general Ndlela slowly strangled by cow hide for high treason, on the grounds that he had 
fought for, instead of against Mpande, with the same disastrous result for Dingane as at 
Ncome-Blood River. Dambusa, Dingane's other general, had already been executed by 
Mpande and Pretorius when he fell into their hands before the battle. 
 
Afterwards Pretorius approved and attended the crowning of Zulu King Mpande in 
Pietermaritzburg. They agreed on the Tugela river as the border between Zululand and 
the Republic of Natalia. 
 
The conflict between Dingane and the Trekkers continued for one more year after the 
Battle of Blood River. The idea of a decisive victory may have been planted in Pretorius' 
mind by a Zulu prisoner, who said that most of Dingane's warriors had either been killed 
or had fled. The same prisoner led some of the Trekker party into a trap at the White 
Umfolozi River, eleven days after the battle at Ncome River. This time the Zulu were 
victorious. Only when Dingane's brother, Mpande, openly joined the Trekker side with his 
sizeable army was Dingane finally defeated in January 1840. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Maqongqe. 

Date:  29 January 1840. 

Involving: Dingane faction versus Mpande and Voortrekkers. 

Part Of: Part of: Zulu and Voortrekker wars. 

Area of Battles: Maqongqe. 

Symbol: VW4. 

Notes: 

The Battle of Maqongqo was fought on 29 January 1840 during a civil war between Zulu 
factions. The Zulu king Dingane was challenged for the throne by his brother Mpande, in 
alliance with Boer settlers led by Andries Pretorius. Mpande and his supporters were 
victorious. Shortly thereafter Dingane was murdered and Mpande became king of the 
Zulus. 



 
Background 
The Boer settlers under Pretorius had inflicted a crushing defeat on Dingane in 1838 at 
the Battle of Blood River, allowing them to carve out territory and create the Natalia 
Republic. As a result, the king's authority had been severely weakened. His attempt to 
reassert his leadership by expanding his territory to the north led to another defeat at 
the hands of the Swazi in 1839. 
 
Fearing that Dingane intended to kill him, to rid himself of a possible rival for the throne, 
Mpande had fled across the Thuleka river with 17,000 of his followers. Mpande made a 
deal with Boers that he would grant them substantial land and cattle in St. Lucia Bay if 
they helped to install him as king. The Boers agreed. 
 
Battle 
On 14 January 1840, Mpande's general Nongalaza KaNondela crossed into Zululand with 
a force of around 5,000 impi, advancing along the coast towards Dingane's 
encampment. Mpande and the Boers under Pretorius advanced separately across the 
Ncome River. The Boers had a force of 308 armed men and another 500 servants in 50 
wagons. Dingane attempted to negotiate, but Mpande and Nongalaza refused to listen. 
Dingane's envoy Dambusa was summarily executed when he arrived at the Boer camp. 
Dingane then withdrew into the Maguda mountain region. Dingane's general, Ndlela 
kaSompisi took up a position on a group of hillocks known as the Maqongqo hills. 
Nongazala's army soon caught up with them, but Pretorius' force was still a hundred 
miles away. 
 
Rather than wait for the Boers, Nongalaza decided to attack immediately. Both armies 
were around 5,000 strong. Both adopted the traditional Zulu Chest and Horns formation. 
The battle was fiercely contested for a while, but Dingane's demoralised men began to 
desert to the enemy. It is said that Nongalaza deceived Dingane's men by creating the 
impression that the Boers had arrived and were about to take to the field. When it 
looked as though his army might desert en masse, Ndlela ordered the withdrawal of his 
remaining forces. Wounded survivors were massacred by the triumphant Nongalaza, as 
were the wives of Dingane. 
 
Dingane was furious, and had Ndlela strangled to death on the spot. However, this did 
not stop most of Dingane's remaining men dispersing back to their homes, leaving him 
with no effective force. 
 
Aftermath 
The Boers arrived on 6 February, having taken the opportunity to grab as much cattle in 
booty as they could. They proclaimed Mpande king, and returned to Natalia with 36,000 
head of cattle. Dingane escaped with a few followers into Swaziland, but was murdered 
shortly afterwards by a patrol of Swazis and Nyawos. On 14 February 1840 Pretorius 
issued a proclamation stating that a large stretch of land extending from St. Lucia Bay 
was now the border between the Zulu kingdom and the Republic of Natalia. 
 
 
 

American Civil War. 

 

Date:1863 

Incident: American Warship CSS Alabama in Table Bay. 

Symbol: ACW1 

 
After stopping in Saldanha Bay on 29 July 1863 in order to verify that no enemy ships 
were in Table Bay, she finally made a much-needed refitting and reprovisioning visit to 
Cape Town, South Africa. She then sailed for the East Indies, where she spent six 
months destroying seven more ships before finally redoubling the Cape of Good Hope en 
route to France. Union warships hunted frequently for the elusive and by now famous 



Confederate raider, but the few times Alabama was spotted, she quickly outwitted her 
pursuers and vanished beyond the horizon. 
 
 

Date: 13 October 1867. 

13 October 1867 marks the first recorded discovery of diamonds in the colonial period of 
South Africa, with the very first becoming known as the Eureka diamond discovered near 
Hopetown. By 1871, more diamonds were found in the vicinity of the present-day 
Kimberley, leading to the establishment of De Beers Consolidated Mines under the 
leadership of Cecil John Rhodes.  
 
The discovery of diamonds in South Africa led to the Kimberley Diamond Rush, and 
marked the beginning of the Mineral Revolution. 
 
 
Date: 1873. 

Gold was discovered in Pilgrims Rest. The alluvial gold was discovered by prospector Alec 
Patterson. He panned Pilgrim's Creek, as it became known, when the nearby MacMac 
diggings became too crowded. He kept his find a secret, but a gold rush resulted when 
fellow prospector William Trafford registered his claim with the Gold Commissioner at 
MacMac. After it was officially declared a gold field in September 1873, the town 
suddenly grew to 1,500 inhabitants searching for alluvial gold. 
 
 
 
 

Part Six. 

 
Anglo - Zulu Wars 1879. 

 
 

Battle Name:  Battle of Isandlwana. 

Date:  22 January 1879. 

Involving:  British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: The Anglo–Zulu War 

Area of Battle: Isandlwana. 

Symbol: AZW1. 

Notes: 

Overall commanders: 
Lt. Gen. Lord Chelmsford 
Subordinate commanders: 
Bvt. Lt-Col. Henry Pulleine   
Bvt. Col. Anthony Durnford   
 
Overall commander: 
Ntshingwayo kaMahole Khoza 
Subordinate commanders: 
Vumindaba kaNthati 
Mavumengwana kaMdlela 
Zibhebhu kaMapitha 
 
The Battle of Isandlwana on 22 January 1879 was the first major encounter in the 
Anglo–Zulu War between the British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. Eleven days after the 
British commenced their invasion of Zululand in South Africa, a Zulu force of some 
20,000 warriors attacked a portion of the British main column consisting of about 1,800 
British, colonial and native troops and perhaps 400 civilians. 
The Zulus were equipped mainly with the traditional assegai iron spears and cow-hide 
shields, but also had a number of muskets and old rifles though they were not formally 
trained in their use. The British and colonial troops were armed with the state-of-the-art 



Martini-Henry breech-loading rifle and two 7-pounder (3-inch, 76 mm) mountain guns 
deployed as field guns as well as a rocket battery. Despite a vast disadvantage in 
weapons technology, the numerically superior Zulus ultimately overwhelmed the poorly 
led and badly deployed British, killing over 1,300 troops, including all those out on the 
forward firing line. The Zulu army suffered around a thousand killed. 
 
The battle was a decisive victory for the Zulus and caused the defeat of the first British 
invasion of Zululand. The British Army had suffered its worst defeat against a 
technologically inferior indigenous force. Isandlwana resulted in the British taking a 
much more aggressive approach in the Anglo–Zulu War, leading to a heavily reinforced 
second invasion and the destruction of King Cetshwayo's hopes of a negotiated peace. 
 
 
Background 
Following the imperialist scheme by which Lord Carnarvon had brought about federation 
in Canada, it was thought that a similar plan might succeed in South Africa. In 1874, Sir 
Henry Bartle Frere was sent to South Africa as high commissioner to instigate the 
scheme. One of the obstacles to such a plan was the presence of the independent states 
of the South African Republic and the Kingdom of Zululand. 
 
Bartle Frere, High Commissioner of southern Africa for the British Empire, on his own 
initiative, without the approval of the British government and with the intent of 
instigating a war with the Zulu, had presented an ultimatum to the Zulu king Cetshwayo 
on 11 December 1878 with which the Zulu king could not possibly comply. When the 
ultimatum expired a month later, Bartle Frere ordered Lord Chelmsford to proceed with a 
pre-planned invasion of Zululand. 
 
Prelude 
Lord Chelmsford, the Commander-in-Chief of British forces during the war, initially 
planned a five-pronged invasion of Zululand consisting of over 15,000 troops in five 
columns and designed to encircle the Zulu army and force it to fight as he was 
concerned that the Zulus would avoid battle. Lord Chelmsford settled on three invading 
columns with the main centre column, now consisting of some 7,800 men comprising the 
previously called No. 3 Column and Durnford's No.2 Column, under his direct command. 
He moved his troops from Pietermaritzburg to a forward camp at Helpmekaar, past 
Greytown. On 9 January 1879 they moved to Rorke's Drift, and early on 11 January 
commenced crossing the Buffalo River into Zululand. 
 
The backbone of the British force under Lord Chelmsford consisted of twelve regular 
infantry companies: six each of the 1st and 2nd battalions, 24th Regiment of Foot (2nd 
Warwickshire Regiment), which were hardened and reliable troops. In addition, there 
were approximately 2,500 local African auxiliaries of the Natal Native Contingent many 
of which were exiled or refugee Zulu. They were led by European officers but considered 
generally of poor quality by the British as they were prohibited from using their 
traditional fighting technique and inadequately trained in the European method as well 
as being indifferently armed. Also, there were some irregular colonial cavalry units, and 
a detachment of artillery consisting of six field guns and several Congreve 
rockets.Adding on wagon drivers, camp followers and servants, there were more than 
4,000 men in the Number 3 Column, not including Durnford's Number 2 Column. 
Because of the urgency required to accomplish their scheme, Bartle Frere and 
Chelmsford began the invasion during the rainy season. This had the consequence of 
slowing the British advance to a crawl. 
 
 
The Zulu army, while a product of a warrior culture, was essentially a militia force which 
could be called out in time of national danger.It had a very limited logistical capacity and 
could only stay in the field a few weeks before the troops would be obliged to return to 
their civilian duties. Zulu warriors were armed primarily with assegai thrusting spears, 
known in Zulu as iklwa, knobkierrie clubs, some throwing spears and shields made of 



cowhide. The Zulu warrior, his regiment and the army drilled in the personal and tactical 
use and coordination of this weapons system. Some Zulus also had old muskets and 
antiquated rifles stockpiled, a relatively few of which were carried by Zulu impi.  
 
Cetshwayo sent the 24,000 strong main Zulu impi from near present-day Ulundi, on 17 
January, across the White Umfolozi River with the following command to his warriors: 
"March slowly, attack at dawn and eat up the red soldiers." 
 
On the 18th, some 4,000 warriors were detached from the main body to attack 
Pearson's column near Eshowe. The remaining 20,000 Zulus camped at the isiPhezi 
ikhanda. On the 19th the main force arrived and camped near Babanango Mountain, 
then moved the next day to a camp near Siphezi Mountain. Finally, on the 21st they 
moved into the Ngwebeni Valley, where they remained concealed, planning to attack the 
British on the 23rd, but they were discovered by a scouting party on 22 January. Under 
the command of Ntshigwayo kaMahole the Zulu army had reached its position in easy 
stages. It marched in two columns within sight of each other, but a few miles apart to 
prevent a surprise attack. They were preceded by a screening force of mounted scouts 
supported by parties of warriors 200–400 strong tasked with preventing the main 
columns from being sighted. The speed of the Zulu advance compared to the British is 
marked. The Zulu impi had advanced over 80 km in five days while Chelmsford had only 
advanced slightly over 16 km in 10 days. 
 
The British under Chelmsford pitched camp at Isandlwana on 20 January, but did not 
follow standing orders to entrench. No laager was formed. Chelmsford did not see the 
need for the laager, stating, "It would take a week to make." But the chief reason for the 
failure to take defensive precautions appears to have been that the British command 
severely underestimated the Zulu capabilities. The experience of numerous colonial wars 
fought in Africa was that the massed firepower of relatively small bodies of professional 
European troops armed with modern firearms and artillery, and supplemented by local 
allies and levies, would march out to meet the natives whose ragged, badly equipped 
armies would put up a brave struggle, but in the end would succumb. Chelmsford 
believed that a force of over 4,000, including 1,000 British infantry armed with Martini-
Henry rifles, as well as artillery, had more than sufficient firepower to overwhelm any 
attack by Zulus armed only with spears, cowhide shields and a few firearms such as 
Brown Bess muskets. Indeed, with a British force of this size, it was the logistical 
arrangements which occupied Chelmsford's thoughts. Rather than any fear that the 
camp might be attacked, his main concern was managing the huge number of wagons 
and oxen required to support his forward advance. 
 
Once he had established the camp at Isandlwana, Chelmsford sent out two battalions of 
the Natal Native Contingent to scout ahead. They skirmished with elements of a Zulu 
force which Chelmsford believed to be the vanguard of the main enemy army. Such was 
the overconfidence in British military training and firepower that he divided his force, 
taking about 2,500 men, including half of the British infantry contingent, and set out to 
find the main Zulu force with the intention of bringing them to battle, so as to achieve a 
decisive victory. It never occurred to Chelmsford that the Zulus he saw were diverting 
him from their main force. 
 
Chelmsford left behind five companies, around 70–80 fighting men in each, of the 1st 
battalion and one stronger company of around 150 men from the 2nd battalion of the 
24th to guard the camp, under the command of Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Henry 
Pulleine. Pulleine's orders were to defend the camp and wait for further instructions to 
support the general as and when called upon. Pulleine also had around 500 men of the 
Natal Native Contingent and approximately 200 local mounted irregulars. He also had 
two artillery pieces, with around 70 men of the Royal Artillery. In total, some 1,300 men 
and two guns were left to defend the camp. 
 
Pulleine, left in command of a rear position, was an administrator with no experience of 
front-line command on a campaign. Nevertheless, he commanded a strong force, 



particularly the six veteran regular infantry companies, which were experienced at 
colonial warfare. The mounted vedettes, cavalry scouts, patrolling some 11 km from 
camp reported at 7:00am that groups of Zulus, numbering around 4,000 men, could be 
seen. Further reports arrived to Pulleine during the early morning, each reporting 
movements, both large and small, of Zulus. There was speculation among the officers 
whether these troops were intending to march against Chelmsford's rear or towards the 
camp itself. 
 
Around 10:30am, Colonel Anthony Durnford arrived from Rorke's Drift with five troops of 
the Natal Native horse and a rocket battery. This brought the issue of command to the 
fore, because Durnford was senior and by tradition would have assumed 
command.However, he did not over-rule Pulleine's dispositions and after lunch he quickly 
decided to take to the initiative and move forward to engage a Zulu force which Pulleine 
and Durnford judged to be moving against Chelmsford's rear. Durnford asked for a 
company of the 24th, but Pulleine was reluctant to agree since his orders had been 
specifically to defend the camp. 
 
Chelmsford had underestimated the disciplined, well-led, well-motivated and confident 
Zulu. The failure to secure an effective defensive position, the poor intelligence on the 
location of the main Zulu army, Chelmsford's decision to split his force in half, and the 
Zulus' tactical exploitation of the terrain and the weaknesses in the British formation, all 
combined to prove catastrophic for the troops at Isandlwana. In contrast, the Zulus 
responded to the unexpected discovery of their camp with an immediate and 
spontaneous advance. Even though the indunas would lose control over the advance, the 
warriors' training allowed the Zulu troops to form their standard attack formation on the 
run, their battle line deployed in reverse of its intended order. 
 
Battle 
Dabulamanzi kaMpande 
The Zulu Army was commanded by inDunas Ntshingwayo kaMahole Khoza and 
Mavumengwana kaNdlela Ntuli. The inDuna Dabulamanzi kaMpande, half brother of 
Cetshwayo, would command the Undi Corps after kaMapitha, the regular inkhosi, or 
commander, was wounded. 
 
While Chelmsford was in the field seeking them, the entire Zulu army had 
outmanoeuvred him, moving behind his force with the intention of attacking the British 
Army on the 23rd. They were discovered at around 8:00am by men of Lt. Charles Raw's 
troop of scouts who chased a number of Zulus into a valley, only then seeing some 
20,000 men of the main enemy force sitting in total quiet. Having been discovered the 
Zulu force leapt to the offensive. Raw's men began a fighting retreat back to the camp 
and a messenger was sent to warn Pulleine. Pulleine observed Zulus on the hills to his 
left front and sent word to Chelmsford, which was received by the General between 
9:00am and 10:00am. 
 
The Zulu attack then developed in the traditional horns and chest of the buffalo, with the 
aim of encircling the British position. From Pulleine's vantage point in the camp, at first 
only the right horn and then the chest (centre) of the attack seemed to be developing. 
Pulleine sent out first one, then all six companies of the 24th Foot into an extended firing 
line, with the aim of meeting the Zulu attack head-on and checking it with firepower. 
Durnford's men, upon meeting elements of the Zulu centre, had retreated to a donga, a 
dried-out watercourse, on the British right flank where they formed a defensive line. The 
Rocket Battery under Durnford's command, which was not mounted and dropped behind 
the rest of the force, was isolated and overrun very early in the engagement. The two 
battalions of native troops were in Durnford's line; while all the officers and NCOs carried 
rifles, only one in 10 in the ranks was armed with a muzzle-loading musket with limited 
ammunition and many of them started to leave the battlefield at this point. 
 
Pulleine only made one change to the original disposition after about 20 minutes of 
firing, bringing in the companies in the firing line slightly closer to the camp. For a few 



hours until noon, the disciplined British volleys pinned down the Zulu centre, inflicting 
some casualties and causing the advance to stall. Indeed, morale remained high within 
the British line. The Martini-Henry rifle was a powerful weapon and the men were 
experienced. Additionally, the cannon fire of the Royal Artillery forced some Zulu 
regiments to take cover behind the reverse slope of a hill. Nevertheless, the left horn of 
the Zulu advance was moving to outflank and envelop the British right. 
 
 
The Battle of Isandlwana  
Durnford's men, who had been fighting longest, began to withdraw and their rate of fire 
diminished. Durnford's withdrawal exposed the right flank of the British regulars, which, 
with the general threat of the Zulu encirclement, caused Pulleine to order a withdrawal 
back to the camp. The regulars' retreat was performed with order and discipline and the 
men of the 24th conducted a fighting withdrawal into the camp. Durnford's retreat, 
however, exposed the flank of G Company, 2nd/24th, which was overrun relatively 
quickly. 
 
The presence of large numbers of bodies grouped together suggests the resistance was 
more protracted than originally thought and a number of desperate last stands were 
made. Evidence shows that many of the bodies, today marked by cairns, were found in 
several large groups around the camp — including one stand of around 150 men. A Zulu 
account describes a group of the 24th forming a square on the neck of Isandlwana. 
Colonial cavalry, the NMP and the carabiniers, who could easily have fled as they had 
horses, died around Durnford in his last stand while nearby their horses were found dead 
on their picket rope. What is clear is that the slaughter was complete in the area around 
the camp and back to Natal along the Fugitive's Drift. The fighting had been hand-to-
hand combat and no quarter given to the British regulars. The Zulus had been 
commanded to ignore the civilians in black coats and this meant that some officers, 
whose patrol dress was dark blue and black at the time, were spared and escaped. 
 
 
Battle Name: Battle of Rorke’s Drift. 

Date:  22 January – 23 January 1879. 

Involving: British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: The Anglo–Zulu War 

Area of Battle: Rorke’s Drift. 

Symbol: AZW2. 

Notes: 

Overall commanders: 
Lt. John Chard 
Lt. Gonville Bromhead  
Strength 
139-141 British Army regulars 
11 Colonial troops 
4 civilians 
100 NNH cavalry (briefly engaged, then fled)  
 
Prince Dabulamanzi kaMpande 
3,000-4,000 Zulus:  
iNdluyengwe ibutho: 500 to 700 men 
uThulwana, iNdlondo, uDluko amabuthos: c. 3,000 men 
  
The defence of the mission station of Rorke's Drift, under the command of Lieutenant 
John Chard of the Royal Engineers, immediately followed the British Army's defeat at the 
Battle of Isandlwana on 22 January 1879, and continued into the following day, 23 
January. 
 
Just over 150 British and colonial troops successfully defended the garrison against an 
intense assault by 3,000 to 4,000 Zulu warriors. The massive, but piecemeal, Zulu 



attacks on Rorke's Drift came very close to defeating the tiny garrison but were 
ultimately repelled. Eleven Victoria Crosses were awarded to the defenders, along with a 
number of other decorations and honours. 
 
 
Prelude 
Rorke's Drift, known as kwaJimu ("Jim's Land") in the Zulu language, was a mission 
station and the former trading post of James Rorke, an Irish merchant. It was located 
near a drift, or ford, on the Buffalo (Mzinyathi) River, which at the time formed the 
border between the British colony of Natal and the Zulu Kingdom. On 9 January 1879, 
the British No. 3 (Centre) Column, under Lord Chelmsford, arrived and encamped at the 
drift. 
 
On 11 January, the day after the British ultimatum to the Zulus expired, the column 
crossed the river and encamped on the Zulu bank. A small force consisting of B 
Company, 2nd Battalion, 24th (2nd Warwickshire) Regiment of Foot (2nd/24th) under 
Lieutenant Gonville Bromhead was detailed to garrison the post, which had been turned 
into a supply depot and hospital under the overall command of Brevet Major Henry 
Spalding, 104th Foot, a member of Chelmsford's staff. 
 
On 20 January, after reconnaissance patrolling and building of a track for its wagons, 
Chelmsford's column marched to Isandlwana, approximately 6 miles (9.7 km) to the 
east, leaving behind the small garrison. A large company of the 2nd/3rd Natal Native 
Contingent (NNC) under Captain William Stevenson was ordered to remain at the post to 
strengthen the garrison. This company numbered between 100 and 350 men. 
 
Captain Thomas Rainforth's G Company of the 1st/24th Foot was ordered to move up 
from its station at Helpmekaar, 10 miles (16 km) to the southeast, after its own relief 
arrived, to further fortify the drift. Later that evening a portion of the No. 2 Column 
under Brevet Colonel Anthony Durnford, late of the Royal Engineers, arrived at the drift 
and camped on the Zulu bank, where it remained through the next day. 
 
Late on the evening of 21 January, Durnford was ordered to Isandlwana, as was a small 
detachment of No. 5 Field Company, Royal Engineers, commanded by Lieutenant John 
Chard, which had arrived on the 19th to repair the pontoons which bridged the Buffalo. 
Chard rode ahead of his detachment to Isandlwana on the morning of 22 January to 
clarify his orders, but was sent back to Rorke's Drift with only his wagon and its driver to 
construct defensive positions for the expected reinforcement company, passing 
Durnford's column en route in the opposite direction. 
 
Sometime around noon on the 22nd, Major Spalding left the station for Helpmekaar to 
ascertain the whereabouts of Rainforth's G Company, which was now overdue. He left 
Chard in temporary command. Chard rode down to the drift itself where the engineer's 
camp was located. Soon thereafter, two survivors from Isandlwana – Lieutenant Gert 
Adendorff of the 1st/3rd NNC and a trooper from the Natal Carbineers – arrived bearing 
the news of the defeat and that a part of the Zulu impi was approaching the station. 
 
Upon hearing this news, Chard, Bromhead, and another of the station's officers, Acting 
Assistant Commissary James Dalton (of the Commissariat and Transport Department), 
held a quick meeting to decide the best course of action – whether to attempt a retreat 
to Helpmekaar or to defend their current position. Dalton pointed out that a small 
column, travelling in open country and burdened with carts full of hospital patients, 
would be easily overtaken and defeated by a numerically superior Zulu force, and so it 
was soon agreed that the only acceptable course was to remain and fight. 
 
 



 
 
Defensive preparations 
Once the British officers decided to stay, Chard and Bromhead directed their men to 
make preparations to defend the station. With the garrison's some 400 men working 
quickly, a defensive perimeter was constructed out of mealie bags. This perimeter 
incorporated the storehouse, the hospital, and a stout stone kraal. The buildings were 
fortified, with loopholes (firing holes) knocked through the external walls and the 
external doors barricaded with furniture. 
 
At about 3.30 pm, a mixed troop of about 100 Natal Native Horse (NNH) under 
Lieutenant Alfred Henderson arrived at the station after having retreated in good order 
from Isandlwana. They volunteered to picket the far side of the Oscarberg (Shiyane), the 
large hill that overlooked the station and from behind which the Zulus were expected to 
approach. 
 
With the defences nearing completion and battle approaching, Chard had several 
hundred men available to him: Bromhead's B Company, Stevenson's large NNC 
company, Henderson's NNH troop, and various others (most of them hospital patients, 
but 'walking wounded') drawn from various British and colonial units. Adendorff also 
stayed, while the trooper who had ridden in with him galloped on to warn the garrison at 
Helpmekaar. 
 
The force was sufficient, in Chard's estimation, to fend off the Zulus. Chard posted the 
British soldiers around the perimeter, adding some of the more able patients, the 
'casuals' and civilians, and those of the NNC who possessed firearms along the barricade. 
The rest of the NNC, armed only with spears, were posted outside the mealie bag and 
biscuit box barricade within the stone-walled cattle kraal. 
 
The approaching Zulu force was vastly larger; the uDloko, uThulwana, inDlondo 
amabutho (regiments) of married men in their 30s and 40s and the inDlu-yengwe ibutho 
of young unmarried men mustered 3,000 to 4,000 warriors, none of them engaged 
during the battle at Isandlwana. This Zulu force was the 'loins' or reserve of the army at 
Isandlwana and is often referred to as the Undi Corps. It was directed to swing wide of 
the British left flank and pass west and south of Isandlwana hill itself positioning itself 
across the line of communication and retreat of the British and their colonial allies in 
order to prevent their escape back into Natal by way of the Buffalo River ford leading to 
Rorke's Drift. 
 



By the time the Undi Corps reached Rorke's Drift at 4:30 pm they had fast-marched 
some 30 km from the morning encampment they had left around 8 am, they would 
spend almost the next eleven and a half hours continuously storming the British 
fortifications at Rorke's Drift. 
 
Most Zulu warriors were armed with an assegai and a shield made of cowhide. The Zulu 
army drilled in the personal and tactical use and coordination of this weapons system. 
Some Zulus also had old muskets and antiquated rifles, though their marksmanship 
training was poor and the quality and supply of powder and shot dreadful. 
 
 
While the Undi Corps had been led by inkhosi kaMapitha at the Isandlwana battle, the 
command of the Undi Corps passed to Prince Dabulamanzi kaMpande (half-brother of 
Cetshwayo kaMpande, the Zulu king) when kaMapitha was wounded during the pursuit 
of British fugitives from Isandlwana. Prince Dabulamanzi was considered rash and 
aggressive and this characterisation was borne out by his violation of King Cetshwayo's 
order to act only in defence of Zululand against the invading British soldiers and not 
carry the war over the border into enemy territory. The Rorke's Drift attack was an 
unplanned raid rather than any organised counter-invasion, with many of the Undi Corps 
Zulus breaking off to raid other African kraals and homesteads while the main body 
advanced on Rorke's Drift. 
 
At about 4:00 pm, Surgeon James Reynolds, Otto Witt – the Swedish missionary who 
ran the mission at Rorke's Drift – and army chaplain Reverend George Smith came down 
from the Oscarberg hillside with the news that a body of Zulus was fording the river to 
the southeast and was "no more than five minutes away". At this point, Witt decided to 
depart the station as his family lived in an isolated farmhouse about 30 km away and he 
wanted to be with them. Witt's native servant, Umkwelnantaba, left with him; so too did 
one of the hospital patients, Lieutenant Thomas Purvis of the 1st/3rd NNC. 
 
Battle 
At about 4:20 pm the battle began with Lieutenant Henderson's NNH troopers, stationed 
behind the Oscarberg, briefly engaging the vanguard of the main Zulu force. However, 
tired from the battle and retreat from Isandlwana and short of carbine ammunition, 
Henderson's men departed for Helpmekaar. Henderson himself reported to Lieutenant 
Chard that the enemy were close and that "his men would not obey his orders but were 
going off to Helpmekaar". 
 
Henderson then followed his departing men. Upon witnessing the withdrawal of 
Henderson's NNH troop, Captain Stevenson's NNC company abandoned the cattle kraal 
and fled, greatly reducing the strength of the defending garrison. Outraged that 
Stevenson and some of his colonial NCOs also fled from the barricades, a few British 
soldiers fired after them, killing Corporal William Anderson. 
 
With the Zulus nearly at the station, the garrison now numbered between 154 and 156 
men. Of these, only Bromhead's company could be considered a cohesive unit. 
Additionally, up to 39 of his company were at the station as hospital patients, although 
only a handful of these were unable to take up arms. With fewer men, Chard realised the 
need to modify the defences, and gave orders for the construction of a biscuit-box wall 
through the middle of the post in order to make possible the abandonment of the 
hospital side of the station if the need arose. 
 
At 4:30 pm, the Zulus rounded the Oscarberg and approached the south wall. Private 
Frederick Hitch, posted as lookout atop the storehouse, reported a large column of Zulus 
approaching. The Zulu vanguard, 600 men of the iNdluyengwe, attacked the south wall 
which joined the hospital and the storehouse. The British opened fire at 500 yards (460 
m). 
 



The majority of the attacking Zulu force swept around to attack the north wall, while a 
few took cover and were either pinned by continuing British fire or retreated to the 
terraces of Oscarberg. There they began a harassing fire of their own. As this occurred, 
another Zulu force swept onto the hospital and North West wall. 
 
Those British on the barricades – including Dalton and Bromhead – were soon engaged 
in fierce hand to hand fighting. The British wall was too high for the Zulus to scale, so 
they resorted to crouching under the wall, trying to get hold of the defenders' rifles, 
slashing at British soldiers with assegai or firing their weapons through the wall. At 
places, they clambered over each other's bodies to drive the British off the walls, but 
were driven back. 
 
Zulu fire, both from those under the wall and around Oscarberg, caused a few casualties 
and five of the 17 who were killed or mortally wounded in the action were struck while at 
the north wall. 
 
Defence of the hospital 
Chard realised that the north wall, under almost constant Zulu attack, could not be held, 
and at 6:00 pm he pulled his men back into the yard, abandoning the front two rooms of 
the hospital in the process. The hospital was becoming untenable; the loopholes had 
become a liability, as rifles poking out were grabbed at by the Zulus – but if the holes 
were left empty the Zulu warriors stuck their own weapons through to fire into the 
rooms. Among the soldiers assigned to the Hospital were Corporal William Wilson Allen 
and Privates Cole, Dunbar, Hitch, Horrigan, John Williams, Joseph Williams, Alfred Henry 
Hook, Robert Jones, and William Jones. 
 
Privates Horrigan, John Williams and Joseph Williams and patients tried to hold the 
hospital entrance with carbines and fixed bayonets. Joseph Williams defended a small 
window, and 14 dead Zulus were found later beneath the window. As it became clear 
that the front of the building was being taken by the Zulus, John Williams began to hack 
a way of escape through the wall dividing the central room and a corner room in the 
back of the hospital. As he made a passable hole, the door into the central room came 
under furious attack from the Zulus, and he only had time to drag two bedridden 
patients out before the door gave way. 
 
The corner room that John Williams had pulled the two patients into was occupied by 
Private Hook and another nine patients. John Williams hacked at the wall to the next 
room with his pick-axe, as Hook held off the Zulus. A fire fight erupted as the Zulus fired 
through the door and Hook returned fire – but not without an assegai striking his helmet 
and stunning him. 
 
Williams made the hole big enough to get into the next room, occupied only by patient 
Private Waters, and dragged the patients through. The last man out was Hook, who 
killed some Zulus who had knocked down the door before diving through the hole. John 
Williams once again went to work, spurred by the fact that the roof was now on fire, as 
Hook defended the hole and Waters continued to fire through a loophole. 
 
After fifty minutes, the hole was large enough to drag the patients through, and the men 
– save Privates Waters and Beckett, who hid in the wardrobe (Waters was wounded and 
Beckett died of assegai wounds) – were now in the last room, being defended by 
Privates Robert Jones and William Jones. From here, the patients clambered out through 
a window and then ran across the yard to the barricade. 
 
Of the eleven patients, nine survived the trip, as did all the able-bodied men. According 
to James Henry Reynolds only four defenders were killed in the hospital: one was a 
member of the Natal Native Contingent with a broken leg; Sgt Maxfield and Private 
Jenkins who were ill with fever and refused to be moved. Reportedly Jenkins was killed 
after being seized and stabbed with a Private Adams who also refused to move. A Private 
Cole assigned to the hospital was killed when he ran outside. Another hospital patient 



killed was Trooper Hunter of the Natal Mounted Police. Among the hospital patients who 
escaped were a Corporal Mayer of the NNC; Bombardier Lewis of the Royal Artillery and 
Trooper Green of the Natal Mounted Police who was wounded in the thigh by a spent 
bullet. A Private Conley with a broken leg was pulled to safety by Hook, although 
Conley's leg was broken again in the process. 
 
The evacuation of the burning hospital completed the shortening of the perimeter. As 
night fell, the Zulu attacks grew stronger. The cattle kraal came under renewed assault 
and was evacuated by 10:00 pm, leaving the remaining men in a small bastion around 
the storehouse. Throughout the night, the Zulus kept up a constant assault against the 
British positions; Zulu attacks only began to slacken after midnight, and finally ended by 
2:00 am, being replaced by a constant harassing fire from the Zulu firearms until 4:00 
am. 
 
By that time Chard's force had lost 14 dead. Two others were mortally wounded and 8 
more – including Dalton – were seriously wounded. Virtually every man had some kind 
of wound. They were all exhausted, having fought for the better part of ten hours, and 
were running low on ammunition. Of 20,000 rounds in reserve at the mission, only 900 
remained. 
 
As dawn broke, the British could see that the Zulus were gone; all that remained were 
the dead and severely wounded. Patrols were dispatched to scout the battlefield, recover 
rifles, and look for survivors, many of whom were executed when found. At roughly 7:00 
am, an Impi of Zulus suddenly appeared, and the British manned their positions again. 
 
No attack materialised however, as the Zulus had been on the move for six days prior to 
the battle and had not eaten properly for two. In their ranks were hundreds of wounded, 
and they were several days' march from any supplies. Soon after their appearance, the 
Zulus left the way they had come. 
 
Around 8:00 am, another force appeared, and the redcoats left their breakfast to man 
their positions again; however the force turned out to be the vanguard of Lord 
Chelmsford's relief column. 
 
Breakdown of British and colonial casualties: 
1st/24th Foot: 4 killed or mortally wounded in action; 2 wounded 
2nd/24th Foot: 9 killed or mortally wounded in action; 9 wounded 
Commissariat and Transport Department: 1 killed in action; 1 wounded 
Natal Mounted Police: 1 killed in action; 1 wounded 
1st/3rd NNC: 1 killed in action 
2nd/3rd NNC: 2 wounded 
 
And as mentioned, one member of Stevenson's 2nd/3rd NNC, Corporal William 
Anderson, was killed by British fire while fleeing the station just prior to the arrival of the 
Zulus. 
 
Three hundred and fifty-one Zulu bodies were counted after the battle, but it has been 
estimated that at least 500 wounded and captured Zulus might have been massacred as 
well. Having witnessed the carnage at Isandlwana, the members of Chelmsford's relief 
force had no mercy for the captured, wounded Zulus they came across.  
 
 
Victoria Crosses and Distinguished Conduct Medals 
John Chard VC, as a lieutenant-colonel 
Eleven Victoria Crosses were awarded to the defenders of Rorke's Drift, seven of them to 
soldiers of the 2nd/24th Foot – the most ever received in a single action by one regiment 
(although not, as commonly thought, the most awarded in a single action or the most in 
a day: 16 were awarded at the Battle of Inkerman, on 5 November 1854; 28 were 
awarded during the Second Relief of Lucknow, 14–22 November 1857). 



 
Four Distinguished Conduct Medals were also awarded. This high number of awards for 
bravery has been interpreted as a reaction to the earlier defeat at the Battle of 
Isandlwana – the extolling of the victory at Rorke's Drift drawing the public's attention 
away from the great defeat at Isandlwana and the fact that Lord Chelmsford and Bartle 
Frere had instigated the war without the approval of Her Majesty's Government. 
 
 
Awarded the Victoria Cross: 
Lieutenant John Rouse Merriott Chard, 5th Field Coy, Royal Engineers 
Lieutenant Gonville Bromhead; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Corporal William Wilson Allen; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Private Frederick Hitch; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Private Alfred Henry Hook; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Private Robert Jones; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Private William Jones; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Private John Williams; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Surgeon James Henry Reynolds; Army Medical Department 
Acting Assistant Commissary James Langley Dalton; Commissariat and Transport 
Department 
Corporal Christian Ferdinand Schiess; 2nd/3rd Natal Native Contingent 
 
Awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal: 
Gunner John Cantwell; N Batt, 5th Brig Royal Horse Artillery (demoted from bombardier 
wheeler the day before the battle) 
Private John William Roy; 1st/24th Foot 
Colour Sergeant Frank Edward Bourne; B Coy, 2nd/24th Foot 
Second Corporal Francis Attwood; Army Service Corps 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Intombe. 

Date:  12 March 1879. 

Involving: British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: the Anglo-Zulu War 

Area of Battle: Intombe River. 

Symbol: AZW3. 

Notes: 

The Battle of Intombe (also Intombi or Intombi River Drift) was a small action fought on 
12 March 1879, between Zulu forces and British soldiers defending a supply convoy. 
 
Prelude 
The village of Lüneberg, situated at in the disputed territories to the north of Zululand, 
had been laagered by its white settlers ever since the Anglo-Zulu War had begun. The 
Zulus posed a serious threat to the area (as indicated by a vicious night attack on the 
area on the night of 10th/11 February). Fearing a repeat of the attack, the British 
dispatched four companies of the 80th Regiment under Major Charles Tucker to garrison 
Lüneberg. 
 
In late February 1879, a convoy of eighteen wagons carrying 90,000 rounds of 
ammunition and other supplies was sent from Lydenburg to re-supply the garrison, and 
from the Transvaal border was escorted by a single company. By 5 March, the convoy 
was still 8 miles from Lüneberg, having been hampered by rains which caused the rivers 
to swell and the ground to soften. Fearing a Zulu attack, Major Tucker sent an order for 
the company commander to reach Lüneberg that night 'at any cost'. The company 
commander took this literally and abandoned the wagons and proceeded on. 
 
The escort had succeeded in having six wagons reach the opposite bank of the Intombe, 
four miles from Lüneberg. Six other wagons were three miles further back. 
 



On 6 March, a party dispatched by Tucker only succeeded in pulling free a wagon which 
was trapped in a drift, returning to the town that night. 
 
On 7 March, Tucker dispatched Captain David Moriarty with a hundred men to gather 
together all the wagons and laager them on the bank of the Intombe, and then gave 
orders for them to wait until the river went down. 
 
On 11 March, Tucker inspected the laager at the river but found it to be poorly 
constructed, not being impressed with the inverted 'V' shape in that the wagons were 
arranged, with the base at the river. The river however, had gone down and there was a 
gap of several yards between the base and the river. Other flaws in the arrangement 
were viewed by Tucker as affording no 'protection whatever in the event of the Zulus 
attacking in numbers'. Furthermore, the garrison was weakened by being divided by a 
river with thirty of its number laagered on the other bank. 
 
The battle 
On the night of 11 March 1879, two sentries were stationed 20 yards from the laager, 
however their vision range was only 50 yards due to a rise to their front. 
 
At 3.30 am on 12 March, a shot was heard close to the camp, however the men returned 
to their beds after Moriarty decided that it was nothing. 
 
An hour and a half later, a sentry on the far bank saw to his horror, through a clearing in 
the mist, a huge mass of Zulus advancing silently on the camp. 'He at once fired his rifle 
and gave the alarm,' Tucker recorded. 'The sentries on the other side did the same. Of 
course the men were up in a moment, some men sleeping under the wagons and some 
in the tents; but before the men were in their positions the Zulus had fired a volley, 
thrown down their guns... and were around the wagons and on top of them, and even 
inside with the cattle, almost instantly. So quickly did they come, there was really no 
defence on the part of our men; it was simply each man fighting for his life, and in a few 
minutes all was over, our men being simply slaughtered.' 
 
Being one of the first to die, Moriarty was struck in the back with an assegai as he 
charged out of his tent, shooting dead three Zulus with a revolver. He was shot while 
trying to climb the laager. His last words were 'I am done; fire away, boys.' However, 
few managed to put up any resistance, sharing a similar fate. The few survivors fled into 
the river, the troops on the far bank providing as much covering fire as possible. Upon 
what survivors they could see reaching the Lüneberg side of the river, Lieutenant Henry 
Harward, Moriarty's second-in-command, gave the order to withdraw upon seeing 
several hundred Zulus crossing the river. No sooner had he done this, when he grabbed 
the first horse he spotted and fled, abandoning his men. 
 
This left the survivors under the command of Colour-Sergeant Anthony Clarke Booth. For 
three miles, the Zulus pursued the group of around forty survivors. Whenever they drew 
closer, several of the bolder troops, along with Booth stopped to deliver a volley, which 
dispersed their pursuers. Four men who split up from the group were killed. The others 
made it to Raby's Farm, around two miles from Lüneberg where the Zulus broke off 
pursuit. The wagons were looted and all the ammunition and supplies were carried off by 
the Zulus or destroyed. Booth was rewarded with the Victoria Cross. 
 
Aftermath 
Harward arrived at Lüneberg and frantically informed Tucker of what had transpired. The 
Major quickly ordered all his mounted troops to accompany him to the camp, and 
ordered further 150-foot soldiers to follow. Tucker and his mounted force spotted 'dense 
masses' of Zulus leaving the scene of the battle as they approached. At the camp, they 
discovered one soldier who had made a miraculous escape by being carried down the 
river and then making his way back to the camp. He and two African wagon drivers were 
the only survivors they found. 
 



The result of Intombe was a far cry from that of Rorke's Drift. At Intombe a force of 
some 500 to 800 Zulu were able to overrun and defeat over 100 British regular infantry 
in laager in short order while at Rorke's Drift over 100 British regular infantry were able 
to stand off 3,000 to 4,000 Zulu from behind hastily constructed, but sturdy, 
fortifications for nearly a day. Intombe demonstrated the vulnerability of the slow and 
awkward supply lines that the British army was utterly dependent on. If the Zulus 
continued to exploit this vulnerability any and all invading British columns could be 
halted or turned back. 
 
Amazingly, Harward escaped the charges brought against him for deserting his men. In 
any case, his career was over and he resigned his commission in May 1880. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Hlobane. 

Date:  28 March 1879. 

Involving: British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: the Anglo-Zulu War 

Area of Battle: Hlobane. 

Symbol: AZW4. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders: 
United Kingdom: Evelyn Wood  
Zulu: Mnyamana Buthelezei, Prince Mbilini Dlamini  
 
The Battle of Hlobane was a battle of the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879 that took place at 
Hlobane, near the current town of Vryheid in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
 
Prelude 
No. 4 Column of the British invasion force, under Colonel Evelyn Wood, was to occupy 
the attention of those Zulus dwelling on the flat-topped mountains rising out of the 
plains of north-west Zululand. The distance of these Zulus from the capital of Ulundi 
gave them a degree of independence from Cetshwayo rule, enabling the chiefs to 
withhold their warriors for local defence, rather than contributing to the main Zulu Army. 
Lord Chelmsford required these Zulus to be distracted so that they would not interfere 
with the operations of No. 3 Column during its advance to Isandlwana and onto Ulundi. 
 
On 17 January 1879, Wood advanced his column north-eastwards, and a laager was 
established at Tinta's Kraal, 16 km south of a chain of flat-topped mountains on the 
20th. These were Zunguin, Hlobane and Ityentika, connected by a nek, and running for 
24 km in a north-easterly direction. While the camp was being fortified, scouts 
investigating the mountains were attacked from Zunguin by about 1,000 Zulus. At dawn 
the next day an attack was mounted on Zunguin, and the Zulus fled to Hlobane, where 
Wood observed some 4,000 Zulus drilling that afternoon. An attack on Hlobane began on 
the 24th, but was scrapped when Wood learnt of the disaster at Isandlwana. After falling 
back to Tinta's Kraal, Wood decided to move his column north-westwards to Kambula 
hill, about 22km due west of Zunguin. Their arrival on the 31st was met with a message 
from Lord Chelmsford informing Wood that all orders were cancelled, he was now on his 
own with no expectation of reinforcements and that he must be prepared to face the 
whole Zulu Army. 
 
Kambula 
February 1879 passed with no major engagements, save for the mounted patrols sent 
out daily to raid the kraals of Zulus harassing No. 5 Column across the eastern Transvaal 
border. At Kambula, a hexagonal laager was formed with tightly locked together wagons, 
and a separate kraal for the cattle was constructed on the edge of the southern face of 
the ridge. Trenches and earth parapets surrounded both, and a stone-built redoubt was 
built on a rise just north of the kraal. A palisade blocked the hundred yards between the 
kraal and redoubt, while four 7-pounders were positioned between the redoubt and the 
laager to cover the northern approaches. Two more guns in the redoubt covered the 



north-east also. This month saw Wood receive much needed reinforcements in the form 
of Transvaal Rangers, mounted troops, a troop of German settlers and five companies of 
the 80th Regiment of Foot. 
 
Wood had hoped to capitalise on the near-autonomy of the Zulus surrounding him, by 
trying to wean them from any allegiance they felt to Cetshwayo, centring hopes on one 
Uhamu, Cetshwayo's half-brother who had always been friendly towards the British and 
at odds with the Zulu King. On 13 March, Uhamu entered the camp with some 700 of his 
people, requesting escorts to bring the rest of his people out of hiding. They were hiding 
in caves near the headwaters of the Black Umfolozi, 50 miles to the east and only 40 
miles (60 km) from Ulundi. It would be considerably risky to escort large numbers to 
safety over this area, but Wood considered the move to be worth the risk. An escort of 
360 British mounted men, in addition to about 200 of Uhamu's warriors were able to 
return to Kambula with around 900 further refugees. Shortly after this achievement, 
Wood received a request from Chelmsford to create a distraction to draw off some of the 
Zulu strength while he attempted to relieve Eshowe. Knowing that an impi was preparing 
to leave Ulundi and attack either Kambula or another British fort, Utrecht, Wood 
reckoned that by attacking Hlobane on 28 March he could drive cattle off the mountain, 
prompting the impi to attack him in his well-prepared position at Kambula. 
 
Battle 
Hlobane consisted of two plateaux, the lower and smaller of which rose to a height of 
about 260m at the eastern end of the 6km-long nek connecting it to Zunguin to the 
south-west. At the eastern end of this lower plateau rose very steeply for another 60m 
up a narrow, boulder-strewn way forming a series of giant steps, known as ‘Devil's Pass’, 
to the higher plateau. On the top of this plateau were some 2,000 cattle and about 1,000 
Zulu of the abaQulusi. Wood's plan for mounted troops led by Lieutenant-Colonel 
Redvers Henry Buller to scale the eastern track to the higher plateau, supported by 
rocket artillery and friendly Zulus – once on top he was to drive off the cattle. A similarly 
composed force, under Major R. A. Russell, would occupy the lower plateau. 
 
At dawn on 27 March the forces departed and, although hampered by a heavy 
thunderstorm and Zulus firing at targets presented by the light of lightning flashes, 
Buller's mounted troops had reached the summit by 6 am of the following day. Native 
infantry then began herding cattle westwards. As Russell's troops occupied the lower 
plateau, Wood, who was personally commanding the attack on the ground, encountered 
a group of the Border Horse who had become detached from Buller's advance up the 
higher plateau. Wood ordered them to advance towards the firing on the upper plateau 
but the men, mostly English settlers from Transvaal, refused. Wood himself rode on with 
his small party, intending to take Buller's track up to the summit, and was eventually 
followed by the Border Horse. Coming under fire from the caves, as Buller's men had, 
Wood was again faced by refusal upon ordering the Border Horse to clear the way. Five 
of Wood's escorts charged the caves themselves, resulting in the death of two officers — 
Wood's staff officer, Captain R. Campbell, and his political agent Mr Lloyd. The group 
moved westwards to join Russell on the lower plateau. 
 
On his way, at 10.30 am, Wood was riding along the southern flank of Hlobane and 
spotted five large columns of Zulus to the south-east. This was the main impi, which he 
was not expecting to arrive in the area for another day and were closing on the British 
fast, only 4.8 km away. The impi was already breaking up and Wood could see that they 
would effectively block Buller's retreat from the upper plateau and then trap Russell also. 
Even if Wood withdrew both groups, a rapid retreat to Kambula would be required before 
the Zulus could reach it. Wood hurriedly sent a message to Russell, ordering him to 
move up to the nek, but with the advantage of high ground Russell had already seen the 
impi, an hour and a half before Wood, and warned Buller of their presence. 
 
Buller realised the serious predicament of his force. Descent by his route up was 
impossible. The only option was to make for the lower plateau, where he would be 
supported by Russell's force. Russell had moved his troops off the lower plateau to 



Intyentika Nek, to support Buller's descending troops. When Wood's orders arrived, 
Russell and his officers believed that Wood wished for them to take up positions on 
another nek, 10 km westwards by Zunguin. Leaving a small number of troops behind, 
Russell's force departed in that direction, leaving Buller alone at Hlobane. 
 
Buller's troops only had one route to the lower plateau, Devil's Pass. The treacherous 
traverse was the cause of much confusion among his nervous troopers with their 
frenzied horses, causing inevitable casualties. This danger was heightened by the 
abaQulusi, who after they saw the approaching Zulu army, became more confident and 
daring in their attacks on the withdrawing troops. The British had to fight their way 
through the pass. Despite this serious situation, the British were able to get off the 
plateau and onto the plains, where Buller gave the immediate order to make for 
Kambula. The force was broken and disorganised, and with many horses lost the men 
were required to ride pillion to make it to Kambula, but they eventually all made it. The 
Zulu impi reached the plain shortly after the British had departed. Wanting revenge, they 
followed the them for 20 km, skirmishing from all sides. 
 
Results 
The Battle of Hlobane had been a British defeat. Fifteen officers and 110 soldiers were 
killed, a further 8 wounded and 100 native soldiers died. The loss in horses gravely 
weakened Wood's mounted capability. The Border Horse unit, trapped and unable to 
retreat to Kambula was wiped out, and the battalions of Zulu warriors helping the British 
had decamped. However, Wood was confident that the Zulu impi would now attack 
Kambula as he hoped, and he was confident of victory. The following day, at the Battle 
of Kambula, Wood did indeed rout the Zulu army. 
 
Colonel Buller received the Victoria Cross for his conspicuous gallantry and leadership, as 
did Lieutenant Henry Lysons and Private Edmund Fowler for charging the caves that 
morning. Major William Knox Leet and Lieutenant Edward Browne were awarded the VC 
for going back to save the lives of wounded men at the descent of Devil's Pass. 
Lieutenant D’Arcy of the Frontier Light Horse was recommended for the Victoria Cross 
but denied on the grounds of his being a colonial. This was later rectified. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Kambula. 

Date:  29 March 1879. 

Involving:  British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: the Anglo-Zulu War 

Area of Battle:  Kambula. 

Symbol: AZW5. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Evelyn Wood  
Mnyamana kaNgqengelele  
 
The Battle of Kambula took place in 1879, during the Anglo-Zulu War when a Zulu Army 
attacked the British camp at Kambula. It resulted in a decisive Zulu defeat and is 
considered to be the turning point of the Anglo-Zulu War. 
 
Prelude 
Following the disaster at Hlobane on 28 March 1879, Colonel Evelyn Wood's forces 
prepared to receive an attack by the entire Zulu impi, of which they had only previously 
encountered the leading sections. Soon after dawn of 29 March, Transvaal Rangers rode 
out to locate the enemy impi, the cattle were put out to graze and, after some 
deliberation, two companies were despatched to collect firewood. By 11 am the Rangers 
had returned with the news that the impi was on the move and was to attack Kambula at 
noon. 
 



Wood also now received information that the impi was nearly 20,000 men strong, 
consisting of regiments that had already defeated the British at Isandlwana and other 
battles and that many of the Zulus were armed with rifles taken from the British dead at 
these battles. Shortly after this the Zulu impi was sighted 8km away across the plain, 
coming on due westwards in five columns. However, the warriors of the impi had not 
eaten for three days. The woodcutters and cattle were brought back in and, confident 
that the defences could be manned within a minute and a half of an alarm being 
sounded, Wood ordered the men to have their dinners. 
 
Cetshwayo responded to pleas from the abaQulasi for aid against the raids of Wood's 
troops by ordering the main Zulu army to help them. He ordered it not to attack fortified 
positions but to lure the British troops into the open even if it had to march on the 
Transvaal to accomplish this. His orders were not followed. The impi moved and Wood 
initially thought it was advancing on the Transvaal but it halted a few miles south of 
Kambula and formed up for an attack. 
 
Kambula's defences 
The defences on Kambula consisted of a hexagonal laager formed with wagons that were 
tightly locked together, and a separate kraal for the cattle, constructed on the edge of 
the southern face of the ridge. Trenches and earth parapets surrounded both sections, 
and a stone-built redoubt had been built on a rise just north of the kraal. A palisade 
blocked the hundred yards between the kraal and redoubt, while four 7-pounders were 
positioned between the redoubt and the laager to cover the northern approaches. Two 
more guns in the redoubt covered the north-east. 
 
Two companies were sited in the redoubt; another company occupied the cattle kraal 
and the remaining infantry manned the laager. The gunners had been told that if the 
Zulus got in close they were to abandon their guns and make for the laager. In all, 
Wood's force mustered 121 Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers, 1,238 infantry and 638 
mounted men. With headquarters staff, it totalled 2,000 men, of whom 88 were sick in 
hospital. 
 
Battle 
At 12.45 on 29 March 1879, the tents were struck, reserve ammunition was distributed, 
and the troops took up their battle stations. As the troops moved to their posts they 
could see the Zulu right horn, circling north out of British artillery range before halting 
north-west of the camp. The left horn and centre of the impi continued westwards until 
they were due south of Kambula. At 1.30 Lieutenant-Colonel Redvers Henry Buller 
suggested his mounted troops sting the right horn into premature attack, which was 
agreed to. The men rode out to within range of the massed Zulus, fired a volley and then 
galloped back, closely followed by a great wave of 11,000 Zulu warriors. As soon as the 
horsemen had reached Kambula, and cleared the field of fire, the British infantry opened 
fire with support from their four 7-pounders firing shell, and then when the Zulus got 
closer canister shot. A small number of Zulus managed to burst into the laager, and 
were repelled with bayonets, while the bulk of the advance was held at bay by the 
steady British musketry and gunfire. Some of the Zulu force swung right to come in 
against the western sides of the laager, but were met with equally effective resistance. 
After about half an hour the Zulu right horn drew back to the north-east. 
 
At 2.15, as the right horn made its withdrawal, the left horn and centre surged up out of 
the ravine, their leading warriors falling to crossfire from the laager and kraal as they 
came over the crest. However, more and more swarmed on to the glacis between the 
cliff and the defenders, funnelling into the gap between the kraal and laager. The Zulus 
soon forced their way into the cattle Kraal and fought hand-to-hand with men of the 
1/13th company. The cattle in the kraal hampered both sides, but with Zulu pressure 
mounting up the heavily outnumbered British troops managed to extricate themselves 
and pull back to the redoubt. Zulu riflemen were now able to open fire from behind the 
walls of the kraal to give their advancing comrades cover. At about this time the right 



horn came on again from the north-east, charging across the north face of the redoubt 
towards the guns and the eastern sides of the laager. 
 
 
Although now attacked on both sides, Wood appreciated that the situation to the south 
was critical and ordered two companies to clear the Zulus off the glacis. Led by Major 
Hackett the men formed in line with bayonets fixed and charged across the open ground, 
forcing the Zulus back over the rim. The troops then lined the crest and opened volley 
fire into the packed warriors in the ravine. The counter-attack had succeeded perfectly 
but Hackett's men suddenly found themselves under fire from their right, where Zulu 
marksmen had concealed themselves in a refuse pit. Hackett sounded the 'Retire' and 
his men returned to the cover of the laager, but not before losing a colour-sergeant, a 
subaltern and himself receiving a blinding head wound. The sight of this withdrawal 
encouraged the Zulus in the ravine to charge again, but along the narrow killing zone in 
front of the laager they could not this time prevail against the controlled volleys from 
behind the wagons and the redoubt. 
 
On the north side the Royal Artillery men fought their guns in the open, not taking cover, 
and poured round after round directly into the right horn. 
 
The Zulus charged again and again, with unwavering courage, but the head of each 
charge was shot away and at about 5 pm Wood sensed the impetus was going out of 
their attack. Two companies moved to clear the kraal and lined the rim of the cliff with a 
further company to fire into the dead ground. 
 
As soon as the Zulus began to pull away eastwards Woods ordered Buller, the 
commander of his mounted troops, to mount his men up and pursue. The Zulus were 
harried mercilessly for 7 miles, mounted troops firing one handed with carbines from the 
saddle or spearing them with discarded assegais. Cecil D'Arcy of the Frontier Light Horse 
(FLH) told his troopers to take no prisoners and told them, 'no quarter boys and 
remember yesterday!' – referring to the action at Hlobane, where his men had suffered 
severely.  
 
Results 
The official British estimation at the time put the total Zulu losses of dead and wounded 
at 'nearly 2,000', while the Zulus thought that their casualties were at least as high or 
higher than those suffered at Isandlwana. 
 
The morale effect of the battle of Kambula on the Zulu army was also severe. Their 
commander, Mnyamana tried to get the regiments to return to Ulundi but many 
demoralised warriors simply went home. The shock of the defeat contributed to a 
weakening of the Zulu resolve to maintain armed resistance to the British invasion. 
 
By contrast to the heavy Zulu losses, only 18 British soldiers were killed, and 8 officers 
and 57 men wounded, 11 of whom later died. Kambula is considered as the turning point 
of the war, for the British demonstrated that shield and assegai were no match for an 
entrenched force with artillery and the Martini-Henry. Never again would an impi fight 
against a prepared position with the ferocity and resolution displayed up to this date. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Gingindlovu (uMgungundlovu.) 

Date:  2 April 1879. 

Involving: British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: the Anglo-Zulu War 

Area of Battle:  Gingindlovu, Inyezane river. 

Symbol: AZW6. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders: 
Lord Chelmsford  
Somopho kaZikhala 



 
The Battle of Gingindlovu (uMgungundlovu) was fought on 2 April 1879 between a British 
relief column sent to break the Siege of Eshowe and a Zulu impi of king Cetshwayo. 
 
Prelude 
Charles Pearson had led the No. 1 Column of the British invasion force across the Tugela 
River with the intention of creating an advanced base at Eshowe. This they did, but 
found themselves besieged in the hastily constructed base, at a deserted Norwegian 
mission station. A relief column was organised, and under the leadership of Lord 
Chelmsford it departed Fort Tenedos on 29 March to march to Pearson's relief. The 
column composed 3,390 Europeans and 2,280 Africans, and a range of artillery, 
including two 9-pounders, four 24-pounder rocket tubes and two Gatling guns. The 
progress was slow, as Chelmsford took a roundabout route to avoid ambush in the close 
country Pearson had previously passed through. In addition, the rivers they had to 
traverse were swollen by heavy rains and fearing a repeat of Isandlwana, Chelmsford 
ensured his men spent much time laagering and entrenching their camp at the end of 
each day. 
 
Despite this slow progress, Pearson's observers at Eshowe could see the relief column 
laagering on the south bank of the Inyezane on the evening of 1 April. The laager was 
sited on a 100 m ridge running roughly west-east. West of the ridge, the ground dipped, 
only to rise again to the 140 m Umisi Hill. The ground sloped away in all directions, 
allowing a good field of fire. A trench surrounded a waist high wall of earth, which itself 
encompassed 120 wagons formed a square with sides of 120 m in length. While these 
defences were being constructed, a scout returned in the evening bearing news of Zulus 
massing on the far side of Umisi Hill. A second scouting party reported no forces there, 
but that an impi was camped to the north west of the laager. While the scouts could not 
assess the Zulu strength because of the darkness, this impi was in fact composed of 
12,000 warriors, all of whom had been at Isandlwana. The impi had been ordered to 
ambush the relief column, and thwarted by Chelmsford already; this was their final 
chance to stop the column before it reached Eshowe. The night passed with no attack. 
 
The battle 
At daybreak on 2 April 1879, the morning sun revealed a muddy and sodden ground and 
a heavy mist. Chelmsford could not move his wagons until the ground dried out, and so 
sent out the Natal Native Contingent to provoke the Zulus into an attack while he held a 
strong position. Once the mist lifted, the left horn of the impi was seen advancing 
eastwards over the river towards the British laager before disappearing into tall grass. A 
long burst of fire from one of the Gatling guns saw the warriors disappear into the long 
grass. When the left horn re-emerged it had joined the rest of the impi and the left horn, 
chest and right horn were advancing over Umisi Hill. The whole charging buffalo 
formation came in at a run on the three sides of the laager. This was the scenario 
Chelmsford had planned for, at a range of between 300 to 400 m, the British infantry 
opened fire, supported by the Gatling guns and rockets. Zulu marksmen caused a few 
casualties within the laager, but the defenders kept the Zulus at bay and Chelmsford's 
defence was working. Though the Zulu regiments made persistent rushes to get within 
stabbing range, their charges lacked the drive and spirit that had pushed them forward 
at the Battle of Isandlwana and Rorke's Drift. The only Zulu to reach the laager was a 
10-year old boy, who was taken prisoner by members of the naval brigade and later 
served as a kind of mascot on their ship, HMS Boadicea. After 20 minutes, the Zulu impi 
began to crumble away. Seeing this, Chelmsford ordered pursuit by the mounted troops 
and the native contingent. Large numbers of Zulu warriors were killed in this chase. By 
07:30, the Zulus had fled. 
Around the laager itself, 700 Zulu bodies were counted and 300 more were killed in the 
mounted chase of the retreating warriors. The British took eleven dead, including a 
Lieutenant-Colonel, and 48 wounded. 
 
 
 



 
Aftermath 
The battle restored Chelmsford's confidence in his army and their ability to defeat Zulu 
attacks. With the last resistance between Chelmsford and Pearson's columns removed, 
he was able to advance and relieve Eshowe. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle Siege of Eshowe. 

Date:  22 January – 3 April 1879 

Involving: British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: The Anglo-Zulu War. 

Area of Battle:  Eshowe. 

Symbol: AZW7. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Charles Pearson  
Dabulamanzi kaMpande  
 
The Siege of Eshowe was part of a three-pronged attack on the Zulu Impis of king 
Cetshwayo at Ulundi during the Anglo-Zulu War. After a successful incursion as far as 
Eshowe (then also known as Fort Ekowe or kwaMondi, Colonel Charles Pearson was 
besieged there for two months by the Zulus. 
 
Prelude 
No.1 Column of the British invasion force, under Colonel Charles Pearson, had been 
ordered to establish an advanced base at Eshowe before continuing the advance upon 
Ulundi. The force crossed the Tugela River from Natal into Zululand on 12 January 1879. 
The advance was smooth and steady until 22 January, when a Zulu force attempted to 
bar their way. The British were camped about 4 miles south of the Inyezane River, which 
they had crossed the previous day, beneath a steep ridge with three spurs leading down 
towards the river, and surrounded by scrub. A prominent knoll sat about halfway, and a 
small kraal near the left of the crest. 
 
Shortly after 08:00 a small number of Zulus appeared near the knoll on the ridge, and a 
company of the Natal Native Contingent (NNC), under Lieutenant Hart, were sent up the 
spur after them. While this company gave chase a mass of Zulus appeared over the 
crest of the ridge and began pouring downwards. These men were the left "horn" of a 
6,000 strong force, dispatched at the same time as the army that engaged the British at 
Isandlwana, who were preparing just over the crest, to attack the British camp. This left 
horn had been prompted into a premature attack by the advance of Lieutenant Hart's 
company, and in the face of this advance the NNC fled, leaving their European officers 
and NCOs to make a fruitless stand before being swept aside. As soon as Hart and his 
men began firing, the camp prepared for defence, forming a hasty firing line. A naval 
company and two companies of Buffs with a Gatling gun and 7-pounders moved up to 
the knoll, opening up across the advancing Zulu column. Thus, when the Zulus emerged 
from scrub and began their assault on the camp, they were taking heavy fire on both 
their flank and front of their force. The Zulus wavered and then withdrew the way they 
had come. 
 
While the left horn was being repulsed, the rest of the Zulu impi appeared over the 
crest. The kraal was taken, and switching their guns to focus on it, the force previously 
attacking the left horn's flank advanced up the slope and captured the kraal. This 
position allowed the British to move the Gatling gun onto the crest where its rapid fire 
soon drove the Zulus off the centre and left end of the ridge, as the British mounted 
troops came up the right-hand spur to complete the action. The successful counter-
attack resulted in 10 British killed and 16 wounded. The Zulu impi withdrew with 350 
killed. 
 
 
 



Arrival at Eshowe 
Pearson continued his march unhindered and the following day reached the mission fort 
near Eshowe at 2,000 feet above sea level. Eshowe consisted of a deserted church, 
school and the house of a Norwegian missionary. Low hills surrounded it about a quarter 
of a mile away to the north, east and west, but to the south the Indian Ocean could be 
seen. Pearson sent a group of empty wagons, with escorts, to collect fresh supplies from 
the Lower Drift while the rest of his force began entrenching themselves. The next day, 
24 January, bore a disturbing message for Pearson—Col. Anthony Durnford's No. 2 
column had been wiped out in the Middle Drift, leaving the Lower Drift behind Eshowe in 
grave danger. If the Zulus took the lower drift, Eshowe would be cut off and there would 
be nothing between the Zulu Army and Natal. 
 
Two days later, Lord Chelmsford contacted Pearson. Without giving any details of the 
disaster at Isandlwana he informed him that all previous orders were cancelled, and that 
he was to take such as action as he thought fit to preserve his column, including 
withdrawal from Eshowe if necessary. If he withdrew, he was to hold the bridgehead at 
the Lower Drift, but he might be attacked by the whole Zulu Army. Pearson had no 
precise information on the whereabouts of the enemy, and although his defences around 
the mission would soon be complete, it was not an ideal position to defend. His force was 
good for ammunition, but other supplies were insufficient and the general consensus of 
his subordinates was to pull back to the Lower Drift. The decision to stay was settled on 
when news arrived of the return of the supply wagons, with five further companies as 
reinforcement from the Lower Drift. 
 
Eshowe besieged 
The fort enclosing the mission was roughly rectangular, 200 yards long and 50 yards 
wide, with loopholed walls 6 feet high, and was surrounded by a broad ditch in which 
sharpened sticks were embedded. A second line of defence, should the outer rampart 
fall, was formed by laagering the wagons inside the walls. A horse and cattle kraal was 
constructed, as was an abattis, and a field of fire was cleared all round out to 800 yards. 
The garrison numbered 1,300 soldiers and sailors, plus 400 wagoners. 
 
The appearance of large bodies of Zulu on the surrounding hills on 2 February, although 
they retreated under shelling from the 7-pounders, compelled Pearson to request 
reinforcements. A week later, he learned for the first time the full extent of the centre 
column's defeat at Isandlwana and was told that no reinforcements could be made. 
Pearson was on his own, but could still withdraw. Pearson considered withdrawing part of 
his garrison, if Chelmsford agreed, but receiving no response and no further runners, it 
became clear that Eshowe was now completely cut off. The garrison would run out of 
provisions by the beginning of April. 
 
February passed with no Zulu attack, save for sniping attacks and skirmishes between 
patrols. The beginning of March led Pearson to attack a kraal 7 miles away, to keep the 
soldiers from idling. The next day a heliograph was spotted signalling from Fort Pearson 
and a makeshift apparatus allowed Eshowe to reply. The garrison learnt that a relief 
force would depart the Lower Drift on 13 March and that they were to advance to the 
Inyezane to meet it. This was cheering news for the garrison, with rations running low 
and sickness having killed 20 men. A few days later another message delayed the relief 
column until 1 April. 
 
The Relief Column 
Lord Chelmsford led this column, consisting of 3,390 Europeans and 2,280 Africans to 
relieve the forces at Eshowe. The force had a range of artillery, including two 9-
pounders, four 24-pounder rocket tubes and two Gatling guns. The progress was slow, 
as in addition to taking a roundabout route to avoid ambush, the rivers they had to 
traverse were swollen by heavy rains. By the evening of 1 April, Pearson's observers at 
Eshowe could see the relief column laagering on the south bank of the Inyezane. The 
laager was sited on a 100m ridge running roughly west-east. West of the ridge, the 
ground dipped, only to rise again to the 360m Umisi Hill. The ground sloped away in all 



directions, allowing a good field of fire. A trench surrounded a waist high wall of earth, 
which itself encompassed 120 wagons formed a square with sides of 120m in length. 
Here the relief column fought the Battle of Gingindlovu, a British victory, before 
continuing on to Eshowe. 
 
Eshowe relieved 
On 3 April, the relief column entered Eshowe, led by the pipers of the 91st Highlanders. 
The two-month siege had been lifted. Chelmsford concluded that Eshowe did not need to 
be retained, and the laboriously constructed defences were demolished. Bivouacking on 
the first night after their departure from it on 6 April, Pearson's men could see that the 
Zulus had set Eshowe alight. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Ulundi. 

Date:  4 July 1879 

Involving: British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom. 

Part Of: the Anglo-Zulu War. 

Area of Battle:  Ulundi. 

Symbol: AZW8. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Lord Chelmsford  
Ziwedu kaMpande 
 
The Battle of Ulundi took place at the Zulu capital of Ulundi on 4 July 1879 and was the 
last major battle of the Anglo-Zulu War. The British army finally broke the military power 
of the Zulu nation by defeating the main Zulu army and immediately afterwards 
capturing and razing the capital of Zululand, the royal kraal of Ulundi. 
 
Prelude 
As a result of the decisive Zulu victory at the battle of Isandlwana in January over 
Chelmsford's main column and the consequent defeat of the first invasion of Zululand, 
the British found themselves forced to launch a new invasion of Zululand. In April 1879 
despite recent battles at Kambula and Gingindlovu which had resulted in serious losses 
for the Zulus, the British were back at their starting point. News of the defeat at 
Isandlwana had hit Britain hard. In response, a flood of reinforcements had arrived in 
Natal with which Chelmsford prepared a second invasion of Zululand. Lord Chelmsford 
was aware by mid June that Sir Garnet Wolseley had superseded his command of the 
British forces. Chelmsford was ordered by Her Majesty's Government to "...submit and 
subordinate your plans to his control." Chelmsford ignored this and various peace offers 
from Cetshwayo in order to strike while the Zulu were still recovering from their defeats 
and to attempt to regain his reputation before Wolseley could remove him from 
command of the army. 
 
For his renewed offensive Chelmsford's overall strength was increased to 25,000. 
However, the very size of the force overwhelmed the supply and transport capacity of 
Natal and Chelmsford would have to utilize a number of troops that could be sustained in 
the field. In the event, for his main column, he fielded two cavalry regiments, five 
batteries of artillery and 12 infantry battalions, amounting to 1,000 regular cavalry, 
9,000 regular infantry and a further 7,000 men with 24 guns, including the first ever 
British Army Gatling gun battery. The lumbering supply train consisted of 600 wagons, 
8,000 oxen and 1,000 mules. The structure of the force was reorganised; Colonel Evelyn 
Wood’s No. 4 column became the flying column, Colonel Charles Pearson was relieved of 
command by Major General Henry Crealock and his No.1 column became the 1st Division 
and Major General Newdigate was given command of the new 2nd Division, accompanied 
by Lord Chelmsford himself. 
 
Invasion 
All through April and May there was much to and fro manoeuvring by the British, 
particularly with supply and transport. Eventually, on 3 June, the main thrust of the 



second invasion began its slow advance on Ulundi. The 1st division was to advance along 
the coast belt supporting 2nd division, which with Wood's flying column, an independent 
unit, was to march on Ulundi from Rorke’s Drift and Kambula. Still hoping for an end to 
hostilities, King Cetshwayo refrained from attacking the extended and vulnerable supply 
lines, consequently the British advance was unopposed. As the force advanced 
Cetshwayo dispatched envoys from Ulundi to the British. These envoys reached 
Chelmsford on 4 June with the message that Cetshwayo wished to know what terms 
would be acceptable to cease hostilities. Chelmsford sent a Zulu-speaking Dutch trader 
back with their terms in writing. 
 
On the evening of 6 June jittery British troops and artillery in laager at Fort Newdigate 
opened fire on an arriving piquet company of Royal Engineers commanded by Lieutenant 
John Chard of Rorke's Drift fame, killing two horses and wounding one. By the 16th the 
slow advance was quickened by the news that Wolseley was on his way to Natal to take 
command. On the 17th a depot named 'Fort Marshall' was established - not far from 
Isandlhwana. On 28 June Chelmsford’s column was a mere 27km away from Ulundi and 
had established the supply depots of 'Fort Newdigate', 'Fort Napoleon' and 'Port 
Durnford' when Sir Garnet Wolseley arrived in Cape Town. Wolseley had cabled 
Chelmsford ordering him not to undertake any serious actions on the 23rd but the 
message was only received through a galloper on this day. Chelmsford had no intention 
of letting Wolseley stop him from making a last effort to restore his reputation and did 
not reply. A second message was sent on 30 June reading: 
 
"Concentrate your force immediately and keep it concentrated. Undertake no serious 
operations with detached bodies of troops. Acknowledge receipt of this message at once 
and flash back your latest moves. I am astonished at not hearing from you" 
 
Wolseley, straining to assert command over Chelmsford, tried to join 1st Division, 
lagging along the coast behind the main advance. A final message was sent to 
Chelmsford explaining that he would be joining 1st Division, and that their location was 
where Chelmsford should retreat if he was compelled. High seas prevented Wolseley 
landing at Port Durnford and he had to take the road. At the very time Wolseley was 
riding north from Durban, Chelmsford was preparing to engage the enemy. Wolseley's 
efforts to reach the front had been in vain. 
 
On the same day the first cable was received, Cetshwayo’s representatives again 
appeared. A previous reply to Chelmsford’s demands had apparently not reached the 
British force, but now these envoys bore some of what the British commander had 
demanded – oxen, a promise of guns and a gift of elephant tusks. The peace was 
rejected as the terms had not been fully met and Chelmsford turned the envoys away 
without accepting the elephant tusks and informed them that the advance would only be 
delayed one day to allow the Zulus to surrender one regiment of their army. The 
redcoats were now visible from the Royal Kraal and a dismayed Cetshwayo was 
desperate to end the hostilities. With the invading enemy in sight, he knew no Zulu 
regiment would surrender so Cetshwayo sent a further hundred white oxen from his own 
herd along with Prince Napoleon’s sword, which the Zulu had taken 1 June 1879 in the 
skirmish in which the Prince had been killed. The Zulu umCijo regiment, guarding the 
approaches to the White Umfolozi River where the British were camped, refused to let 
the oxen pass, deeming it a useless gesture, saying as it was impossible to meet all 
Chelmsford's demands - fighting was inevitable. The irate telegram from Wolseley issued 
on 30 June now reached Chelmsford, and with only five miles between him and a 
redemptive victory, it was ignored. 
 
The Battle 
On 3 July, with negotiations having broken down, Colonel Buller led a cavalry force 
across the river to reconnoitre the ground beyond. A party of Zulus were seen herding 
goats near the Mbilane stream and troopers moved to round them up. On a hunch, 
Buller bellowed an order for them to stop and prepare to fire from the saddle. His 
instinct proved right, for 3,000 Zulus rose from the long grass at that moment and fired 



a fusillade, before charging forth. Three troopers were shot dead and Buller ordered his 
men to retire. As they dashed back to the river, Baker’s Horse who had been scouting 
further across, took up position and gave covering fire for the river crossing. Their 
crossing in turn was covered by the Transvaal Rangers on the opposite bank. This 
incident had placed the entire reconnaissance in grave danger, but Buller’s alertness and 
leadership saved them from annihilation. Chelmsford was now convinced the Zulus 
wanted to fight and replied to Wolseley’s third message, informing him that he would 
indeed retreat to 1st division if the need arose, and that he would be attacking the Zulus 
the next day. 
 
That evening Chelmsford issued his orders. The British, having learned a bitter lesson at 
Isandlwana, would take no chances meeting the Zulu army in the open with their normal 
line of battle such as the 'Thin Red Line' of Balaclava fame. Their advance would begin at 
first light, prior to forming his infantry into a large hollow square, with mounted troops 
covering the sides and rear. Neither wagon laagers nor trenches would be used, to 
convince both the Zulus and critics that a British square could “beat them fairly in the 
open”. 
 
At 6 a.m. Buller led out an advance guard of mounted troops and South African 
irregulars, which after Buller had secured an upper drift was followed by the infantry, led 
by the experienced Flying Column battalions. By 7:30 a.m. the column had cleared the 
rough ground on the other side of the riverbank and their square (in reality a rectangular 
shape) was formed. At 8:45 a.m. the Zulu engaged the cavalry on the right and left 
which slowly retired and passed into the square. The leading face was made up of five 
companies of the 80th Regiment in four ranks, with two Gatling guns in the centres, two 
9-pounders on the left flank and two 7-pounders on the right. The 90th Light Infantry 
with four companies of the 94th Regiment made up the left face with two more 7-
pounders. On the right face were the 1st Battalion of the 13th Light Infantry, four 
companies of the 58th Regiment, two 7-pounders and two 9-pounders. The rear face 
was composed of two companies of the 94th Regiment, two companies of the 2nd 
Battalion of the 21st Regiment (Royal Scots Fusiliers). Within the square were 
headquarters staff, No. 5 company of the Royal Engineers led by Lieutenant Chard, the 
2nd Native Natal Contingent, fifty wagons and carts with reserve ammunition and 
hospital wagons. Buller’s horsemen protected the front and both flanks of the square. A 
rearguard of two squadrons of the 17th Lancers and a troop of Natal Native Horse 
followed. 
 
Battalions with Regimental Colours now uncased them; the band of the 13th Light 
Infantry struck up and the 5,317-man strong ‘living laager’ began its measured advance 
across the plain. No Zulus in any numbers had been sighted by 8 a.m., so the Frontier 
Light Horse were sent forth to provoke the enemy. As they rode across the Mbilane 
stream, the entire Zulu inGobamkhosi regiment rose out of the grass in front of them, 
followed by regiment after regiment rising up all around them. The Zulu Army under the 
command of umNtwana Ziwedu kaMpande - around 12,000 to 15,000 strong, now stood 
in a horseshoe shape encircling the north, east and southern sides of the square. A Zulu 
reserve force was also poised to complete the circle. The Zulu ranks stood hammering 
the ground with their feet and drumming their shields with their assegais. They were 
made up of both veterans and novices with varying degrees of confidence. The mounted 
troops by the stream opened fire from the saddle in an attempt to trigger a premature 
charge before wheeling back to gallop through the gaps made in the infantry lines for 
them. As the cavalry cleared their front at about 9 a.m., the four ranks of the infantry 
with the front two kneeling, opened fire at 2200m into the advancing Zulu ranks. The 
pace of the advance quickened and the range closed between the British lines and the 
Zulus. The British were ready and the Zulu troops faced concentrated fire. Zulu 
regiments had to charge forward directly into massed rifle fire, non-stop fire from the 
Gatling guns and the artillery firing canister shot at point-blank range. 
 
Charges were made by the Zulus, in an attempt to get within close range, but they could 
not prevail against the British fire. There were a number of casualties within the square 



to Zulu marksmen, but the British firing did not waver and no warrior was able to get 
within 33m of the British ranks. The Zulu reserve force now rose and charged against 
the south-west corner of the square. Nine-pounders tore great chunks out of this body 
while the infantry opened fire. The speed of the charge made it seem as if the Zulu 
reserves would get close enough to engage in hand-to-hand combat but no warrior 
reached the British ranks. Chelmsford ordered the cavalry to mount, and the 17th 
Lancers, 1st King’s Dragoon Guards, colonial cavalry; Native Horse and 2nd Natal Native 
Contingent charged the now fleeing Zulus. The Zulus fled towards the high ground with 
cavalry at their heels and shells falling ahead of them. The Lancers were checked at the 
Mbilane stream by the fire of a concealed party of Zulus, causing several casualties to 
the cavalrymen before they overcame the resistance.  
 
Aftermath 
After half an hour of concentrated fire from the artillery, the Gatling Guns and thousands 
of British rifles, Zulu military power was broken. British casualties were ten killed and 
eighty-seven wounded, while nearly five hundred Zulu dead were counted around the 
square; another 1,000 or more were wounded. Chelmsford ordered the Royal Kraal of 
Ulundi to be burnt – the capital of Zululand burned for days. Chelmsford turned over 
command to Wolseley on 15 July at the fort at St. Paul's, leaving for home on the 17th. 
Chelmsford had partially salvaged his reputation and received a Knight Grand Cross of 
Bath, largely because of Ulundi; however, he was severely criticized by the Horse Guards 
investigation and he would never serve in the field again. 
 
Cetshwayo had been sheltered in a village since 3 July and fled upon hearing news of the 
defeat at Ulundi. The British forces were dispersed around Zululand in the hunt for 
Cetshwayo, burning numerous kraals in a vain attempt to get his Zulu subjects to give 
him up and fighting the final small battle to defeat the remaining hostile battalions. He 
was finally captured on 28 August by soldiers under Wolseley's command at a kraal in 
the middle of the Ngome forest. He was exiled to London, where he would be held 
prisoner for three years. Wolseley, having replaced both Chelmsford and Bartle Frere, 
swiftly divided up Zululand into thirteen districts, installing compliant chiefs in each so 
that the kingdom could no longer unite under one ruler. Cetshwayo was restored to the 
throne of the partitioned Zulu kingdom in January 1883 shortly before his death in 1884. 
 
 
 

Part Seven. 

 
The Transvaal War of Independence (1880 – 1881) 

1st Boer War 

 
 
The British recognised the two Boer Republics in 1852 and 1854, but the annexation of 
the Transvaal in 1877 led to the First Boer War which commenced on the 16th of 
December 1880 and ended on the 23rd of March 1881. After British defeats, most heavily 
at the Battle of Majuba, Transvaal independence was restored subject to certain 
conditions, but relations were uneasy. 
 
Battle Name:  Bronkhorstspruit Skirmish. 

Date:  20 December 1880. 

Involving: British Empire and the South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War 

Area of Battle: Bronkhorstspruit. 

Symbol TVLW1. 

Notes: 

The Battle of Bronkhorstspruit was the first major clash of the First Boer War. It was a 
battle between a British army column and a group of Boers, fought by the 
Bronkhorstspruit River, a few miles east of the town of Bronkhorstspruit, Transvaal on 
20 December 1880. 



 
A column of British soldiers consisting of six officers and 246 men of the 94th Regiment, 
as well as 12 men of the Army Service Corps and four of the Army Hospital Corps, were 
marching on a road to Pretoria, when at least 250 Boers appeared to the left of the 
column. Making use of the limited cover, the Boers crept to within 200 yards of the 
British. Lt. Col. Philip Robert Anstruther parleyed with a Boer envoy, who had brought a 
request from the Transvaal government to turn back. Anstruther refused, but before he 
could move his column into skirmish formation the Boers opened fire at 12:30 pm. 
 
Within fifteen minutes most of the officers were killed or wounded, and the horses and 
oxen pulling the covered wagons at the front and rear of the column were killed, 
preventing any movement. Shocked by the sudden and aggressive nature of the attack, 
Lt. Col. Anstruther gave the order to surrender. In a battle lasting just fifteen minutes, 
156 British soldiers were killed or wounded, with the rest taken prisoner. Reported Boer 
casualties were only two killed and five wounded. Anstruther was himself wounded 
during the fight and died on the 26th of December following the amputation of one of his 
legs. 
 

 

Battle Name:  Siege of Rustenburg. 

Date:  27 December 1880 -30 March 1881. 

Involving: British Empire and the South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War 

Area of Battle: Rustenberg. 

Symbol: TVLW2. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Captain Auchinleck 
United Kingdom Second Lieutenant Despard 
   
The Siege of Rustenburg was a Boer siege, carried out by the South African Republic that 
took place between 1880 and 1881 during the First Boer War. Boer forces carried out the 
siege against Rustenburg, a British-controlled city inside of the Transvaal Colony. 
Preparations 
In November 1880, several months before the opening of hostilities, much of the British 
garrison was withdrawn, leaving only a single battalion of 62 men of the 21st Regiment 
of Foot in Rustenburg. Following a rise in tension, and with conflict in South Africa 
imminent, British forces under Captain Auchinleck strengthened the defences of Fort 
Rustenburg, which included adding additional sandbags on top of existing Parapets, 
laying small mines around the fort and the construction of additional military huts. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Siege of Marabastad. 

Date:  11 January 1880–2 April 1881. 

Involving: British Empire and the South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War 

Area of Battle: Marabastad Fort. 

Symbol: TVLW3. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Captain E.S. Brook 
United Kingdom Lieutenant F.G.W. Jones 
United Kingdom Captain Thompson 
United Kingdom Lieutenant Gleniston 
South African Republic Commandant Barend Vorster 
 
The Siege of Marabastad was a siege on Fort Marabastad, carried out by the Boer 
Republic of Transvaal, starting on 11 January 1880, and ending with British surrender on 



2 April 1881.It took place during the First Boer War, in which Boers besieged several 
British garrisons across the country. 
 
Background 
In early 1880, British forces in Transvaal decided to build a fort in the city, due to its 
remoteness from other British South African forts, with it being 266 km from Pretoria. 
Marabastad and the Zoutpansberg district had a population of 300,000–400,000 natives, 
along with an additional 175,000 in Waterberg. A fort was needed to control the large 
native population. In February 1880, two detachments of the 94th Regiment, under 
Captain Campbell, reached Marabastad, the first British forces to reach this part of South 
Africa. Within three months, the fort had been built. 
 
On 29 November 1880, Captain Campbell was ordered to march to Pretoria. He, along 
with a company of 60 men, left for the city, leaving behind a company of 60 men in 
Marabastad. Campbell left Captain E.S. Brooks in command, along with Lieutenant 
F.G.W. Jones and Surgeon Harding, A.M.D. 
 
Preparations for the siege 
Following the Bronkhorstspruit Disaster on 20 December, Lieutenant Jones received 
commands to prepare for siege. Captain Brooks immediately began preparations. He 
expanded his army, recruiting 30 English volunteers. They were joined by 50 South 
African Natives from the Transvaal Mounted Police, commanded by Captain Thompson 
and Lieutenant Gleniston, which had marched 60km south from Wood-Bush. 
 
In December, a trench of 27 square meters was dug around the fort. Supplies of food 
and ammunition were stored and corn seized from the natives. 
 
Siege 
In January, the Boers approached Marabastad. They were divided into two laagers - one 
at Sand Spruit and one and Botha's Farm. On 11 January, Commandant Barend Vorster 
of the Boers requested Captain Brook to stop taking corn from the city, effectively 
beginning the siege. On 19 January, a British patrol of 15 Transvaal Mounted Police 
under Thompson and ten volunteers were sent to scout the Boers at Sand Spruit. They 
were expectantly attacked and defeated by a larger force, leaving one policeman dead 
and two wounded, along with two volunteers wounded. The Boers also suffered several 
men injured. They quickly retreated to the fort, with the two policemen being captured 
prisoner. Following this engagement, Vorster requested Cp Brook to surrender, but also 
told Brook that he would not attack the British as long as no more scouts took place. 
Despite this reassurance, Boers slowly patrolled closer to the British fort. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Siege of Lydenburg. 

Date:  6 January 1881 - 30 March 1881. 

Involving: British Empire and the South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War 

Area of Battle: Lydenburg. 

Symbol: TVLW4. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Second Lieutenant Walter Long 
South African Republic Commandant Dietrich Muller 
South African Republic Commandant Piet Steyn 
 
The Siege of Lydenburg was a siege carried out by the Boer Republic of Transvaal on 
Lydenburg, between January and March 1881 during the First Boer War. Despite fierce 
British resistance, the town fell to the Boers following British defeat during the First Boer 
War. The siege lasted 84 days. 
 
 



Background 
Lydenburg was controlled by the full force 94th Regiment. On 5 December 1880, most of 
the regiment was withdrawn, under Lieutenant-Colonel Anstruther. Less than 100 British 
forces were left to defend the city, under the command of Second Lieutenant Walter 
Long, son of the British politician with the same name. On 20 December 1880, six 
officers and 246 men of the 94th Regiment, along with 12 men of the Army Service 
Corps and 4 men of the Army Hospital Corps, were attacked by 250 Boers at 
Bronkhorstspruit whilst marching from Lydenburg to Pretoria. They suffered 156 
casualties.  
 
Preparations 
Following the outbreak of the war, Long received orders from Pretoria to defend 
Lydenburg. Long acted by building a fort and constructing stone walls around it to 
improve defences. The fort, known as Fort Mary, consisted of eight thatched huts 
connected by stone walls. Fort Mary provided cover for British forces and would allow 
Long to successfully fight off the Boers for three months. The British stored 200,000 
rounds of ammunition, left behind by the main force of the 94th Regiment under 
Anstruther, in preparation for a Boer siege. The British had at their disposal three 
months' supply of meat, eight months' supplies flour for bread making, and supplies of 
groceries and vegetables, in order to survive the siege. 
 
Siege 
On 23 December 1880, Dietrich Muller entered Lydenburg and informed Long that his 
government had demanded the immediate surrender of Lydenburg. Long refused to 
capitulate, and the Boers prepared to besiege. Commandos took positions two miles 
away from the road to Middelburg on 3 January 1881 and then advanced on Lydenburg 
on the 6th. Over two hundred burghers breached the town and proclaimed their 
allegiance to the South African Republic, again requesting Long to surrender. Long 
refused, and the Boer contingent grew to about five hundred men. As the Boers 
advanced through Lydenburg, they neared Fort Mary, and opened fire at 230 metres. 
The garrison was not harmed, despite sporadic firing for three hours. Two days later, on 
8 December, a cannon was brought to bear, which also failed to impress the fort or 
inflict any casualties on Long's men. However, a second gun brought later damaged Fort 
Mary's defences. On 23 January 1881, the garrison discovered a low water supply. Water 
was temporarily rationed until rainfall on 8 February brought relief. 
 On 4 March 1881, Boers successfully set fire to the thatched roofs of Fort Mary. British 
forces managed to put out the fire in twenty minutes, but came under heavy Boer fire 
whilst doing so. 
 On 10 March, two Boers entered Lydenburg with a letter from Alfred Aylward, offering 
favourable terms of surrender to the British. Aylward stated Long should surrender due 
to the small size of his army and as there were no British troops in South Africa, close to 
Lydenburg, available to relieve the siege. Long replied that he would not surrender as 
long as he had men at his disposal or was told otherwise. 
On 23 March, Boers again entered Lydenburg, informing Long of the death of Major-
General George Colley at Majuba Hill, and requesting British surrender. Still, the siege 
continued until 30 March 1881, when Lieutenant Baker, from the 60th regiment, agreed 
to peace terms with the Boers. The siege lasted for 84 days. 
 
Aftermath 
Following the capture of Lydenburg and other British forts in Transvaal, the South 
African Republic regained independence and control over its territories. British forces 
would again enter Lydenburg during the Second Boer War. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Battle Name: Battle of Laing’s Nek. 

Date:  28 January 1881. 

Involving:  British Empire and The South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War. 

Area of Battle: Laing’s Nek, Drakensberg. 

Symbol: TVLW5. 

Notes: 

United Kingdom: Major-General Sir George Pomeroy Colley  
South African Republic: Commandant-General Joubert  
 
The Battle of Laing's Nek was a major battle fought at Laing's Nek during the First Boer 
War on 28 January 1881. 
 
Background 
Following the Boer declaration of independence for the Transvaal in 1880 the British 
suffered a series of disastrous defeats in attempting to regain the territory. 
 
On 20 December 1880, Lieutenant-Colonel Philip Robert Anstruther and elements of his 
regiment, the 94th, marched from Lydenburg to Pretoria, the regiment’s band leading 
the column playing the popular song “Kiss Me, Mother Darling”. 
 
At Bronkhorstspruit the force was stopped by Boers who courteously required the “Red 
Soldiers” to turn back. Armstrong equally courteously refused at which the column was 
devastated by rifle fire from the surrounding Boer ambush. Of the 259 in the column, 
155 officers and men became casualties as did some of the women accompanying the 
regiment. 
 
Instead of waiting for the reinforcements, the British High Commissioner for South East 
Africa, Major General Sir George Pomeroy Colley, assembled what troops he could and 
rushed forward, claiming to be moving to relieve the British garrisons in the Transvaal. 
 
Colley gathered his force at Newcastle in Natal, dispatched an ultimatum to the Boers 
and, on its rejection, advanced towards the Transvaal border. 
 
The first British camp on the march lay some 4 miles short of Laing’s Nek, a ridge in the 
foothills of the Drakensberg Mountains that blocked the road between Newcastle and 
Standerton in Natal, South Africa. 
 
History 
The British Natal Field Force, commanded by General Colley, numbered around 1,216 
officers and men, including 5 companies of the 58th Regiment, 5 companies of the 3rd 
Battalion, the 60th Rifles, about 150 cavalry of the Mounted Squadron, a party of Royal 
Navy sailors and 4 guns of the Royal Artillery. 
 
The Boers, under the command of Commandant-General Joubert had about 2,000 men 
in the area, with at least 400 fortifying the heights around Laing's Nek. They had little 
difficulty in repulsing General Colley's inadequate force. 
 
On the morning of 28 January, Colley tried to force a way through the pass. The battle 
began at around half past nine with a heavy bombardment with four 9-pound guns and 
two 7-pound guns of the British Naval Brigade pounding the Boer positions on Table Hill. 
 
Ten minutes later, the main British force, made up of the 58th Regiment, went forward 
and had difficulty advancing over the broken ground towards the summit. Further down 
the line, the Mounted Squadron made a charge against the Boer positions on nearby 
Brownlow's Kop. But, on reaching the summit, the British cavalry were fired upon by a 
line of entrenched Boers on the reverse slope and suffered many casualties, forcing them 
to withdraw. 
 



By 10:30, with their threat to their flank removed, the Boers moved to attack the 58th 
Regiment still advancing on Table Hill where at 11:00, at reaching the top of the summit, 
the British were fired upon by concealed Boers in trenches just 160 yards (150 m) away 
and suffered even more casualties, including both commanding officers, Major Hingeston 
and Colonel Deane being killed. 
 
While this was happening, a small party of Boers actually advanced from their positions 
on the lower slopes of nearby Majuba Hill and engaged the Naval Brigade near the 
British camp at Mount Prospect. Return rifle fire from the British kept the Boers back. By 
11:10, two companies of the 3/60th Rifles moves up Table Hill to cover the retreat of the 
58th Regiment and by noon, the battle was over. 
 
The British lost 84 killed, 113 wounded, and 2 captured during what was perceived as a 
fiasco. Most of the casualties were in the 58th Regiment with 74 killed and 101 wounded, 
around 35% of their total strength. Among those killed in the battle were many of 
General Colley's staff including Major Poole and Lieutenants Dolphin, Elwes and Inman. 
 
The Boers reported their losses at 14 killed and 27 wounded. 
 
One month later, General Colley was killed at the Battle of Majuba which ended the war, 
after which Transvaal was recognised as an independent state. 
 
Victoria Crosses 
Laing’s Nek is memorable as the last occasion that a British regiment took its colours 
into action. The 58th were led up the hillside by Lieutenant Baillie carrying the 
Regimental Colour and Lieutenant Hill carrying the Queen’s Colour. Baillie was mortally 
wounded while Hill won the Victoria Cross bringing casualties down from the hillside. Hill 
passed the two colours to Sergeant Budstock for safe keeping; a necessary concession to 
the realities of late 19th Century combat. Four ensigns in succession were shot down 
carrying the colours of the 58th. 
During the charge of the mounted men, John Doogan, a private in the 1st King's 
Dragoon Guards, saw an officer to whom he was servant dismounted and in danger 
among the Boers because his horse had been shot. Private Doogan rode up, although he 
was himself severely wounded, dismounted and pressed the officer to take his horse, 
receiving another wound while doing so. He, too, was awarded the Victoria Cross. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Schuinshoogte. 

Date:  8 February 1881. 

Involving:  British Empire and The South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War 

Area of Battle: Ingogo near Newcastle, Natal. 

Symbol: TVLW6. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Major-General Sir George Pomeroy Colley 
South African Republic N. J. Smit 
South African Republic J D Weilbach  
 
Battle of Schuinshoogte, also known as Battle of Ingogo, was fought north of Newcastle, 
KwaZulu-Natal, on 8 February 1881 during the First Boer War. General Sir George 
Pomeroy Colley's communications with Newcastle were under constant harassment by 
mounted Boer patrols under Commander J D Weilbach after the Battle of Laing's Nek 
(another British defeat) and as a result he planned to clear a path along the Newcastle-
Mount Prospect road to better protect the British supply line, and receive fresh 
reinforcements he needed to bolster his ranks. 
 
At roughly 9 a.m. he left the Mount Prospect camp with a force consisting mostly of 
infantrymen. A company of the 60th Rifles (King's Royal Rifle Corps) and two artillery 



pieces were left at a ridge overlooking the Ingogo River, while a handful of mounted men 
and infantry covered the drift. 
 
As Colley advanced up the slope of the Ingogo he received word from his scouting party 
that a mainly mounted Boer force under Gen. N J Smith and Comdt. J D Weilbach was 
approaching nearby. The British formed circular/squared defensive positions on the crest 
of the ridge with 240 infantry, 38 cavalry and two pieces of artillery while the roughly 
300 Boers attempted to surround them and cut them off from escape. 
 
From noon until about 5:00 that evening a series of close range engagements was 
fought and the British suffered heavily from the accurate and concentrated Boer fire. 
Although the 60th Rifles wore dark green (in fact, almost black) uniforms, these were 
still in contrast to the light-coloured South African veldt, the only concession to 
camouflage being the white foreign service helmet stained khaki with tea. The gunners 
and mounted troops also wore dark uniforms, but the gunners in particular were 
exposed when working their guns. In contrast the Boers wore khaki coloured clothing, 
and were also expert at fieldcraft, thus being able to blend into the environment. 
 
Afterward heavy rain began to fall and the battle came to an abrupt end. Rainfall swelled 
the Ingogo river, making it very difficult to ford. Boer forces, imagining that the British 
would be unable to cross, especially with artillery, waited during the night to resume the 
battle the next day. Colley's men, meanwhile, made a desperate night march, and 
managed to escape, horses, guns and all, although several men drowned in the river 
crossing. The Boer failure to assault and capture the guns during the rainstorm, allowing 
the British column to escape, probably represents their only major error during the war. 
 
It has been speculated had Colley received his reinforcements before the onslaught of 
the rain, he would probably have been able to defeat the Boers for the first time and 
give the British better bargaining power during the peace negotiations. 
 
When the British returned with a burial party the next day, they found the Boers had 
returned to take care of their own dead and wounded. No engagement occurred. The 
eight Boer dead were buried on the farm "Geelhoutboom" some 5 km west of the battle 
site. The British lost seven officers and 69 men killed and 68 wounded. The men were 
buried on the battlefield while the officers' bodies were exhumed four days later and 
taken to Fort Amiel for reburial. 
 
Colley was plagued by defeat throughout the war, and although he would receive his 
reinforcements, his men were seriously demoralized by the string of defeats. Eventually 
he would be killed in action at the Battle of Majuba Hill. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Majuba Hill. 

Date:  27 February 1881. 

Involving: British Empire and the South African Republic. 

Part Of: 1st Boer War 

Area of Battle: Majuba Hill, Volksrust. 

Symbol: TVLW7. 

Notes 

United Kingdom Sir George Pomeroy Colley 
South African Republic Nicolaas Smit 
South African Republic Stephanus Roos 
South African Republic Danie Malan 
South African Republic Joachim Ferreira  
 
The Battle of Majuba Hill (near Volksrust,) on 27 February 1881 was the main and 
decisive battle of the First Boer War. It was a resounding victory for the Boers. Major-
General Sir George Pomeroy Colley occupied the summit of the hill on the night of 26–27 
February 1881. His motive for occupying the hill remains unclear. The Boers believed 



that he may have been attempting to outflank their positions at Laing's Nek. The hill was 
not considered scale-able by the Boers for military purposes and thus it may have been 
Colley's attempt to emphasize British power and strike fear into the Boer camp. 
 
The bulk of the 405 British soldiers occupying the hill were 171 men of the 58th 
Regiment with 141 men of the 92nd (Gordon) Highlanders, and a small naval brigade 
from HMS Dido. Besides the Gordons, most of his troops were inexperienced and their 
regiments had not seen action since the Crimean War. General Colley had brought no 
artillery up to the summit, nor did he order his men to dig in against the advice of 
several of his subordinates, expecting that the Boers would retreat when they saw their 
position on the Nek was untenable. However, the Boers quickly formed a group of 
storming parties, led by Nicolas Smit, from an assortment of volunteers from various 
commandos, totaling at least 450 men, maybe more, to attack the hill. 
 
By daybreak at 4:30, the 92nd Highlanders covered a wide perimeter of the summit, 
while a handful occupied Gordon's Knoll on the right side of the summit. Oblivious to the 
presence of the British troops until the 92nd (Gordon) Highlanders began to yell and 
shake their fists, the Boers began to panic fearing an artillery attack. Three Boer 
storming groups of 100-200 men each began a slow advance up the hill. The groups 
were led by Field Cornet Stephanus Roos, Commandant D.J.K. Malan and Commandant 
Joachim Ferreira. The Boers, being the better marksmen, kept their enemy on the slopes 
at bay while groups crossed the open ground to attack Gordon's Knoll, where at 12:45 
Ferreira's men opened up a tremendous fire on the exposed knoll and captured it. Colley 
was in his tent when he was informed of the advancing Boers but took no immediate 
action until after he had been warned by several subordinates of the seriousness of the 
attack. 
 
Over the next hour, the Boers poured over the top of the British line and engaged the 
enemy at long range, refusing hand-to-hand combat action and picking off the British 
one by one. The Boers were able to take advantage of the scrub and long grass which 
covered the hill, something that the British were not trained to do. It was at this stage 
that British discipline began to wane and panicky troops began to desert their posts, 
unable to see their opponents and being given very little in the way of direction from 
officers. When more Boers were seen encircling the mountain, the British line collapsed 
and many fled pell-mell from the hill. The Gordons held their ground the longest, but 
once they began to rout the battle was over. The Boers were able to launch an attack 
which shattered the already crumbling British line. 
 
Amidst great confusion and with casualties amongst his men rising, Colley attempted to 
order a fighting retreat, but was shot and killed by Boer marksmen. The rest of the 
British force fled down the rear slopes of Majuba, where more were hit by the Boer 
marksmen, who had lined the summit in order to shoot at the retreating foe. An abortive 
rearguard action was staged by the 15th The King's Hussars and 60th rifles, who had 
marched from a support base at Mount Prospect, although this made little impact on the 
Boer forces. Two hundred and eighty-five Britons were killed, captured or wounded, 
including Captain Cornwallis Maude, son of Government Minister Cornwallis Maude, 1st 
Earl de Montalt. 
 
As the British were fleeing the hill, many were picked off by the superior rifles and 
marksmen of the Boers. Several wounded soldiers soon found themselves surrounded by 
Boer soldiers and gave their accounts of what they saw. Many of them were simply farm 
boys armed with rifles, and it was a major blow to Britain's negotiating position to have 
been defeated by a group of Dutch farm boys with a hand full of older soldiers leading 
them. 
 
Although small in scope, the battle is historically significant for three reasons: 
It led to the signing of a peace treaty and later the Pretoria Convention, between the 
British and the reinstated South African Republic, ending the First Boer War. 



The fire and movement tactics employed by the Boers, especially Commandant Smit in 
his final assault on the hill, were years ahead of their time. 
Coupled with the defeats at Laing's Nek and Schuinshoogte, this third crushing defeat at 
the hands of the Boers ratified the strength of the Boers in the minds of the British, 
arguably to have consequences in the Second Anglo-Boer War. "Remember Majuba" 
became a rallying cry. 
 
Some notable British historians, although not all agree, claim that this defeat marked the 
beginning of the decline of the British Empire. Since the American Revolution, Great 
Britain had never signed a treaty on unfavourable terms with anyone and had never lost 
the final engagements of the war. In every preceding conflict, even if the British suffered 
a defeat initially, they would retaliate with a decisive victory. The Boers showed that the 
British were not the invincible foe the world feared. 
 
 
Date: 1881. 

In 1881 gold in the Barberton area was discovered by Tom McLachlan who found alluvial 
gold at Jamestown. However due to the location (the hot lowveld region was rife with 
malaria) no-one wanted to go there until Auguste Roberts (French Bob) discovered gold 
in Concession Creek in 20 June 1883. This discovery resulted in a gold rush to the area. 
 
On 21 June 1884, Graham Barber wrote a letter to the State Secretary to inform him 
that he and his two cousins Fred and Harry discovered payable gold on state land where 
the Umvoti Creek entered the De Kaap valley. The State Secretary then asked the 
Magistrate in Lydenburg to investigate the matter and for David Wilson, the Gold 
Commissioner, to submit a report. Wilson investigated on 24 July 1884 and declared the 
township of Barberton. 
 
At first it was just a simple mining camp but grew when Edwin Bray, a prospector 
discovered gold in the hills above Barberton in 1885 and with 14 partners started the 
Sheba Reef Gold Mining Company. 
 
Large amounts of money flowed into Barberton and the first Stock Exchange to operate 
in the then Transvaal opened its doors.  
 
Barberton flourished for only a brief period and soon the inhabitants began to move 
away to the newly discovered gold fields on the Reef. 
 
 
Date: March 1886. 

It is believed that it was a Sunday in March 1886 that a South Africa gold miner, George 
Harrison, stumbled across a rocky outcrop of the main gold-bearing reef. 
He declared his claim with the then-government of the Suid Afrikaanse Republiek (ZAR), 
and the area was pronounced open.  
 
The Witwatersrand Gold Rush was a gold rush in 1886 that led to the establishment of 
Johannesburg, South Africa. It was part of the Mineral Revolution. 
 
There had always been rumours of a modern-day "El Dorado" in the folklore of the 
native tribes that roamed the plains of the South African highveld and in that of the gold 
miners who had come from all over the world to seek out their fortunes on the alluvial 
mines of Barberton and Pilgrim's Rest, in what is now known as the province of 
Mpumalanga. 
 
It did not take long for fortune-seekers from all over the world to flock to the area, and 
soon what was a dusty mining village known as Ferreira's Camp was formalised into a 
settlement. Initially, the ZAR did not believe that the gold would last for long, and 
mapped out a small triangular piece of land to cram as many plots onto as possible. This 
is the reason why Johannesburg's central business district streets are so narrow. 



 
Within 10 years, the town was already the largest in South Africa, outstripping the 
growth of Cape Town, which was more than 200 years older. 
 
 
Once gold was discovered at an outcrop near modern-day Johannesburg; it became clear 
there were massive deposits of gold. A huge inflow of Uitlanders mainly from Britain, 
came to the region in search of employment and fortune. The discovery of gold made the 
Transvaal overnight the richest and potentially the most powerful nation in southern 
Africa, but it attracted so many Uitlanders (in 1896 approximately 60,000) that they 
quickly outnumbered the Boers (approximately 30,000 white male Boers). 
 
Fearful of the Transvaal's losing independence and becoming a British colony, the Boer 
government adopted policies of protectionism and exclusion, to include restrictions 
requiring Uitlanders to be resident for many years in order to obtain the franchise, or 
right to vote. They heavily taxed the new goldmining industry. The Uitlanders became 
increasingly resentful and aggrieved about the lack of representation. This gave rise to 
considerable discontent and tensions escalated. As Johannesburg was largely an 
Uitlander city, leaders there began to discuss proposals for insurrection. 
 
Cecil Rhodes, governor of the Cape, had a vision to incorporate the Transvaal and the 
Orange Free State in a federation under British control. Having combined his commercial 
mining interests with Alfred Beit to form the De Beers Mining Corporation, Rhodes and 
he also wanted to control the Johannesburg gold mining industry. They played a major 
role in fomenting Uitlander grievances. 
 
In mid-1895 Rhodes planned a raid by an armed column from Rhodesia, the British 
colony to the north, to support an uprising of Uitlanders with the goal of taking control. 
The raid soon ran into difficulties, beginning with hesitation by the Uitlander leaders 
 
 
 
 

Part Eight. 

 

The South African War (1899 – 1902) 

2nd Boer War. 

The Boer War. 

 
What later became South Africa was not, during the late nineteenth century, one single, 
united nation; rather, the territory had four distinct entities: the two British colonies of 
Cape Colony and Natal; and the two Boer republics of the Orange Free State and the 
South African Republic, more commonly referred to as the Transvaal. 
 
Prior to the outbreak of the South African War a number of incidents occurred, this led to 
heightened tensions in the country. 
 
 
Drifts Crisis 

In September and October 1895, a dispute between the Transvaal and Cape Colony 
governments arose over Boer trade protectionism. The Cape Colony had refused to pay 
the high rates charged by the Transvaal government for use of the Transvaal portion of 
the railway line to Johannesburg, instead opting to send its goods by wagon train directly 
across the Vaal River, over a set of drifts Transvaal president Paul Kruger responded by 
closing the drifts, angering the Cape Colony government. While Transvaal eventually 
relented, relations between the nation and Cape Colony remained strained. 
 
 

 



 

Incident:  Jameson Raid. 

Date:  29 December 1895 – 2 January 1896. 

Involving: Leander Starr Jameson. 

Symbol: SAW1. 

Notes: 

The Jameson Raid was a botched raid on Paul Kruger's Transvaal Republic carried out by 
a British colonial statesman Leander Starr Jameson and his Company mercenaries 
("police" in the employ of Beit and Rhodes` British South Africa company) and 
Bechuanaland policemen over the New Year weekend of 1895–96. It was intended to 
trigger an uprising by the primarily British expatriate workers (known as Uitlanders) in 
the Transvaal but failed to do so. The workers were called the Johannesburg 
conspirators. They were expected to recruit an army and prepare for an insurrection. The 
raid was ineffective and no uprising took place, but it was an inciting factor in the 
Second Boer War and the Second Matabele War. 
 
 
The Bloemfontein Conference of 31 May 1899 until the 5th of June 1899. 

The Bloemfontein Conference was a meeting that took place in Bloemfontein, capital of 
the Orange Free State from May 31 until June 5, 1899. The main issue dealt with the 
status of British migrant workers called "Uitlanders", who mined the gold fields in 
Transvaal. 
 
The conference was initiated by Orange Free State president Martinus Theunis Steyn, in 
order to settle differences between Transvaal President Paul Kruger and British High 
Commissioner Alfred Milner. It was considered a last effort at reconciliation to prevent 
war between the two factions. 
 
At the conference, Milner made three demands from Kruger: 

• Enactment by Transvaal of a law that would immediately give Uitlanders 
enfranchisement and the right to vote. 

• Use of the English language in the Volksraad (Transvaal Parliament). 
• All laws of the Volksraad would need to be approved by the British Parliament. 

 
Kruger considered these demands an impossibility, however he was willing to reduce the 
period of Uitlander enfranchisement from the present fourteen years to seven years. 
Milner refused to compromise his original demands. And despite encouragement from 
British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain for him to continue the talks, Milner 
walked out of the conference on June 5, and no resolution concerning the fate of the 
Uitlanders was reached. 
 
At this time, Milner composed a diatribe called the "Helot's Dispatch", which lambasted 
the Transvaal as a force that "menaces the peace and prosperity of the world". On 
October 11, 1899, the Second Boer War began. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The South African War (Second Boer War - 11 October 1899 until 31 May 1902) 

 
Between the British Empire and the two independent Boer Republics of the 

South African Republic (Transvaal Republic) and the Orange Free State. 

 
 
Battle Name:  Siege of Mafeking. 

Date:  13 October 1899 to 17 May 1900, 217 days. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Mafikeng, North West. 

Symbol: SAW2. 

Notes: 

Robert Baden-Powell 
Colonel B T Mahon  
General Piet Cronje 
General J. P. Snyman  
 
The Siege of Mafeking was the most famous British action in the Second Boer War. It 
took place at the town of Mahikeng (called Mafeking by the British) in South Africa over 
a period of 217 days, from October 1899 to May 1900, and turned Robert Baden-Powell, 
who went on to found the Scouting Movement, into a national hero. The Relief of 
Mafeking (the lifting of the siege) was a decisive victory for the British and a crushing 
defeat for the Boers. 
 
Prelude 
Shortly before the outbreak of the Second Boer War in 1899, Lord Wolseley, 
Commander-in-Chief of the British Army, who had failed to persuade the British 
government to send troops to the region, instead sent Colonel (later Lord) Baden-Powell, 
accompanied by a handful of officers, to the Cape Colony to raise two Regiments of 
Mounted Rifles from Rhodesia. Their aims were to resist the expected Boer invasion of 
the Natal Colony and to draw the Boers away from the coasts to facilitate the landing of 
British troops, and, through a demonstrable British presence, deter the local people from 
siding with the Boers. 
 
Like the British government, the local politicians feared that increased military activity 
might provoke a Boer attack, so Baden-Powell decided to obtain many of his own stores, 
organise his own transport and recruit in secret. With barely trained forces and aware of 
the Boers' greatly superior numbers, commando tactics and the failure of the earlier 
Jameson Raid, Baden-Powell decided that the best way to tie down Boer troops would be 
through defence rather than attack. Consequently he chose to hold the town of Mafeking 
due to its location - both near the border and on the railway between Bulawayo and 
Kimberley - and because of its status as a local administrative centre. As well, the town 
had good stocks of food and other necessities. 
 
The Mafeking forces comprised the Protectorate Regiment of around 500 men, around 
300 from the Bechuanaland Rifles and the Cape Police, and a further 300 men from the 
town. A cadet corps of boys aged 12 to 15, later to be one of the inspirations for the 
Scouting Movement, was also formed to act as messengers and orderlies. The 
recruitment of these cadets released men to fight, bringing the total engaged in the 
military effort to around 2000. Even though it was supposed to be a "white man's war" 
Baden-Powell also armed 300 African natives with rifles. They were nicknamed the 
"Black Watch" and used to guard the perimeter. 
 
Siege 
Work to build defences around the 10 km perimeter of Mafeking started on 19 
September 1899; the town would eventually be equipped with an extensive network of 
trenches and gun emplacements. President Kruger of the independent Boer South 
African Republic declared war on 12 October 1899. Under the orders of General Cronje 



the Mafeking railway and telegraph lines were cut the same day, and the town began to 
be besieged from 13 October. Mafeking was first shelled on 16 October after Baden-
Powell ignored Cronje's 9 o'clock deadline to surrender. 
 
Although outnumbered by over 8,000 Boer troops, the garrison withstood the siege for 
217 days, defying the predictions of the politicians on both sides. Much of this was 
attributable to some of the cunning military deceptions instituted by Baden-Powell. Fake 
landmines were laid around the town in view of the Boers and their spies within the 
town, and his soldiers were ordered to simulate avoiding barbed wire (non-existent) 
when moving between trenches; guns and a searchlight (improvised from an acetylene 
lamp and biscuit tin) were moved around the town to increase their apparent number.  
A howitzer was built in Mafeking's railway workshops, and even an old cannon (dated 
1770, it coincidentally had "B.P. & Co." engraved on the barrel) was pressed into service. 
Noticing the Boers had failed to remove any of the rails; Baden-Powell had an armoured 
train from the Mafeking railyard loaded with sharpshooters, armed with the Henry 
Martini Mark IV rifle, sent up the rail line in a daring attack right into the heart of the 
Boer camp, followed by a safe return to Mafeking. Often soldiers were asked to dress as 
women undertaking normal activities such as fetching water and sewing to disillusion the 
enemy. 
 
The morale of the civilian population was also given attention, and Sunday ceasefires 
were negotiated so that sports, competitions and theatrical performances could be held. 
Notable were the cricket matches held on a Sunday. Initially, the religious sensibilities of 
General J. P. Snyman (in command after Cronje departed) were offended, and he 
threatened to fire upon the players if they continued. Eventually Snyman relented and 
even invited the British to a game. Baden-Powell replied that first he had to finish the 
present match, in which the score was '200 days, not out'! 
 
As in the case of the nearby Siege of Kimberley, the Boers decided that the town was too 
heavily defended to take. On 19 November, 4,000 Boers were redeployed elsewhere, 
although the siege remained and shelling of Mafeking continued. Aware of the 
approaching British relief columns, the Boers launched a final major attack early in the 
morning of 12 May that succeeded in breaching the perimeter defences and setting fire 
to some of the town, but were finally beaten back. 
 
Boer attack 
On 12 May, at about 4 am, Field Cornet S. Eloff led a force of 240 Boers in a daring 
assault on Mafeking. Covered by a feint attack on the east side of the town, the 
attackers slipped between the Hidden Hollow and Limestone forts on the western face of 
the defences. Guided by a British deserter, they followed a path beside the Molopo River 
to where it enters the Stadt, the village where the native Africans lived. Eloff's party 
burst into the Stadt unopposed and set fire to the huts in order to signal the attack's 
progress to Snyman. By about 5:30 am, the Boers seized the police barracks on the 
outskirts of Mafeking, killing one and capturing the garrison's second-in-command, 
Colonel C. O. Hore and 29 others. Eloff picked up the telephone connected with British 
headquarters and boasted to Baden-Powell of his success. 
 
The fire had, however, already alerted Mafeking's garrison, which responded rapidly to 
the crisis. The African police (of the Baralong tribe) had wisely stayed out of the way 
when Eloff's party roared through the Stadt. As soon as the Boers moved on, the 109 
armed Baralongs cut off Eloff's escape route. Snyman, "the most stolid and supine of all 
the Boer generals in the war," failed to support Eloff.  Meanwhile, Baden-Powell's 
elaborate telephone network provided him with timely and accurate information. From 
his headquarters, the British commander directed Major Alick Godley and B Squadron 
(Protectorate Regiment) to smother the attack and dispatched D Squadron, some armed 
railway employees and others to help. Eloff's men were soon isolated into three groups. 
 
With two squadrons, Godley first surrounded a group of Boers holed up in a stone kraal 
in the Stadt. These men surrendered after a sharp fusillade. Godley drove the second 



group off a kopje and they mostly managed to escape. All day long, Eloff and the third 
group held out in the police barracks, finally capitulating in the night. The British lost 12 
dead and 8 wounded, mostly Africans. Boer losses were 60 dead and wounded, plus a 
further 108 captured. 
 
Relief 
The siege was finally lifted on 17 May 1900, when British forces commanded by Colonel 
B T Mahon of the army of Lord Roberts relieved the town after fighting their way in. 
Among the relief forces was one of Baden-Powell's brothers, Major Baden Fletcher Smyth 
Baden-Powell. 
 
Until reinforcements landed in February 1900, the war was going poorly for the British. 
The resistance to the siege was one of the positive highlights, and it and the eventual 
relief of the town excited the liveliest sympathy in Britain. There were immense 
celebrations in the country at the news of its relief (creating the verb to maffick, 
meaning to celebrate both extravagantly and publicly). "Maffick" was a back-formation 
from Mafeking, a place-name that was treated humorously as a gerund or participle. 
Promoted to the youngest major-general in the army, and awarded the CB, Baden-
Powell was also treated as a hero when he finally returned to Britain in 1903. 
 
Three Victoria Crosses were awarded as a result of acts of heroism during the siege, to 
Sergeant Horace Martineau and Trooper Horace Ramsden for acts during an attack on 
the Boer Game Tree Fort, and to Captain Charles FitzClarence for Game Tree and two 
previous actions. 
 
In September 1904 Lord Roberts unveiled an obelisk at Mafeking bearing the names of 
those who fell in defence of the town. 
 
 

Battle Name:  Battle of Kraaipan. 

Date:  14 October 1899. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Kraaipan, North West. 

Symbol: SAW3. 

Notes: 

 
The Battle of Kraaipan was the first engagement of the Second Anglo-Boer War, fought 
at Kraaipan, South Africa on 12 October 1899. 
 
On 11 October 1899 President Paul Kruger of the South African Republic in alliance with 
the Orange Free State declared war on the British. That night 800 men of the 
Potchefstroom and Lichtenburg commandos under General Koos de la Rey (one of 
General Piet Cronjé's field generals) attacked and captured the British garrison and 
railway siding at Kraaipan between Vryburg and Mafikeng, some 60 kilometres south 
west of Mafikeng. Thus began the Second Anglo-Boer War. Under the orders of Cronjé 
the Mafeking railway and telegraph lines were cut on the same day. 
 
The armoured train, "Mosquito", carrying two 7-pounder cannons, rifles, ammunition and 
supplies was derailed and after a five-hour fight the British surrendered the next 
morning. The cannons, rifles, ammunition, supplies and prisoners were taken. The Boer 
troops discovered British Mark IV ammunition (better known as dumdum) on the train. 
 
This incident made De la Rey famous, but exacerbated his conflicts with the cautious and 
unimaginative Cronjé, who sent him to block the advance of the British forces moving to 
relieve the Siege of Kimberley in the north-east of the Cape Colony. 
 
 
 



Battle Name:  Siege of Kimberley. 

Date:  14 October 1899 – 15 February 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Kimberley, Northern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW4. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Lt Col Robert Kekewich 
United Kingdom Cecil Rhodes 
United Kingdom Major-General John French 
Orange Free State Commandant Cornelius Wessels 
Orange Free State General I. S. Ferreira 
South African Republic General Piet Cronjé 
 
The Siege of Kimberley took place during the Second Boer War at Kimberley, Cape 
Colony when Boer forces from the Orange Free State and the Transvaal besieged the 
diamond mining town. The Boers moved quickly to try to capture the British enclave 
when war broke out between the British and the two Boer republics in October 1899. The 
town was ill-prepared, but the defenders organised an energetic and effective improvised 
defence that was able to prevent it from being taken. 
 
Cecil Rhodes, who had made his fortune in the town, and who controlled all the mining 
activities, moved into the town at the onset of the siege. His presence was controversial, 
as his involvement in the Jameson Raid made him one of the primary protagonists 
behind war breaking out. Rhodes was constantly at loggerheads with the military, but he 
was nonetheless instrumental in organising the defence of the town. The Boers shelled 
the town with their superior artillery in an attempt to force the garrison to capitulate. 
Engineers of the De Beers company manufactured a one-off gun named Long Cecil, 
however the Boers soon countered with a much larger siege gun that terrified the 
residents, forcing many to take shelter in the Kimberley Mine. 
 
The British military had to change its strategy for the war as public opinion demanded 
that the sieges of Kimberley, Ladysmith and Mafeking be relieved before the Boer 
capitals were assaulted. The first attempt at relief of Kimberley under Lord Methuen was 
stopped at the battles of Modder River and Magersfontein. The 124-day siege was finally 
relieved on 15 February 1900 by a cavalry division under Lieutenant-General John 
French, part of a larger force under Lord Roberts. The battle against the Boer general 
Piet Cronjé continued at Paardeberg immediately after the town itself was relieved. 
 
 
Background 
South Africa was initially a Dutch colony after the Dutch East India Company set up a 
shipping station at the Cape of Good Hope in 1652. In 1815, Britain captured the 
territory at the Battle of Blaauwberg, setting the scene for an influx of English settlers 
who were culturally at odds with the existing Dutch population, notably with respect to 
issues such as the abolition of slavery. Many Dutch farmers elected to move away from 
British influence into the hinterland, which resulted in a mass migration known as the 
Great Trek. As people moved inland, prospecting for minerals started; in the 1870s, the 
discovery of diamonds in the area of present-day Kimberley was followed a decade later 
by the discovery of gold in the Witwatersrand. The discoveries led to a massive influx of 
Uitlanders into the Boer republics of the Orange Free State and Transvaal. 
 
Tensions soon started rising between the British Empire and the two Boer republics. The 
causes of the war were complex, with contributing factors including the Boers' desire for 
independence, the prize of the rich gold fields, British colonial expansionist ambitions in 
Africa, perceived ill-treatment of British expatriates working in the Boer republics, the 
First Boer War and a failed British-organised uprising in the form of the Jameson Raid. 



Discussions broke down in October 1899 when the British ignored a Boer ultimatum to 
stop concentrating forces on the borders of the Boer republics. 
 
Prior to the onset of the Second Boer War, Kimberley was the second biggest settlement 
in the Cape Colony, centre of diamond mining operations of the De Beers Mining 
Company, and the source of 90% of the world's diamonds. The town had a population of 
40,000, of which 25,000 were White. It was the only British outpost in the far north east 
of the colony, located just a few kilometres from the borders of the Boer republics of the 
Transvaal and Orange Free State; Cape Town was 1,041 kilometres away by rail, while 
Port Elizabeth was 780 kilometres. The closest Boer settlements were Jacobsdal to the 
south and Boshof to the east. 
 
Preparation 
The De Beers Company was concerned about the defence of Kimberley some years 
before the outbreak of the war, particularly its vulnerability to attack from the 
neighbouring Orange Free State. In 1896, an arms depot was formed, a plan of defence 
sent to the authorities and a local defence force set up. As it began to look more likely 
that war would break out, the nervous citizens of Kimberley appealed to the premier of 
the Cape Colony, William Philip Schreiner, for additional protection, but he did not 
believe the town to be under serious threat and declined to arm it further. His reply to 
an appeal for arms in September 1899 stated: "There is no reason whatever for 
apprehending that Kimberley is or will be in any danger of attack and your fears are 
therefore groundless." 
 
The town next appealed to the High Commissioner, this time with more success.[14] On 
4 October 1899, Major Scott-Turner was permitted to summon volunteers to join the 
town guard and raise the Diamond Fields Artillery. Three days later, the town was placed 
under the command of Colonel Robert Kekewich of the 1st Battalion, Loyal Regiment 
(North Lancashire), and secured against a coup de main, but not against sustained 
siege. 
 
Colonel Kekewich's troops consisted of four companies of the Loyal North Lancashire 
Regiment, some Royal Engineers, six RML 2.5 inch Mountain Guns and two machine 
guns. Also at his disposal were 120 men of the Cape Police (recalled from various 
outposts along the railway line), 2,000 irregular troops, the Kimberley Light Horse, and a 
battery of obsolete seven-pounder guns. Eight Maxim machine guns were mounted on 
redoubts built atop tailing heaps around the town. 
 
Cecil John Rhodes, the founder of De Beers, was contemplating moving into the town. 
The citizens feared that his presence there, given his prominent role in the breakdown of 
Anglo-Boer relations leading up to the war, would antagonise the Boers. Consequently, 
the mayor of Kimberley, as well as various associates of Rhodes, tried to discourage him. 
However Rhodes ignored the advice and moved into the town just prior to the onset of 
the siege, very narrowly evading capture when the Boer ultimatum expired at 5 pm on 
11 October while he was still en route. It was a calculated move to raise the political 
stakes and thereby force the government to divert war resources to lifting the siege. 
Since most of the resources in the garrison were owned by De Beers, Rhodes inevitably 
became an important factor in the defence organised by Colonel Robert Kekewich. As 
head of the mining company that owned most of the assets in the town, the military felt 
that Rhodes proved to be more of a hindrance as he did not cooperate fully with them; 
civil and military authorities were not always working together, especially after the death 
of the second in command of the garrison, Major Scott-Turner. The military took the 
following view of Rhodes: 
 
“Rhodes had come into his own Kimberley and for the first time he was not master in it. 
He found himself a sterilized dictator acting in an atmosphere too tenuous to support his 
vitality but sufficient to preserve it from extinction. He was subject to the authority of 
the military commandant, a galling position for a distinguished statesman who had not a 
high opinion of the professional capacity of the British officer. ”  



 
Kekewich decided to include the neighbouring municipality of Beaconsfield as well as the 
outlying suburb of Kenilworth inside the 22-kilometre defensive perimeter he established 
around the town. Rhodes sponsored the raising of a new regiment called the Kimberley 
Light Horse, but Lord Methuen advised Kekewich that "Rhodes is to leave Kimberley the 
day after I arrive. Tell him he is not to interfere in military matters." 
 
Siege 
The conflict at Kimberley started on 14 October 1899. Colonel Baden-Powell, anticipating 
the inevitable onset of hostilities, encouraged all the women and children to leave the 
town. Some civilians left in a special train, escorted as far as Vryburg by an armoured 
train. On the return journey, the armoured train was captured in the first action of the 
war between Kimberley and Mafeking at Kraaipan by Boers under the command of 
fighting general De la Rey, the hero of the western Transvaal. On 12 October, the 
Jacobsdal Commando severed the railway line at the bridge over the Modder River south 
of Kimberley, whereafter the Boers entrenched themselves in the hills at Spytfontein. 
Meanwhile, the Boshof Commando severed the railway line 16 kilometres north of the 
town at Riverton Road, then shut off the primary water supply at Riverton on the Vaal 
River. For the first time, water in the mines became more precious than the diamonds in 
them. On 14 October the Boers cut the telephone line to the Cape. Heliograph and 
dispatch riders consequently had to make hazardous journeys through Boer lines to the 
Orange River and then to Cape Town and Port Elizabeth. On 15 October, martial law was 
declared in the town. 
 
The cattle that usually grazed on the outskirts of the town presented a problem; if they 
were left, they would be lost to the Boers, but if they were slaughtered, the meat would 
perish quickly in the summer heat. The De Beers chief engineer, George Labram, 
provided a solution by building an industrial refrigeration plant to preserve the meat. 
 
The Boer commander, Commandant Cornelius Wessels, presented Kekewich with an 
ultimatum on 4 November, demanding the town's surrender. Kekewich replied the same 
day, stating: "...you are hereby invited to effect the occupation of this town as an 
operation of war by the employment of the military forces under your command." When 
the siege of Kimberley itself began in earnest on 6 November, the situation favoured an 
attack. The Boers were in control of the railway from the Orange River to Mafeking, while 
arms and ammunition were in short supply in Kimberley. On 7 November, the Boers 
started shelling the town. Communication with the outside world was not seriously 
impeded however. The Boer strategy was not to attack the town in a full battle, but 
rather to wait for the defenders to capitulate, all the time wearing them down with 
shelling. The defenders tried to send the large contingent of migrant native labourers 
that was working in the mines home, but twice the Boers drove them back into the town 
in an apparent attempt to put pressure on the limited food and water supply. 
 
 
Rhodes had his own agenda, which differed from the greater war goal of redressing 
wrongs in the Transvaal that had triggered the conflict. He used his position and 
influence to demand relief of the siege vociferously in both the press and directly of the 
government.However, Kekewich was a more cool-headed man, and was careful to let the 
authorities in Cape Town know that the situation was by no means desperate and that 
he would be able to hold out for several weeks. The feud between the two men escalated 
when the Diamond Fields Advertiser, the local newspaper which was under Rhodes' 
control, ignored the military censor and printed information that compromised the 
military. Kekewich obtained permission from his superior to place Rhodes under arrest if 
necessary. 
 
The food and water supply was managed closely by the military authorities. Rationing 
was imposed as the food supply dwindled, with the inhabitants eventually resorting in 
the final states of the siege to eating horse meat. Vegetables could not be grown easily 
because of a shortage of water. The scarcity of vegetables took the hardest toll on the 



poorest people, notably the 15,000-strong indigenous population; a local doctor 
suggested that they eat aloe leaves to avoid contracting scurvy, while Rhodes organised 
a soup kitchen. 
 
On 25 November, the British garrison launched an attack on the Boer redoubt at Carter's 
Ridge, west of the town. Kekewich's men held the belief that the action would assist 
Methuen's relief column at Magersfontein by keeping more Boers occupied at Kimberley. 
A detachment of 40 members of Cape Police and Light Horse under the command of 
Major Scott-Turner of the Black Watch set out at midnight and completely surprised their 
enemy in the early hours of the morning. Thirty-three Boers were captured at the cost of 
four killed. Scott-Turner tried to repeat the successful raid three days later, but it was a 
disaster for the British the second time round, with Scott-Turner amongst those killed. 
 
The engineers of Rhodes' company, under Chief Mechanical Engineer George Labram 
were instrumental in the defence of the town. They manufactured fortifications, an 
armoured train, a watch tower, shells, and a gun, known as Long Cecil, for the defenders 
in order to supplement their inadequate weapons. Long Cecil was rifled with a bore of 
100 millimetres capable of propelling a 13-kilogram shell 6,000 metres. The gun was 
completed on 21 January 1900, and successfully test fired against a previously 
untouchable Boer position north of the town. 
 
The Boers countered on 7 February with a much heavier 100-pounder named "Long 
Tom"; it had been disabled by British saboteurs at Ladysmith, before being repaired at 
Pretoria, and brought to Kimberley. In addition to having larger shells than any of the 
siege guns used up to that point, its longer range meant that it could also target any 
location in Kimberley. The town's inhabitants had become accustomed to shelling by 
smaller guns and were to some extent able to take shelter and to carry on their daily 
lives. The new gun immediately changed the status quo, as terrified residents were no 
longer able to find sanctuary anywhere at ground level. Rhodes published a notice 
inviting people to take shelter in the Kimberley Mine in order to avoid its lethal shelling. 
Fortunately for the defenders, the gun did not use smokeless powder, so observers were 
able to give residents up to 17 seconds warning to take cover when a shell was 
incoming. Labram was the most notable civilian casualty, when he was killed within a 
week of the end of the siege, ironically by a Boer shell from the Long Tom gun brought 
to counter his own gun. Kekewich arranged a full military funeral for him, which was well 
attended, but took place after dark for safety reasons; the procession was targeted by 
Boer shelling with the help of a traitor inside the town who lit the area with a flare. 
 
The Boers besieged the town for 124 days, shelling it on most days, except Sundays. 
Shelling abated somewhat during the Battle of Magersfontein when the Boer siege guns 
were temporarily brought to bear there. Throughout the siege, Kekewich mounted 
numerous armed reconnaissance missions outside the town's defences, sometimes using 
the armoured train. Some of these engagements were fierce, with casualties on both 
sides, however they did not change the status quo. In January 1900, the local Boer 
command passed from Commandant Wessels to General Ignatius S. Ferreira. 
 
 
Relief 
Major-General Sir J.D.P. French, whose cavalry division lifted the siege. 
The British commander-in-chief in South Africa, General Sir Redvers Buller initially 
planned to march with a single large force on the Boer capitals of Bloemfontein and 
Pretoria. However public opinion demanded relief of the sieges of Kimberley, Ladysmith 
and Mafeking—pressure that was attributable in part to Rhodes' presence in Kimberley 
and lobbying in London. Buller therefore had to change his plans and divide his forces: 
Lord Methuen was sent north by the War Office in December 1899 with the objective of 
relieving Kimberley and Mafeking, while Buller himself went to Natal. On 1 December 
1899, communications were established between Methuen's relief column and the 
defenders in the town. However Methuen's advance ground to a halt after the Boers 
inflicted heavy casualties on his force at the Battle of Modder River and defeated him 



resoundingly at the Battle of Magersfontein. These, and other defeats elsewhere, came 
to be called "Black Week" by the British. Thus for two of the four months of the siege, 
the 10,000 British troops at Modder River who were within 19 km of the town, were 
unable to reach it. 
 
Field Marshal Lord Roberts replaced Buller as British Commander-in-Chief in South Africa 
in January 1900. Within a month Roberts assembled 30,000 infantry, 7,501 cavalry and 
3,600 mounted infantry, together with 120 guns, in the area between the Orange and 
Modder Rivers. The largest British mounted division ever assembled was created under 
the command of Major-General John French through the amalgamation of virtually all 
the cavalry in the area. News of the shelling by the Boer Long Tom gun had reached 
Lord Roberts, whose parting words to his officers on 9 February were that "You must 
relieve Kimberley if it costs you half your forces." 
 
Piet Cronjé believed that Roberts would attempt to attack him in a flanking manoeuvre 
from the West, and that the advance would largely continue as before along the railway 
line. With this mind, Roberts ordered Methuen to advance with the 1st Division on 11 
February in a feint movement on Magersfontein, while General Sir Hector MacDonald led 
the Highland Brigade 32 km West to Koedoesberg, thereby encouraging Cronjé's forces 
to believe that the attack would occur there. However the bulk of the force initially 
headed South to Graspan, then East deep into the Orange Free State with the cavalry 
division guarding the British right flank by securing drifts across the Riet River. On 13 
February, Roberts activated the second part of his plan, that involved French's cavalry 
separating from the slower main force and piercing forward quickly by swinging 
Northwards, just East of Jacobsdal, to cross the Modder River at Klip Drift. 
 
As French's column neared the Modder River on 13 February, a force of about 1,000 
Boers made contact with his right flank. French wheeled his right and centre brigades 
towards their enemy, thereby allowing the brigade on the left to hold course for Klip 
Drift, while giving the enemy the false impression that he was headed for Klipkraal Drift. 
The whole force then wheeled left at the last minute and charged the Klip Drift crossing 
at full gallop. The Boers at Klip Drift, who were taken completely by surprise, left their 
camp and provisions behind, which French's exhausted men and horses were glad to 
seize. Although speed was important, the cavalry had to wait for the infantry to catch up 
to secure the lines of communication before moving forward to relieve Kimberley. The 
cavalry's route had taken them deep inside the Free State over Cronjé's line of 
communication, thereby cutting off any Boer forces who did not immediately fall back. 
Meanwhile, Roberts led the main force in an easterly direction with the objective of 
capturing the Boer capital of Bloemfontein. 
 
 
Lord Roberts entering Kimberley in February 1900 following the lifting of the siege 
French's flanking manoeuvre took a very high toll on horses and men in the blazing 
summer heat, with about 500 horses either dying en route or no longer fit to ride.When 
Cronjé became aware of French's cavalry on his left flank at Klip Drift, he concluded that 
the British were trying to draw him eastwards away from his prepared defences. He 
despatched 900 men with guns to stop the British push northwards. French's men set 
out from Klip Drift at 9:30 am on 15 February on the last stage of their journey to 
Kimberley, and were soon engaged by the Boer force sent to block them. Rifle fire came 
from the river in the east while artillery shells rained from the hills in the north west; the 
route the Kimberley lay straight ahead through the crossfire, so French ordered a bold 
cavalry charge down the middle. As waves of horses galloped forward, the Boers poured 
down fire from the two sides. However the speed of the attack, screened by a massive 
cloud of dust, proved successful and the Boer force was defeated. British casualties 
during this day's fighting were five dead and ten wounded, with approximately 70 horses 
lost through exhaustion. However the route to Kimberley was open; by that evening, 
General French and his men passed through the recently abandoned Boer lines, and 
relieved the town of Kimberley after some initial difficulty in convincing the defenders via 
heliograph that they weren't Boers. The cavalry had covered 190 km in four days at the 



height of summer to reach the town. When French arrived in town, he snubbed 
Kekewich, the local military authority, by presenting himself to Rhodes instead. 
 
French's men did not have much opportunity to relax when they reached the town, as 
they were roused during their first night in the town first to make yet another dash to try 
to capture the Long Tom gun and, in the early hours of 17 February, to cut off Cronjé's 
main force, who had abandoned Magersfontein and were heading east towards 
Bloemfontein along the Modder River. Kitchener directed French to cut off the Boers' 
escape; of French's original strength of 5,000, only 1,200 of his cavalrymen were still fit, 
while the horses were depleted. At first light, the cavalry headed towards the Boer dust 
clouds; soon they were overlooking a whole valley full of Boers, with cattle, 400 wagons 
and women and children in tow. The surprise was complete when the British started 
shelling the Boer column just as it started crossing the Modder River at Paardeberg Drift, 
causing considerable confusion and panic. Cronjé elected to sit tight rather than escape, 
giving French the opportunity to summon reinforcements before the Boers realised how 
small and depleted the force was that was harassing them. The Battle of Paardeberg 
ensued over the next week, resulting in the defeat of Cronjé, but at the expense of a 
considerable amount of British blood. 
 
 
Aftermath 
On 17 February, Kekewich was promoted to the rank of full colonel while French was 
promoted to major general. A number of medals were issued to combatants, notably the 
Kimberley Star, which was awarded by mayor H.A. Oliver. Since the medal was not an 
official one, it could not be worn with military uniforms—the official award for the siege 
of Kimberley was a bar to the Queen's South Africa Medal. 
 
The British established a concentration camp at Kimberley to hold interned Boer women 
and children—a memorial outside the Newton Dutch Reformed Church commemorates 
those that died in the camp. 
 
The Honoured Dead Memorial, a sandstone edifice commissioned by Cecil Rhodes and 
designed by Sir Herbert Baker, was erected to commemorate the defenders who fell 
during the Siege. Twenty-seven soldiers are entombed in the memorial, which was made 
from stone quarried in the Matopo Hills in Zimbabwe. It bears an inscription by Rudyard 
Kipling. Long Cecil, the gun manufactured in the De Beers workshops during the Siege, 
is mounted on the stylobate (facing the Free State), surrounded by shells from the Boer 
Long Tom. 
 
The Sanatorium Hotel, in which Cecil Rhodes stayed during the siege, is the present-day 
site of the McGregor Museum. The stone that he used to mount his horse is still in the 
gardens, while the story of the siege is covered extensively in the permanent exhibitions 
of the museum. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Talana Hill. (Battle of Glencoe) 

Date:  20 October 1899. 

Involving: British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State. 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Glencoe, Talana Hill. 

Symbol: SAW5. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Lieutenant-General Sir William Penn Symons KCB 
General Lukas Meyer 
General Maroela Erasmus  
 
The Battle of Talana Hill, also known as the Battle of Glencoe, was the first major clash 
of the Second Boer War. A frontal attack by British infantry supported by artillery drove 



Boers from a hilltop position, but the British suffered heavy casualties in the process, 
including their commanding general Sir William Penn Symons. 
 
 
Prelude 
Reinforcements sent to Natal by Britain immediately before the outbreak of war had 
moved into the northern path of the province of Natal, but not far enough forward to 
occupy the passes of the Drakensberg mountains. As a result, the Boers could invade 
Natal from three sides. 
Lieutenant-General Sir George White in command of forces in Natal requested that 
forces at Glencoe (Dundee) be withdrawn to concentrate his forces at Ladysmith where 
he held the bulk of the British garrison. The Governor of Natal considered it necessary to 
hold the position for political and economic reasons, so he dispatched Lieutenant-General 
Sir William Penn Symons to take control of the troops at Glencoe. War was declared at 
5pm on 11 October with the Boers invading on the 12 October. 
 
Penn-Symons commanded a brigade (four infantry battalions, part of a cavalry regiment 
and three companies of mounted infantry, three field artillery batteries) which occupied 
the coal mining town of Dundee. Coal was strategically important to the British war effort 
as it was needed to power the British train locomotives. On the evening of 19 October, 
two Boer forces from the independent South African Republic, each numbering 4,000 
men under General Lukas Meyer and General "Maroela" Erasmus closed in on Dundee. 
 
Battle 
Before dawn on 20 October, Erasmus's force occupied Impati Mountain north of Dundee. 
Meyer's men occupied the low Talana Hill east of the town at and dragged several 
German manufactured Krupp field guns to the top. As dawn broke and the British 
spotted the Boers on Talana Hill, these guns opened fire, ineffectually. 
 
The British 16th and 69th field batteries galloped to within range and opened fire. 
Leaving the 1st Battalion Leicestershire Regiment and the 67th field battery to guard the 
camp, the British infantry, led by the 2nd Battalion Royal Dublin Fusiliers and supported 
in succession by the 1st Battalion King's Royal Rifle Corps (KRRC) and the 1st Battalion 
Royal Irish Fusiliers (RIF), moved forward to make a frontal attack, and reached the foot 
of the hill where they were to advance through a small wood. However they were pinned 
down by heavy rifle fire from the top of Talana Hill. Symons went forward to urge them 
on, and was mortally wounded in the stomach, although he was able to mount his horse 
and ride back into Dundee where he later died. Under Symons' successor, Brigadier-
General James Herbert Yule, the KRRC managed to reach a small stone wall at the foot 
of Talana Hill, where the Dublin Fusiliers were pinned down by Boer fire. With the Royal 
Artillery laying down accurate fire on the summit the KRRC supported by the RIF were 
able to proceed up the hill. When they reached the top, they suffered casualties from 
their own supporting artillery. The Boers abandoned their positions on the hill. Despite 
the British artillery being repositioned to harass the Boer retreat, they declined to fire, 
worried that they might hit their own troops again. 
 
General Lukas Meyer's forces mounted their ponies and made off. A squadron of the 
18th Hussars and the British mounted infantry tried to cut off their retreat, but most of 
the British horsemen strayed onto the slopes of Impati. General Erasmus's men, who 
had so far played no part in the battle due to Impati being shrouded in fog, surrounded 
the British mounted detachment and forced them to surrender. 
 
 



 
 
Aftermath 
The British had won a tactical victory, but at a high cost. 
Yule's men were unable to contemplate attacking Impati Hill, which held Dundee's water 
supply. They marched and countermarched beneath the hill for two days under 
intermittent shellfire. Other Boer forces had cut the British line of supply and retreat. 
Finally the British force retreated across country at night. After an arduous four-day 
march of 103 km, they reached Ladysmith, where they reinforced the garrison. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Elandslaagte. 

Date:  21 October 1899. 

Involving: British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State. 

Part Of: Second Boer War.   

Area of Battle: Elandslaagte, KZN. 

Symbol: SAW6. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders: 
John French 
Ian Hamilton  
General Johannes Kock 
 
The Battle of Elandslaagte was a battle of the Second Boer War, and one of the few 
clear-cut tactical victories won by the British during that conflict. However, the British 
force retreated afterwards, throwing away their advantage. 
 
Prelude 
When the Boers invaded Natal, a force under General Kock (consisting mainly of men of 
the Johannesburg Commando, with detachments of German, French, Dutch, American, 
and Irish volunteers) occupied the railway station at Elandslaagte on 19 October 1899, 
thus cutting the communications between the main British force at Ladysmith and a 
detachment at Dundee. Learning that the telegraph had been cut, Lieutenant General Sir 
George White sent his cavalry commander, Major General John French to recapture the 
station. 
 



Arriving shortly after dawn on 21 October, French found the Boers present in strength, 
with two field guns. He telegraphed to Ladysmith for reinforcements, which shortly 
afterwards arrived by train. 
 
The battle 
While three batteries of British field guns bombarded the Boer position, and the 1st 
Battalion, the Devonshire Regiment advanced frontally in open order, the main attack 
commanded by Colonel Ian Hamilton (1st Battalion, the Manchester Regiment, 2nd 
Battalion, the Gordon Highlanders and the dismounted Imperial Light Horse) moved 
around the Boers' left flank. The sky had steadily been growing dark with thunderclouds, 
and as the British made their assault, the storm burst. In the poor visibility and pouring 
rain, the British infantry had to face a barbed wire farm fence, in which several men 
were entangled and shot. Nevertheless, they cut the wire or broke it down, and occupied 
the main part of the Boer position. 
 
Some small parties of Boers were already showing white flags when General Kock led a 
counterattack, dressed in his top hat and Sunday best. He drove back the British infantry 
in confusion, but they rallied, inspired by Hamilton (and reportedly, a bugler of the 
Manchesters and a Pipe Major of the Gordons) and charged again. Kock and his 
companions were killed. 
 
As the remaining Boers mounted their ponies and tried to retreat, two squadrons of 
British cavalry (from the 5th Lancers and the 5th Dragoon Guards) got among them with 
lances and sabres, cutting down many. This was one of the few occasions during the 
Boer war in which a British cavalry charge made contact. 
 
The two Boer field guns fell into British hands. They were found to have originally been 
British and had been captured by the Boers in the aftermath of the Jameson Raid. 
 

 
 
 
Aftermath 
Battlefield at Elandslaagte 
The way was now clear for the British detachment at Dundee to fall back on the main 
British force, but Sir George White feared that 10,000 Boers from the Orange Free State 
were about to attack Ladysmith, and ordered the force at Elandslaagte to fall back there. 
The British were tired and many officers had been killed, and the retreat became a 
disorderly scramble. The detachment at Dundee was once again isolated, and was forced 



to make an exhausting detour before they could reach safety. The Boer forces re-
occupied Elandslaagte two days later. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Ladysmith. 

Date:  30 October 1899 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War. 

Area of Battle: Ladysmith. 

Symbol: SAW7. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom George Stuart White  
South African Republic Petrus Jacobus Joubert 
South African Republic Louis Botha 
Orange Free State Christiaan De Wet  
 
The Battle of Ladysmith was one of the early engagements of the Second Boer War. A 
large British force which had concentrated at the garrison town of Ladysmith launched a 
sortie on 30 October 1899, against Boer armies which were slowly surrounding the town. 
The result was a disaster for the British. The main body was driven back into the town, 
and an isolated detachment of 800 men was forced to surrender to Commandant De 
Wet. The Boers did not follow up their advantage by proceeding towards the strategically 
important port of Durban, and instead began a Siege of Ladysmith, which was relieved 
after 118 days. 
 
Background 
In June 1899, when it appeared that hostilities between Britain and the independent 
Boer republics were likely, the British government began sending troops to South Africa 
as a precaution. Most went to Natal, where the vital port of Durban appeared to be 
within comparatively easy striking distance for the Boer forces. The British government 
was unwilling to order a complete mobilisation, but on the recommendation of the 
Commander in Chief of the British Army, General Wolseley, they agreed to send 10,000 
troops which Wolseley believed could defend Natal if war broke out until reinforcements 
could arrive by sea. 
 
The first contingent was some troops returning to Britain from India, under Major 
General Penn Symons. The War Office subsequently dispatched units from garrisons in 
the Mediterranean and elsewhere, eventually totalling 15,000. Lieutenant General Sir 
George White was appointed to command this enlarged force. White was 64 years old, 
and suffered from a leg injury incurred in a riding accident. Having served mainly in 
India, he had little previous experience of South Africa. 
 
British deployments 
Natal was divided roughly into northern and southern parts by the Tugela River. 
Northern Natal was surrounded on three sides by Boer territory. Although advised to 
deploy his force south of the Tugela, White rejected this advice for reasons of prestige. 
Other senior British officers considered that White was badly advised by over-eager 
officers such as Penn-Symons or White's Adjutant General, Colonel Ian Hamilton. White 
concentrated the bulk of his force at Ladysmith, about 19 km north of the Tugela, while 
a brigade under Penn-Symons was posted even further north at Glencoe and Dundee. 
Penn Symons' position was particularly exposed to danger, being so far north that it was 
vulnerable to being surrounded, while not far enough north to block the passes through 
the Drakensberg mountains which the main Boer armies would have to cross to invade 
Natal. 
 
Outbreak of war 
Contrary to the advice of several British officials such as Sir Alfred Milner, the High 
Commissioner for Southern Africa, the independent Boer governments were not over-



awed by the despatch of British troops to Natal. Instead, they regarded it as evidence of 
Britain's determination to seize control of the Boer republics. The South African Republic 
or Transvaal government under President Paul Kruger considered launching an attack in 
September, but President Steyn of the Orange Free State dissuaded them for several 
weeks while he tried to act as intermediary. With the complete breakdown in 
negotiations, both independent republics declared war and attacked on 12 October. 
 
A total of 21,000 Boers advanced into Natal from all sides. The only regular uniformed 
units were the Staatsartillerie of both republics (and some units of policemen such as the 
South African Republic Police or ZARP). The rest were mainly farmers, dressed in their 
ordinary working clothes, with some townsmen and contingents of foreign volunteers 
known as Vrijwilligers. 
 
On 20 October, two Boer forces attacked Penn-Symons' detachment at Dundee but were 
driven back at the Battle of Talana Hill. The British suffered heavy casualties (including 
Penn-Symons, who was mortally wounded) and were cut off from Ladysmith by another 
Boer force which captured a railway station at Elandslaagte which lay between them. On 
21 October, British troops under Colonel Ian Hamilton and White's cavalry commander, 
Colonel John French, recaptured the station in the Battle of Elandslaagte. White was 
unable to follow up this success by relieving Penn-Symons's force (now commanded by 
Brigadier General J.H. Yule) as he feared that 6,000 Boers from the Orange Free State 
were about to attack Ladysmith. This decision highlighted Ladysmith's exposed position. 
 
Yule's force had to make an exhausting four-day march across the Biggarsberg hills 
before they could rejoin White in Ladysmith. On 24 October, White made a 
demonstration at Rietfontein against the Boers pressing forward down the railway line 
from Glencoe to Ladysmith, to distract them from attacking Yule. The British suffered 
132 casualties, mainly from artillery fire. 
 
British plans 
Rather than retreat south of the Tugela, White continued to mass supplies and 
reinforcements in Ladysmith. (He sent the wounded south to Pietermaritzburg but left 
the civilians and other non-combatants in the town.) As the British troops concentrated 
in Ladysmith now constituted a balanced "field force" of all arms, White also rejected the 
option of leaving an infantry garrison in Ladysmith while sending the bulk of the 
mounted troops and artillery south of the river. He gambled on being able to strike a 
knock-out blow against the Boer armies in a "set-piece" action. This was despite the 
disadvantages of the terrain, with Ladysmith being on low ground surrounded by hills 
rising to 150 m above the town, which gave the Boers the advantage of height. 
 
From 26 to 29 October, White sent out tentative cavalry reconnaissances, which he 
recalled when it appeared that Boer horsemen might cut them off. On 29 October, Boers 
could be seen emplacing one of their heavy Creusot siege guns on Pepworth Hill, roughly 
6.4 km north-north east of the town. Before this gun could open fire, White had already 
made plans for attack the following dawn, based on incomplete reconnaissances and 
observations. 
 
The main frontal attack was intended to capture Pepworth Hill. The column was led by 
Colonel Ian Hamilton and consisted of the 1st battalion, the Devonshire Regiment, 1st 
battalion, the Manchester Regiment, 2nd battalion, the Gordon Highlanders and 2nd 
battalion, the Rifle Brigade. This attack was to be supported by a column under Colonel 
Grimwood, consisting of the 1st and 2nd battalions, the King's Royal Rifle Corps, 1st 
battalion, the Leicestershire Regiment, 1st battalion, the King's Liverpool Regiment and 
the 2nd battalion, the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, which would attack the supposed Boer left 
flank and capture Long Hill, about 2.4 km east of Pepworth Hill. The bulk of the mounted 
troops under Colonel John French (the 5th Lancers, 5th Dragoon Guards, 18th Hussars 
less a squadron lost at Talana Hill, 19th Hussars, several companies of Mounted infantry, 
the Natal Carbineers and Imperial Light Horse were stationed in reserve or to 



Grimwood's right. Six batteries (the 13th, 21st, 42nd, 53rd, 67th and 69th) of 15-
pounder guns of the Royal Artillery were to support the attacks. 
 
White also sent a detachment consisting of the 1st battalion, the Royal Irish Fusiliers and 
half the 1st battalion, the Gloucestershire Regiment, with number 10 Mountain Battery 
(equipped with RML 2.5-inch Mountain Guns) to capture a pass known as Nicholson's 
Nek which lay about 4.8 km to the northwest of Pepworth Hill. The force was 
commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Carleton of the Royal Irish Fusiliers. White intended 
that by seizing the pass, this detachment would prevent the Boer force from the Orange 
Free State reinforcing the Transvaal Boers on Pepworth Hill, and also prevent the 
defeated Boers retreating directly north. 
 
Lombard's Kop 
Grimwood's brigade had deployed during the night around Lombard's Kop and Farquhar's 
Farm, and faced north towards Long Hill. As dawn broke, Grimwood found that half his 
brigade had straggled, and French's mounted troops had not reached their assigned 
position. Before this could be corrected, the British troops came under heavy rifle fire 
from their own right flank. The Boers in this sector were nominally commanded by the 
elderly Commandant Lukas Meyer, but were actually led by Louis Botha. 
 
At the same time, the first shell from the Boers' "Long Tom" on Pepworth Hill landed in 
the town, causing consternation. The British field guns opened fire on Pepworth Hill and 
Long Hill, and temporarily silenced the Boer siege gun but Colonel Ian Hamilton's frontal 
attack on Pepworth Hill was called off as it became clear that Grimwood was in trouble, 
and Hamilton's attack would not be supported. Although the main body of South African 
Republic Boers under Commandant-General Piet Joubert were stationed behind Pepworth 
Hill, there were none on Long Hill, and fire on this hill was wasted. The British artillery 
itself came under accurate and effective fire from the Boers' field guns, which were 
fought as individual gun detachments, and were quickly moved between emplacements 
before British guns could find their range. The British guns were deployed as they had 
been drilled to do, in neat rows of six without using cover from artillery or even rifle fire. 
Their fire was not as effective as that of the Boer Staatsartillerie, and they incurred 
needless casualties. 
 
After four hours, White had received no messages from Carleton, although firing could 
be heard from the position he was supposed to have occupied. With no prospect of a 
successful attack, he ordered his troops to "retire as opportunity offers". As they began 
to fall back into the open plain between Lombard's Kop and Ladysmith, they came under 
heavy fire from Botha's riflemen and the Boer gun on Pepworth Hill. Some of Grimwood's 
units (mainly those which had already suffered heavy casualties at Talana Hill, and were 
short of officers and tired) panicked and the retreat became a rout. Two batteries of field 
guns covered the retreat by withdrawing in stages, each battery providing covering fire 
in turn while the other limbered up and fell back. The British were also very fortunate 
that a detachment of naval guns (four 12-pounder and two 4.7-inch guns, under Captain 
Percy Scott of HMS Terrible) arrived by train in Ladysmith and went almost straight into 
action. Their first few rounds immediately found the range to Pepworth Hill and 
suppressed the Boers' "Long Tom". 
 
The British fell back into Ladysmith, with units temporarily demoralised. The day was 
subsequently termed "Mournful Monday". Nevertheless, the Boers did not immediately 
take advantage of their victory. It is said that when Joubert was urged to follow up the 
British infantry, he replied, "When God stretches out a finger, do not take the whole 
hand". 
 
Nicholson's Nek 
White was not aware of the fate of Carleton's force until the next day, when Joubert sent 
a letter which also unilaterally granted an armistice to allow the dead to be buried. 
Carleton's force had been late setting out because the mules carrying his guns and 
reserve ammunition had not been properly controlled by inexperienced drivers and had 



been fractious. As dawn approached, Carleton feared that because of the late start, his 
force would be exposed at daybreak in the open plain between Pepworth Hill and the 
Nek. He therefore decided to occupy a hill known as Tchrengula just to the south of the 
Nek. As they climbed the hill, the mules bolted and startled British soldiers fired several 
shots, alerting the nearest Boers. 
 
Carleton's men began preparing sangars on what they thought was the summit of 
Tchrengula. In fact the mile-long summit was divided into two peaks, and in the dark, 
the British had occupied only the southern, lower summit. Vice Commandant Christiaan 
De Wet quickly grasped the situation, and led some men on horseback to gallop to the 
northern end of the hill, where they dismounted and climbed the hill to occupy the 
undefended northern summit. From there, the Boers pressed forward along the summit 
which was strewn with rocks which gave individual Boer riflemen ample cover. The 
British sangars were exposed and obvious targets to the Boers, and gave inadequate 
protection. Like the artillery, the British infantry relied on drill, firing volleys on the 
command of an officer. By the time the order had been given, the intended target was 
safe behind cover, while the British soldiers were exposed to fire. 
 
The British infantry resisted for several hours, but the numbers of wounded and killed 
increased and ammunition ran out. Finally, as the main British force could be seen 
retreating into Ladysmith, Carleton gave the order to surrender. A British officer waved a 
white flag at the same time. Some of the British troops had seen no reason for the 
surrender and felt themselves humiliated by the order. Eight hundred soldiers were 
taken prisoner. 
 
Aftermath 
Since the Boers launched no immediate assault, the British force reorganised and 
constructed defensive lines around the town, which would require a major effort to 
overcome. They recovered morale through some small-scale raids at night which 
sabotaged some of the Boer artillery. Thereafter the siege became a long drawn-out 
blockade, except for a single storming attempt. After several failures, a force under 
General Redvers Buller, who was later known as "Sir Reverse" and the "Ferryman of the 
Tugela", broke through the Boer forces defending the Tugela to affect the Relief of 
Ladysmith on 28 February 1900. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Belmont. 

Date:  23 November 1899. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Belmont, Northern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW8. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Lord Methuen  
J. Prinsloo  
 
The Battle of Belmont was an engagement of the Second Boer War on 23 November 
1899, where the British under Lord Methuen assaulted a Boer position on Belmont kopje. 
 
Methuen's three brigades were on their way to raise the Boer siege of Kimberley. A Boer 
force of about 2,000 men had entrenched on the range of Belmont kopje to delay their 
advance. Methuen sent the Guards Brigade on a night march to outflank the Boers, but 
due to faulty maps the Grenadier Guards found themselves in front of the Boer position 
instead. 
 
The Guards, the 9th Brigade and the Naval Brigade assaulted the Boers over open 
ground, suffering about 200 casualties. Before the British came to use their bayonets, 
the Boers retreated by pony and re-formed in another entrenched position at Graspan, 



where the pattern was repeated with the British suffering another 197 casualties: one 
sailor reporting that "at 200 yards we fixed bayonets, and we just saw their heels; they 
didn't wait when they heard the rattle". 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Modder River. 

Date:  28 November 1899. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Modder River, Northern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW9. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Lord Methuen  
South African Republic Piet Cronje 
South African Republic Koos de la Rey  
 
The Battle of Modder River was an engagement in the Boer War, fought at Modder River, 
on 28 November 1899. A British column under Lord Methuen, that was attempting to 
relieve the besieged town of Kimberley, forced Boers under General Piet Cronje to 
retreat to Magersfontein, but suffered heavy casualties themselves. 
 
Situation in November 1899 
When the war broke out, one of the Boers' early targets was the diamond-mining centre 
of Kimberley, which stood not far from the point where the borders of the Boer republics 
of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, and the British-controlled Cape Colony met. 
Although their forces surrounded the town, they did not press home any immediate 
assault. Nor did they attempt to cross the Orange River on this front to invade Cape 
Colony. 
 
Meanwhile, British reinforcements were on their way to South Africa. Their commander, 
General Sir Redvers Buller detached the 1st Division under Lieutenant General Lord 
Methuen to relieve the Siege of Kimberley. This decision was made partly for reasons of 
prestige, as the capture of Kimberley (which contained the famous Imperialist and 
former Prime Minister of Cape Colony, Cecil Rhodes) would be a major propaganda 
victory for the British. 
 
During November, Methuen's force advanced north along the Western Cape Railway. 
They fought and won two engagements against Boers from the Orange Free State under 
General Prinsloo at the Battle of Belmont and at Graspan. 
 
Boer plans 
The Boers had been reinforced by a substantial contingent from the Transvaal under 
General Koos de la Rey, who proposed a radical new plan of defence. He pointed out that 
the Boers had previously been easily driven from the kopjes which they had occupied. 
The kopjes had been obvious aiming marks for the numerically superior British artillery. 
Also, the trajectory of rifle fire from Boers on the top of the kopjes was steeply plunging. 
It therefore had a chance of hitting its target only in the last six feet or so of its flight. 
Once British infantry had reached the foot of the kopje, they were concealed by boulders 
and scrub, and could then easily drive the Boers off the summit with the bayonet. 
 
De la Rey proposed to make use of the flat trajectory of the Mauser rifle with which the 
Boers were armed, together with the flat veld. He called on his men to dig trenches in 
the banks of the Modder River, from which their rifles could sweep the veld for a great 
distance, and won them over. General Piet Cronje, who arrived later with the main Boer 
force, acquiesced in this novel plan. 
 
The area contained two prominent hotels and the village of Rosmead, which was used as 
a resort by prominent businessmen from Kimberley. The Boer trenches were at  



Modder and the smaller Riet River which joined it at Modder River Station. The Boers had 
six field guns and one Maxim "pom-pom" from the Orange Free State's Staatsartillerie. 
They deployed these not as a concentrated battery, but as widely separated individual 
gun detachments north of the Modder and to the east. They had dug several 
emplacements for each gun, allowing their guns to switch position to avoid counter-
battery fire. 
 
British plans 
Methuen's force consisted of two infantry brigades (the Guards Brigade under Major-
General Sir Henry Edward Colville and the 9th Brigade under Major-General Reginald 
Pole-Carew), two mounted regiments, three batteries of field artillery (18th, 62nd and 
75th) and four guns of the Naval Brigade. Further reinforcements were arriving up the 
railway. 
 
The British cavalry (the 9th Lancers and a unit recruited in Cape Town, Rimington's 
Guides), made some attempts to scout the ground ahead of the army, but failed entirely 
to detect De la Rey's trenches and other preparations. (For example, the Boers had 
whitewashed stones on the veld or had placed biscuit tins as range markers). At 4:30 
am on 28 November, Methuen's force roused itself, deployed into line and began 
advancing towards the Modder, with no plans other than to cross the river before having 
breakfast on the far side. 
 
The battle 
As the British troops came within 1,100 m of the river, Methuen remarked to Colville, 
"They're not here." Colville replied, "They're sitting uncommonly tight if they are". At this 
point the Boers opened fire. Most of the British troops were forced to throw themselves 
flat. Some tried to advance in short rushes, but could find no cover on the veld. Few 
British troops got closer than 910 m to the Boers. The Guards tried to outflank the Boer 
left, but were unable to ford the Riet River. The British guns pounded the buildings near 
Modder River Station and the line of poplar trees which marked the north bank of the 
Modder, and entirely missed the enemy trenches on the south bank. Meanwhile, the 
Boer guns maintained a galling fire, and kept in action by repeatedly moving their 
positions. 
 
The battle became a day-long stalemate. Most of the British infantry lay prone on the 
veld, tortured by heat and thirst, but safe from enemy fire unless they moved. Many 
stoically smoked pipes or even slept. Methuen galloped about the field trying to renew 
the advance, and was himself wounded. At midday, some of Pole-Carew's 9th Brigade 
found the open Boer right flank at Rosmead drift downstream. British infantry infiltrated 
across the ford and about 1:00 pm drove the Boers out of Rosmead. The attack was 
disjointed, and suffered casualties when a British field artillery battery (62nd) which had 
just arrived on the field shelled them by mistake. By nightfall, De la Rey had driven them 
back into a small insecure bridgehead. 
 
Nevertheless, the Boers feared that they were now vulnerable to being outflanked, and 
withdrew during the night. 
 



 
 
 
Aftermath 
Methuen reported that the battle had been "one of the hardest and most trying fights in 
the annals of the British army". Although casualties had not been cripplingly heavy 
(between 450 and 480), mainly because the Boers opened fire prematurely, it was clear 
that any simple frontal attack by infantry only against an enemy using bolt-action rifles, 
was effectively impossible. The British were forced to pause for ten days, to evacuate 
their casualties, receive further reinforcements and repair their lines of communications. 
The delay allowed the Boers to construct the entrenchments which they were to defend 
in the Battle of Magersfontein. 
 
On the Boer side, there were about 80 casualties, including, Adriaan, the eldest son of 
Koos de la Rey, mortally wounded by a shell. 
 
Account of the battle 
Modder River – 28 November 1899 
British Victory ~ Was a tiring day again with the heat and especially after forming at 
4:30 am and being the 3rd battle in a week. Boers fled after British catch vital positions. 
Fiercest battle yet fought in the war. An almost impossible offensive task. The total Boer 
casualties may perhaps have amounted to 150, mainly due to shell-fire. 70 British were 
killed and another 413 were wounded. 
 
Battle Name:  Siege of Ladysmith. 

Date:  30 October 1899 to 28 February 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Ladysmith. 

Symbol: SAW10. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom George Stuart White  
South African Republic Petrus Jacobus Joubert 
South African Republic Louis Botha 
Orange Free State Christiaan De Wet  



 
Background 
As war with the Boer republics appeared likely in June 1899, the War Office in Britain 
dispatched a total of 15,000 troops to Natal, expecting that if war broke out they would 
be capable of defending the colony until reinforcements could be mobilized and sent to 
South Africa by steamship. Some of these troops were diverted while returning to Britain 
from India, others were sent from garrisons in the Mediterranean and elsewhere. 
Lieutenant General Sir George White was appointed to command this enlarged force. 
White was 64 years old and suffered from a leg injury incurred in a riding accident. 
Having served mainly in India, he had little previous experience of South Africa. 
 
Outbreak of war 
Contrary to the advice of several British officials such as Sir Alfred Milner, the High 
Commissioner for Southern Africa, the Boer governments were not over-awed by the 
despatch of British troops to Natal. Instead, they regarded it as evidence of Britain's 
determination to seize control of the Boer republics. The Transvaal government under 
President Paul Kruger considered launching an attack in September, but President Steyn 
of the Orange Free State, who would later become the spiritual heart of the Boer 
resistance, dissuaded them for several weeks while he tried to act as intermediary. With 
the complete breakdown in negotiations, both republics declared war and attacked on 12 
October. 
 
A total of 21,000 Boers advanced into Natal from all sides. White had been advised to 
deploy his force far back, well clear of the area of northern Natal known as the "Natal 
Triangle", a wedge of land lying between the two Boer republics. Instead, White 
deployed his forces around the garrison town of Ladysmith, with a detachment even 
further forward at Dundee. The entire British force could concentrate only after fighting 
two battles at Talana Hill and Elandslaagte. As the Boers surrounded Ladysmith, White 
ordered a sortie by his entire force to capture the Boer artillery. The result was the 
disastrous Battle of Ladysmith, in which the British were driven back into the town 
having lost 1,200 men killed, wounded or captured. 
 
The siege 
The Boers then proceeded to surround Ladysmith and cut the railway link to Durban. 
Major General French and his Chief of Staff, Major Douglas Haig escaped on the last train 
to leave, which was riddled with bullets. 
 
This town was then besieged for 118 days. White knew that large reinforcements were 
arriving, and could communicate with British units south of the Tugela River by 
searchlight and heliograph. He expected relief soon. Meanwhile, his troops carried out 
several raids and sorties to sabotage Boer artillery. 
 
Louis Botha commanded the Boer detachment which first raided Southern Natal, and 
then dug in north of the Tugela to hold off the relief force. On 15 December, the first 
relief attempt was defeated at the Battle of Colenso. Temporarily unnerved, the relief 
force commander, General Buller, suggested that White either break out or destroy his 
stores and ammunition and surrender. White could not break out because his horses and 
draught animals were weak from lack of grazing and forage, but also refused to 
surrender. 
 
On Christmas Day 1899, the Boers fired into Ladysmith a carrier shell without fuse, 
which contained a Christmas pudding, two Union Flags and the message "compliments of 
the season". The shell is still kept in the museum at Ladysmith. 
 
The storming attempt 
The Boers around Ladysmith were also growing weak from lack of forage. With little 
action, many fighters took unauthorised leave or brought their families into the siege 
encampments. Eventually, with the Tugela in flood, preventing Buller from giving any 



support, some younger leaders persuaded Joubert to order a storming attempt on the 
night of 5 January 1900, before another relief attempt could be made. 
 
The British line south of Ladysmith ran along a ridge known as the Platrand. The 
occupying British troops had named its features Wagon Point, Wagon Ridge and Caesar's 
Camp (after features near Aldershot, well known to much of the British army). Under Ian 
Hamilton, they had constructed a line of forts, sangars and entrenchments on the 
reverse slope of the Platrand, of which the Boers were unaware. 
 
In the early hours of 6 January, Boer storming parties under General C.J. de Villiers 
began climbing Wagon Ridge and Caesar's Camp. They were spotted and engaged by 
British working parties who were emplacing some guns. The Boers captured the edge of 
both features, but could not advance further. British counter-attacks also failed. 
 
At noon, de Villiers made another attack on Wagon Point. Some exhausted defenders 
panicked and fled, but Hamilton led reserves to the spot and recaptured some empty 
gun pits. Late in the afternoon, a terrific rainstorm broke, and the Boers withdrew under 
cover of it. 
 
The British suffered 175 killed and 249 wounded. 52 dead Boers were left in the British 
positions, but their total casualties were not recorded. 
 

 
 
 



The later siege and relief 
Rejoicing in St. Andrews, Canada upon receipt of the news of the relief of 
Ladysmith.While Buller made repeated attempts to fight his way across the Tugela, the 
defenders of Ladysmith suffered increasingly from shortage of food and other supplies, 
and from disease, mainly enteric fever or typhoid, which claimed among many others, 
the life of noted war correspondent G.W. Steevens. The Boers had long before captured 
Ladysmith's water supply, and the defenders could use only the muddy Klip River. 
 
Towards the end of the siege, the garrison and townsfolk were living largely on their 
remaining draught oxen and horses (mainly in the form of "chevril", a meat paste named 
after the commercial beef extract "Bovril"). 
 
Eventually, Buller broke through the Boer positions on 27 February. Following their 
succession of reverses, his troops had developed effective tactics based on close 
cooperation between the infantry and artillery. After the protracted struggle, the morale 
of Botha's men at last broke and they and the besiegers retreated, covered by another 
huge thunderstorm. Buller did not pursue, and White's men were too weak to do so. 
 
The first party of the relief column, under Major Hubert Gough and of which Churchill 
was a part, rode in on the evening of 28 February. White reportedly greeted them 
saying, "Thank God we kept the flag flying". 
 
Aftermath 
 
The relief was widely celebrated, followed by much larger celebrations after the Siege of 
Mafeking. There were four Victoria Crosses awarded during the siege, John Norwood on 
30 October 1899. At Wagon Hill on 6 January 1900, Herman Albrecht and Robert James 
Thomas Digby-Jones (who both died), and James Edward Ignatius Masterson. 
 

Battle Name:  Battle of Colesberg. 

Date:  November 1899 – March 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Colesberg, Western Cape. 

Symbol: SAW10A. 

Notes: 

Between November 1899 and March 1900 a significant battle occurred in and around 
Colesberg.  
 
The capture of Colesberg did not come easily and Generals French and Clements 
suffered devastating losses amongst their troops. On 1 November 1899, General Esias 
Reinier Grobler and General Hendrik Schoeman were appointed by President Kruger, to 
seize Norvals’ Point. General Schoeman and Grobler marched the Boers into Colesberg 
on 14 November 1899, and as a result General Buller commanded the French 
Commanding Cavalry to remove the Boers from the district, watch over the railway line 
and ward off any further advances of the Boers into the Cape Colony. 
 
Reinforcements from the New Zealand Mounted Rifles arrived in Noupoort on the 1st of 
December 1899, with no fewer than 400 men. On 18 December 1899, New Zealand 
suffered their first casuality by losing Trooper 44, GR Bradford, at the attack on the 
Boers at Jasfontein Farm. The battles that followed saw both sides gaining a little and 
being defeated at certain points.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Battle Name:  Battle of Stormberg. 

Date:  10 December 1899 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Stormberg, Eastern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW11. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
William Forbes Gatacre  
Field Kommandant Olivier  
 
The Battle of Stormberg was the first British defeat of Black Week, in which three 
successive British forces were defeated by Boer irregulars in the Second Boer War. 
 
Background 
When the British first drew up a plan of campaign against the Boer republics, it was 
intended that the 3rd Division commanded by Major General William Forbes Gatacre 
would secure the area known as the Cape Midlands, immediately south of the Orange 
Free State, in preparation for an advance along the railway running from Cape Town to 
Bloemfontein. In the event, many of the division's troops had to be diverted to Natal 
after disasters there, and Gatacre's reduced force arrived late. By the time they were 
ready to take the field, Boers from the Orange Free State had already seized the 
important railway junction of Stormberg. 
 
Gatacre heard of the loss of Stormberg on 8 December at Graaff Reinet. He determined 
to make an immediate counterattack to recover the place. A force of 3,000 was to be 
taken by train to Molteno, the nearest railway station to Stormberg still in British hands, 
and march by night to attack a hill known as the Kissieberg, which dominated the Boers' 
position. The force consisted of the 2nd Battalion, the Northumberland Fusiliers (960 
men), the 2nd Battalion, the Royal Irish Rifles, (840 men), the 74th and 77th batteries 
of the Royal Field Artillery and 250 mounted infantry detached from various infantry 
battalions. Other detachments (including the 1st Battalion, the Royal Berkshire 
Regiment) which were intended to join the force failed to arrive because telegraph 
orders were not sent. 
 
There was no time for reconnaissance, and preparations were rushed. Early the next 
day, the British troops hastily boarded the trains, but then sat for hours under a hot sun 
while locomotives were found. They were already tired when they reached Molteno, to 
set off on a night march with fixed bayonets after a hasty meal and very little rest. 
Gatacre's locally engaged guides were soon lost, and the force wandered about the veldt 
all night. 
 
Battle 
As dawn broke, the British at last came in sight of the Kissieberg. A small Boer picket 
with one 75mm Krupp gun under Sergeant Hendrik Muller of the Free State Artillery 
Corps, opened fire. Although Gatacre's force had merely to march around the hill to force 
the Boers to retreat, about half the infantry rushed forward without orders to storm it. 
They found that the hill was a typical kopje, ringed by a vertical rock face, which most of 
them were unable to climb. A few soldiers scrambled to the top, only to be swept off by 
the British guns which came into action with the rising sun in the gunners' eyes. 
 
The commanding officer of the Northumberland Fusiliers took it on himself to order a 
retreat, and most of Gatacre's force began to fall back in disorder. Gatacre gave the 
order to retreat to Molteno. Mounted Boer reinforcements appeared and attacked from 
both sides. The retreat of the exhausted British infantry was covered by the mounted 
infantry and the artillery, although two 15-pounder guns were lost. Not until they 
reached Molteno did Gatacre realise that over 600 men had been left behind on the 
Kissieberg. Hopelessly cut off, they were forced to surrender. 



 

 
 
 
Aftermath 
The Free State Boers and local rebels were slow to take advantage of Gatacre's defeat. 
By the time they did so, British reinforcements had arrived, and the area was secure. 
 
Although General Sir Redvers Buller, the British Commander-in-Chief in South Africa, 
publicly ascribed the defeat to bad luck only, and it was also suggested that his guides 
had been treacherous, Gatacre was blamed by many soldiers and commentators for the 
defeat. He was known for restless activity and for imposing needless marches and labour 
on his troops. He remained in command of the understrength 3rd Division, but after 
General Lord Roberts replaced Buller as Commander-in-Chief, he was side-lined to 
various occupation and "mopping-up" duties. He was eventually relieved of command 
after failing to rescue the Royal Irish Rifles who surrendered to Orange Free State 
Commandant-General Christiaan de Wet after a siege at Reddersberg on 3 April 1900. 
 

 

Battle Name:  Battle of Magersfontein. 

Date:  11 December 1899. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Magersfontein, Northern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW12. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Lord Methuen 
United Kingdom Andrew Gilbert Wauchope 
South African Republic Piet Cronje 
South African Republic Koos de la Rey  
 
The Battle of Magersfontein was fought on 11 December 1899, at Magersfontein near 
Kimberley on the borders of the Cape Colony and the independent Republic of the 
Orange Free State. British forces under Lieutenant General Lord Methuen were 



advancing north along the railway line from the Cape in order to relieve the Siege of 
Kimberley, but their path was blocked at Magersfontein by a Boer force that was 
entrenched in the surrounding hills. The British had already fought a series of battles 
with the Boers, most recently at Modder River, where the advance was temporarily 
halted. 
 
Lord Methuen failed to perform adequate reconnaissance in preparation for the 
impending battle, and was unaware that Boer Veggeneraal De la Rey had entrenched his 
forces at the foot of the hills rather than the forward slopes as was the accepted 
practice. This allowed the Boers to survive the initial British artillery bombardment; when 
the British troops failed to deploy from a compact formation during their advance, the 
defenders were able to inflict heavy casualties. The Highland Brigade suffered the worst 
casualties, while on the Boer side, the Scandinavian Corps was destroyed. The Boers 
attained a tactical victory and succeeded in holding the British in their advance on 
Kimberley. The battle was the second of three battles during what became known as the 
Black Week of the Second Boer War. 
 
Following their defeat, the British delayed at the Modder River for another two months 
while reinforcements were brought forward. General Lord Roberts was appointed 
Commander in Chief of the British forces in South Africa and moved to take personal 
command of this front. He subsequently lifted the Siege of Kimberley and forced Cronje 
to surrender at the Battle of Paardeberg. 
 
 
Background 
In the early days of the war in the Cape Colony, the Boers surrounded and laid siege to 
the British garrisons in the towns of Kimberley and Mafeking and destroyed the railway 
bridge across the Orange River at Hopetown. Substantial British reinforcements (an 
army corps under General Redvers Buller) arrived in South Africa and were dispersed to 
three main fronts. While Buller himself advanced from the port of Durban in Natal to 
relieve the besieged town of Ladysmith and a smaller detachment under Lieutenant 
General Gatacre secured the Cape Midlands, the reinforced 1st Division under Lord 
Methuen advanced from the Orange River to relieve Kimberley. 
 
 
Methuen advanced along the Cape–Transvaal railway line because a lack of water and 
pack animals made the reliable railway an obvious choice. Also, Buller had given him 
orders to evacuate the civilians in Kimberley and the railway was the only means of 
mass transport available. But his strategy had the disadvantage of making the direction 
of his approach obvious. Nevertheless, his army drove the Boers out of their defensive 
positions along the railway line at Belmont, Graspan, and the Modder River, at the cost 
of a thousand casualties. The British were forced to stop their advance within 26 km of 
Kimberley at the Modder River crossing. The Boers had demolished the railway bridge 
when they retreated, and it had to be repaired before the army could advance any 
further. Methuen also needed several days for supplies and reinforcements to be brought 
forward, and for his extended supply line to be secured from sabotage. The Boers were 
badly shaken by their three successive defeats and also required time to recover.The 
delay gave them time to bring up reinforcements, to reorganise, and to improve their 
next line of defence at Magersfontein. 
 
Boer defences 
After the Battle of the Modder River, the Boers initially retreated to Jacobsdal, where a 
commando from Mafeking linked up with them. The following day, Cronje moved his 
forces 16 km north to Scholtz Nek and Spytfontein, where they began to fortify 
themselves in the hills that made up the last defensible position along the railway line to 
Kimberley. Although closer to the British camp than the Boer camp, Jacobsdal was left 
poorly defended, and continued to function as the Boers' supply base until 3 December. 
 



The Free State government decided to reinforce Cronje's position after the Battle of 
Belmont. Between eight hundred and a thousand men of the Heilbron, Kroonstad and 
Bethlehem commandoes arrived at Spytfontein from Natal, accompanied by elements of 
the Ficksburg and Ladybrand commandos from the Basuto border. Reinforcements were 
also brought up from the Bloemhof and Wolmaranstad commandos who were besieging 
Kimberley. The remainder of Cronje's force arrived from the Siege of Mafeking. Their 
force now numbered 8,500 fighters, excluding camp followers and the African labourers 
who performed the actual work of digging the Boer entrenchments. 
 
Koos de la Rey had been absent from the army immediately after the Battle of the 
Modder River, having gone to Jacobsdal to bury his son Adriaan, who had been killed by 
a British shell during the battle. He arrived at the defensive positions on 1 December and 
surveyed the Boer lines the following day. He found the defences lacking, and realised 
that Cronje's position at Spyfontein was vulnerable to long range artillery fire from the 
hills at Magersfontein. He therefore recommended that they should move their defensive 
position forward to Magersfontein, to deny the British this opportunity. Cronje, who was 
the more senior officer, disagreed with him, so De la Rey telegraphed his objections to 
President Martinus Theunis Steyn of the Orange Free State. After consulting with 
President Paul Kruger of the Transvaal, Steyn visited the front on 4 December at 
Kruger's suggestion. Steyn also wished to settle a rift that had developed between the 
Transvaal and Free State Boers over the poor performance of his Free Staters in the 
battle on 28 November. He spent the next day touring the camps and defences, then 
summoned a krijgsraad. 
 
The Boers had learnt in earlier battles that the British artillery was superior in numbers 
to theirs, and could pound any high ground where they placed their guns or rifle pits. At 
Ladysmith, the Boers used rocks to build defensive sangars, but the ground at 
Magersfontein was sandy and less rocky. De la Rey recommended, contrary to common 
practice, that they should entrench themselves forward of the line of kopjes, rather than 
on the facing slopes. The trenches overlooking the receding, open ground sloping down 
towards the British axis of advance afforded the Boers concealment and protection from 
fire, and permitted them to use the flat trajectory of their Mauser rifles to greater effect. 
Since the trenches were concealed, they could thwart the standard British tactic of 
advancing to within close range under cover of darkness and then storming the Boer 
position at daybreak. A final consequence of De la Rey's defensive layout was that the 
troops would not be able to retreat, as Commandant General Marthinus Prinsloo's forces 
had done at Modder River. Before leaving the front, Steyn raised the morale of the Free 
State burghers by dismissing Prinsloo, who was seen as the chief reason for the defeats 
in earlier battles. 
 
The new defensive line occupied a wide crescent-shaped front, extending for 10 km and 
straddling the road and the railway line that Methuen's advance depended upon. The 
main trench directly in front of the Magersfontein Hill was 3.2 km long, and protected on 
the right flank by a single trench. The trenches that were to protect the left flank in the 
direction of the river were not completed before the battle commenced. Two high wire 
fences complemented the natural obstacles created by the thick scrub bush. One ran 
north-northeast and marked the border of the Orange Free State, while a second 
protected the trenches in front of the Boer position. 
 
British plan 
Methuen believed that the Boers were occupying the crests of the line of kopjes, as they 
had done at Belmont, but he was unable to reconnoitre the position; his mounted scouts 
could not roam the countryside freely on account of wire farm fences, nor could they 
approach any closer than 1.6 km to the Boer positions without being driven off by rifle 
fire. No serviceable maps were available; those in the possession of the British officers 
had been prepared for the purposes of land registration, with no consideration of military 
operations. Officers supplemented these maps with hasty sketches based on limited daily 
reconnaissance. The poor maps and lack of reconnaissance would prove critical to the 
outcome of the battle. 



 
Ever since the victory against an Egyptian army at the Battle of Tel-el-Kebir, the 
standard British tactic against an entrenched position was an approach march at night in 
close order to maintain cohesion, followed by deployment into open order within a few 
hundred yards of the objective and a frontal attack with the bayonet at first light. 
Methuen planned to bombard the Boer positions with artillery from 16:50 to 18:30 on 10 
December. Following the barrage, the newly arrived Highland Brigade under Major 
General Wauchope was to make a night march that would position them to launch a 
frontal attack on the Boers at dawn the following day. Wauchope had argued for a 
flanking attack along the Modder River, but had been unable to convince his superior. 
 
Disposition and movement of forces 
Methuen's orders show that his intention was to "hold the enemy on the north and to 
deliver an attack on the southern end of Magersfontein Ridge”. The advance was to be 
made in three columns. The first column consisted of the Highland Brigade, the 9th 
Lancers, the 2nd King's Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, and supporting artillery and 
engineer sections as well as a balloon section. The first column was ordered to march 
directly on the south-western spur of the kopje and on arrival, before dawn, the 2nd 
Black Watch were to move east of the kopje, where he believed the Boers had a strong-
point. He ordered the 2nd Seaforth Highlanders to advance to the south-eastern point of 
the hill, and the 1st Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders to extend the line to the left. The 
1st Highland Light Infantry was to advance as a reserve. All units were to advance in a 
mass of quarter columns, the most compact formation in the drill book: 3,500 men in 30 
companies aligned in 90 files, all compressed into a column 41 m wide and 150 m long, 
with the outer sections using ropes to guide the four battalions in their night march and 
deployment for the dawn attack. The second column, on the left under Major-General 
Reginald Pole-Carew, consisted of a battalion from the 9th Brigade, the Naval Brigade 
with a 4.7-inch naval gun, and Rimington's Guides (a mounted infantry unit raised in 
Cape Town). The third column, led by Major-General Sir Henry Edward Colville, was in 
reserve and was composed of the 12th Lancers, the Guards Brigade, and artillery, 
engineer, and medical support elements. 
 
Advance to attack 
A drizzle started by mid-afternoon on 10 December and continued throughout the 
artillery bombardment, which was delivered by 24 field guns, four howitzers, and a 4.7-
inch naval gun. In preparation for the attack, the soldiers bivouacked in the rain 4.8 km 
from the Boer lines. Instead of "softening" the Boer positions, the explosions of lyddite 
shells against the facing slopes above their trenches merely alerted the Boers to the 
impending attack. As midnight approached, the rain increased to a downpour and the 
leading elements of the Highland Brigade commenced their advance towards their 
objective at the southern end of Magersfontein ridge. Wauchope had made a similar 
night march in his advance on Omdurman in 1898, but this time he was faced not by flat 
desert terrain and clear skies, but rather by torrential rain, rocky outcrops, and thorn 
scrub, which caused delays and annoyance. The thunderstorm and the high iron ore 
content of the surrounding hills played havoc with compasses and navigation. 
 
The brigade was advancing in quarter column as directed by Methuen's orders. The 
soldiers advanced packed as closely together as possible, with each ordered to grasp his 
neighbour to prevent the men losing contact with each other in the darkness. As first 
light approached, the storm abated and the Brigade was on course, but the delays put 
them 910 m from the line of hills. Wauchope's guide, Major Benson of the Royal Artillery, 
suggested to Wauchope that it was no longer safe to continue in closed formation and 
that the Brigade should deploy. Wauchope replied "... I'm afraid my men will lose 
direction. I think we will go a little further." Still in quarter column, the Highlanders 
advanced further towards the unknown enemy lines, when an advancing British soldier 
tripped an alarm on the fence in front of the Boer trench. 
 



 
 
 
Battle 
The Highlanders had advanced to within 370 m of the Boer trenches when the Boers 
opened fire; the British had no time to reform from their compact quarter columns into a 
fighting formation. Wauchope instructed the brigade to extend its order, but in the face 
of such close-range Boer fire, the changing formation was thrown into disarray and 
confusion. General Wauchope was killed by almost the first volley, as was Lieutenant-
Colonel G. L. J. Goff, the commanding officer of the Argylls. The men at the head of the 
brigade disentangled themselves from the dead and most of them fled. Some of the 
Black Watch at the head of the column charged the Boer trenches; a few broke through, 
but as they climbed Magersfontein Hill they were engaged by their own artillery and Boer 
parties, including one led by General Cronje himself, who had been wandering the kopje 
since 01:00, and were subsequently killed or captured. Others were shot while entangled 
in the wire fence in front of the trenches. Conan Doyle points out that 700 of the British 
casualties that day occurred in the first five minutes of the engagement. 
 
 
The primary Boer trench at Magersfontein from which the Highlanders were fired upon 
An attempt was made to outflank the trenches on the right where a number of Boers 
were taken prisoner, but this action was soon blocked by the redeployment of Boer 
elements. After sunrise, the remnants of the four battalions of the Highland Brigade were 
unable to advance or retreat due to Boer rifle fire. The only movement at that time was 
a team led by Lt. Lindsay, who managed to bring the Seaforth's Maxim forward to 
provide a degree of fire support. Later the Lancers were able to bring their Maxim 
forward and into action as well. Methuen ordered all available artillery to provide fire 



support; the howitzers engaged at 3,700 m and the three field batteries at a range of 
1,600 m. The Horse Artillery advanced to the southern flank in an attempt to enfilade 
the trenches. With all guns engaged, including the 4.7-inch naval gun commanded by 
Captain (RN) Bearcroft, the Highlanders were given some respite from the Boer small-
arms fire, and some men were able to withdraw. As with the preliminary barrage of the 
previous evening, most of the shot was however again directed at the facing slopes of 
the hills rather than the Boer trenches at their foot. 
 
Reinforcements arrive 
As the day progressed, British reinforcements that were originally left to guard the camp 
near the Modder River started to arrive—first the Gordon Highlanders and later the 1st 
and 2nd Coldstream Guards. At the same time, Cronjé launched a fresh attack on the 
British southern (right) flank in an attempt to extend a salient to the left and behind the 
remaining Highlanders, cutting them off from the main British force. Initially the 
Seaforths attempted to stem this attack and ran into the Scandinavian Corps, which they 
quickly neutralised. The Seaforths then had to regroup, which prevented them from 
further action to halt the Boer attempts to encircle the Highland Brigade. The Grenadier 
Guards, with five companies of the King's Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, were moved to 
counter the attack. The British only showed some sign of success after the freshly 
arrived battalions of the Coldstream Guards were committed too. But once the 
Coldstreams were committed, Methuen had engaged all of his reserves. 
 
The remaining Highlanders, now under the command of Lieutenant Colonel James 
Hughes-Hallet of the Seaforths, had been lying prone under a harsh summer sun for 
most of the day with the Boers still attempting to encircle them from the south. In the 
late afternoon, those who remained alive stood up and fled west towards the main body 
of British troops. This unexpected move left many of the field guns which had been 
advanced to the front line over the course of the morning exposed to the Boers. Only a 
lack of initiative on the part of the Boers saved the guns from being captured. The gap 
created by the hurried withdrawal of the Highland Brigade was filled by the Gordons and 
the Scots Guards. 
 
Scandinavian volunteers 
Members of the Scandinavian Volunteer Corps prior to the Battle of Magersfontein 
The Scandinavian Volunteer Corps (Skandinaviska Kåren) was not a true corps but 
rather a unit the size of a company, consisting of foreign volunteers. Approximately half 
of the Corps was ordered to hold a forward position in the gap between the high ground 
held by Cronje and De la Rey's forces during the night of 10–11 December. The rest of 
the force was entrenched in defensive positions some 1,500 metres further north-east. 
In the early morning hours of 11 December, General Cronje ordered Commandant Tolly 
de Beer to abandon the outpost, but the order did not reach the Scandinavian section, 
which was left on its own. Save for seven men, this section was destroyed while holding 
back the attack of the Seaforth Highlanders, who were in the process denied access 
between the hills and prevented from reaching the Boer guns. Cronje understood the 
significance of this stand, and said in a subsequent letter to Kruger that "next to God we 
can thank the Scandinavians for our victory". 
 
Final retreat 
In the late afternoon, a Boer messenger bearing a white flag arrived at a Scots Guard 
outpost to say that the British could send ambulances to collect their wounded lying in 
front of the trenches at the foot of the hills. Royal Army Medical Corps and Boer medical 
orderlies treated the wounded until the truce was broken by fire from the British naval 
gun, Captain (RN) Bearcroft not having been informed of the temporary armistice. A 
British medical orderly was sent to the Boers with apologies, and the truce was 
reinstated. When the truce was officially over, G Battery RHA, the 62nd Field Battery, 
and the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders were tasked to screen the reorganisation and 
withdrawal of some of the British troops. 
 



The Boer guns, which had not yet seen action that day, opened fire on the cavalry at 
about 17:30 and the center of the British attack began to fall back. Men instinctively 
withdrew to beyond the range of the Boer guns; Methuen decided that a total withdrawal 
was preferable to his troops spending the night near the Boer trenches. Battalions and 
remnants of battalions retreated throughout the night and were mustered for roll call at 
the Modder River camp the next morning. 
 
Aftermath 
The Boers halted Methuen's advance to relieve the siege of Kimberley, defeated his 
superior force and inflicted heavy losses, particularly on the Highland Brigade. The 
British were forced to withdraw to the Modder River to regroup and to await further 
reinforcements. Unlike previous occasions, where the Boers withdrew after an 
engagement, this time Cronje held the Magersfontein defence line, knowing that 
Methuen would again be forced to continue his advance along his logistical railway 
"lifeline". 
 
Losses 
The British lost 22 officers and 188 other ranks killed, 46 officers and 629 other ranks 
wounded, and one officer and 62 other ranks missing. Of this, the Highland Brigade 
suffered losses of 747 men being killed, wounded, and missing. Among the battalions, 
the Black Watch suffered the most severely, losing 303 officers and other ranks. On 12 
December, when British ambulances again went forward to collect the dead and 
remaining wounded, they found Wauchope's body within 180 m of Cronjé's trenches. 
The British camp at Modder River, and subsequently at Paardeberg, created ideal 
conditions for the spread of typhoid fever. By the time the British reached Bloemfontein, 
an epidemic broke out amongst the troops, with 10,000–12,000 taken ill, and 1,200 
deaths in the city. The disease ultimately took more British lives during the war than 
were lost though enemy action. 
 
Boer losses are disputed. The official British account of the battle records 87 killed and 
188 wounded, while later accounts record a total loss of 236 men. As with the Boers, 
several different figures regarding the strength of the Scandinavian outpost exist. British 
sources quote 80 men and Scandinavian sources between 49 to 52 men. Uddgren 
records 52 men based on identified names, consisting of 26 Swedes, 11 Danes, 7 Finns, 
4 Norwegians, and 4 of unknown nationality, of whom all but five were either killed, 
wounded or captured. 
 
Strategic consequences 
The week from 10 December to 17 December rapidly became known to troops in the 
field—and to politicians in Britain—as "Black Week", during which the British suffered 
three defeats: the battles of Stormberg in the Cape Midlands and Colenso in Natal, as 
well as the Battle of Magersfontein. The defeat at Magersfontein caused much 
consternation in Britain, particularly in Scotland, where the losses to the Highland 
regiments were keenly felt. Wauchope was well known in Scotland, having stood as a 
Parliamentary candidate for Midlothian in the general election of 1892. 
 
The reverberations of the Black Week defeats led to the hasty approval of large 
reinforcements being sent to South Africa, from both Britain and the Dominions. 
Although Cronje temporarily defeated the British and held up their advance, General 
Lord Roberts was appointed as overall Commander in Chief in South Africa; he took 
personal command on this front and at the head of an army reinforced to 25,000 men, 
he relieved Kimberley on 15 February 1900. Cronje's retreating army was surrounded 
and forced to surrender at the Battle of Paardeberg on 27 February 1900. 
 
Methuen later salvaged his reputation and career through successes he achieved against 
George Villebois-Mareuil at the Battle of Boschoff. However, he was the only general 
captured by the Boers during the war. 
 
 



 
Victoria Cross awards 
Three Victoria Cross citations were made for the action at Magersfontein: 
Lieutenant Henry Edward Manning Douglas. Royal Army Medical Corps 
Corporal John Shaul. Highland Light Infantry 
Captain Ernest Beachcroft Beckwith Towse. Gordon Highlanders. 
 
 
Black Week 10 December 1899 to 17 December 1899. 

 
In one disastrous week, dubbed Black Week, from 10-17 December 1899, the British 
Army suffered three devastating defeats by the Boer Republics at the battles of 
Stormberg (690), Magersfontein (948) and Colenso (1,138), with 2,776 men killed, 
wounded and captured. The events were an eye opener for the government and troops, 
who had thought that the war could be won very easily. 
 
The British government drastically changed their mindset after the Black Week disaster 
to the realization that the Boer war would not be an easy victory, and they undertook 
many changes in the military including military personnel, better mobilization, and better 
modernization in order to match and then surpass the Boer troops. Many different 
opinions arose in the United Kingdom. Although there were many doubters who criticized 
the overall justice of the British cause, the patriots who would end up volunteering, 
fighting, and winning this conflict were the majority. Following Black Week, the 
government called “for able-bodied men willing to abandon their homes and families and 
risk their lives to serve their country.” Even with this dangerous task, many still 
volunteered either for the regular army or for shorter enlistments. 
 
These new volunteers served as a “new face, untainted by defeat and accusations of 
defeatism…to breathe life back into the campaigns and restore hope at home.” Other 
changes enacted by the British immediately following the Black Week disaster were the 
mobilization of two more divisions, the calling up of the army reserves, raising a force of 
mounted cavalry for better mobility, and most importantly by sending volunteers from 
home overseas which added more than one hundred thousand additional troops by the 
end of the war. 
 
The biggest problem that the British troops had at the beginning of the war was the 
antiquity of their weaponry. The Boer troops had very advanced modern weapons, which 
helped them win battles where they were greatly outnumbered. One of the keys to 
success at the Battle of Colenso was the use of smokeless powder in their rifles, which 
hid their locations from the British troops returning fire. This was just one of the many 
ways in which the Boers had superior weaponry at the beginning of the war. The first of 
many reforms in the modernization of the British military following Black Week was with 
the cavalry. 
 
With new, modernized troops came new tactics; only a few months after Black Week, 
one of the main cavalry divisions led a flanking march that ended with a victory. Besides 
equipping the cavalry with rapid-firing rifles instead of lances, the new British military 
doctrine also started using artillery as a defensive unit of the army, and saw innovation 
in the use of machine guns. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Battle Name:  Battle of Colenso. 

Date:  15 December 1899. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Colenso, Natal. 

Symbol: SAW13. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
General Sir Redvers Buller  
General Louis Botha  
 
The Battle of Colenso was the third and final battle fought during the Black Week of the 
Second Boer War. It was fought between British and Boer forces from the independent 
South African Republic and Orange Free State in and around Colenso, Natal, South Africa 
on 15 December 1899. 
Inadequate preparation and reconnaissance and uninspired leadership led to a heavy, 
and in some respects humiliating, British defeat. 
 
Background 
Shortly before the outbreak of the war, General Sir Redvers Buller was dispatched to 
South Africa at the head of an Army Corps, and appointed Commander-in-Chief of all 
British forces in South Africa. On arrival, he found British garrisons besieged on widely 
separated fronts, with limited communications between the fronts. Having detached 
forces under Generals Lord Methuen and Gatacre to the western and central fronts, 
Buller assumed command of his largest detachment and proposed to lead it to the relief 
of a besieged British force in Ladysmith, in Natal. 
 
On this front, the Boers had made some raids and reconnaissances into the southern 
part of the province, but in the face of a large British army, they had retired north of the 
Tugela River at Colenso and dug in there, blocking the road and railway line to 
Ladysmith. Buller originally intended making a flank march to cross the Tugela at 
Potgieters Drift 80 kilometres upstream of Colenso. On hearing that Gatacre and 
Methuen been defeated at the battles of Stormberg and Magersfontein, Buller felt he 
needed to relieve Ladysmith as soon as possible and resume overall command of the 
forces in South Africa, and was worried that a move to Potgieters would put him out of 
telegraph communications with the rest of South Africa. He also lacked wagons and 
draught animals, and feared that a defeat at Potgieters Drift would leave his force 
isolated and trapped. He decided to make a frontal assault at Colenso after two days' 
artillery bombardment, beginning on 13 December. 
 
Boer plans 
Piet Joubert, the Commandant-General of the Transvaal, had been incapacitated after 
falling from his horse, Louis Botha then assumed command of the Boers on this front. 
The basic Boer fighting unit was the commando, nominally consisting of all the available 
fighting men from a district, led by an elected Commandant and administered by a 
Feldcornet. Botha had nine such commandos and the Swaziland Police available. He 
deployed his chief strength north of the river, covering the drifts . His plan was to open 
fire when the British were about to cross, or were crossing, the river, enfilade their right 
flank and rear with a force deployed on a hill known as Hlangwane south of the river, 
and attack their left with another force which would cross the river several miles 
upstream. 
 
The preparatory British artillery fire missed the camouflaged Boer trenches, but the 
defenders of Hlangwane abandoned their positions and retreated across the river. After 
exhortations arrived by telegram from President Paul Kruger of the South African 
Republic, detachments selected by drawing lots reoccupied Hlangwane the day before 
Buller attacked. 
 



Botha deployed the Middelburg and Johannesburg commandos, with a contingent from 
the Orange Free State, at Robinson's Drift, 13 kilometres upstream from Colenso; the 
Ermelo commando at the Bridle Drift 5 kilometres upstream from Colenso; the 
Zoutpansberg commando and the Swaziland police at the Punt Drift at the end of a loop 
in the river east of the Bridle Drift, the Heidelberg, Vryheid and Krugersdorp commandos 
in a range of low kopjes and the river bank at Colenso itself, and the Wakkerstroom and 
Standerton commandos on Hlangwane. 
 
British plans 
Buller was handicapped by a shortage of competent staff officers, as most of them had 
been dispersed from his Corps, like the Corps itself, to the various distant fronts 
throughout South Africa. He also lacked information on the geography of the area, and 
possessed only a sparsely detailed blueprint map based on railway and farm surveys, 
and a crude sketch map made by an artillery officer. 
 
Buller intended the 5th (Irish) Brigade, to cross the Bridle Drift. The brigade consisted of 
the 1st Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, the 1st Connaught Rangers, 2nd Royal Dublin 
Fusiliers, and the 2nd Border Regiment, and was commanded by the confident Major 
General Fitzroy Hart. Meanwhile, the 2nd Brigade under Major-General Henry J. T. 
Hildyard would occupy the village itself (where there was another ford and two bridges 
across the Tugela, although one bridge had already been demolished). Hildyard's brigade 
consisted of the 2nd Devonshire Regiment, the 2nd Queen's Royal Regiment (West 
Surrey), and the 2nd West Yorkshire Regiment, and the 2nd East Surrey Regiment. Its 
attack was to be supported by artillery (the 16th and 44th Field Batteries of the Royal 
Artillery and a battery of six naval 12-pounder guns) under Colonel C.J. Long. 
 
A regiment of regular cavalry, the 7th Dragoon Guards, under Colonel J.F. Burn-
Murdoch, protected the left flank. On the right flank, Buller intended that a brigade of 
colonial light horse and mounted infantry under Lord Dundonald, would capture 
Hlangwane. (Although Buller recognised that Hlangwane was a difficult position to 
assault, he anticipated that once Hart's and Hildyard's troops had established 
bridgeheads on the north bank of the Tugela, the Boers would abandon the hill for fear 
of being isolated.) Dundonald's brigade consisted of Bethune's Mounted Infantry (three 
companies), Thorneycroft's Mounted Infantry (three companies), the South African Light 
Horse (three squadrons), the Imperial Light Horse (one squadron), the Natal Carbineers 
(one squadron), and two companies of mounted infantry detached from British infantry 
units. 
 
Two more infantry brigades were in reserve: they were the 4th (Light) Brigade under 
Major General Neville Lyttelton (consisting of 2nd Cameronians (Scottish Rifles), 1st and 
3rd battalions of the Rifle Brigade (Prince Consort's Own) and the 1st Durham Light 
Infantry). The second formation was the 6th (Fusilier) Brigade under Major General 
Geoffrey Barton (with the 2nd Royal Fusiliers, the 2nd Scots Fusiliers, the 1st Royal 
Welch Fusiliers, and the 2nd Royal Irish Fusiliers under command). 
 
Buller also had another three batteries of field artillery (7th, 63rd and 64th), and another 
battery of eight naval 12-pounder guns and two 4.7-inch naval guns to support the 
flanking mounted troops or in reserve. 
 



 
 
 
The battle 
Buller's attempt to cross the Tugela River 
Early on the morning of 15 December, Hart gave his men half an hour's parade ground 
drill, then led them in close column towards the Bridle Drift. However, his locally 
recruited guide, who spoke no English, led the brigade towards the wrong ford, the Punt 
Drift at the end of a loop in the river at  
 
Botha had ordered his men to hold their fire until the British tried to cross the river, but 
Hart's brigade, jammed into the loop of the river, was too good a target to miss. The 
Boers opened fire; Hart's brigade suffered over 500 casualties before they could be 
extricated. The battalions repeatedly tried to extend to the left and locate the Bridle 
Drift. On each occasion, Hart recalled them and sent them back into the loop. 
 
Meanwhile, as Hildyard moved towards Colenso, the two batteries of field guns under 
Colonel Charles James Long forged ahead of him, and deployed in the open well within 
rifle range of the nearest Boers. Once again, this was too tempting a target, and the 
Boers opened fire. The British gunners fought on, even though suffering heavy 
casualties, but ammunition could not be brought to them and they were eventually 
forced to take shelter in a donga behind the guns. The bullock-drawn naval guns had not 
been able to keep up with the field pieces, but were able to come into action 1,500 
metres from the Boer trenches. 
 
Buller, who had also heard that his light horse were pinned down at the foot of 
Hlangwane and unable to advance, decided to call the battle off at this point, even 



though Hildyard's men, advancing in open order, had just occupied Colenso. He went 
forward (being slightly wounded himself) and called for volunteers to recover Long's 
guns. Two teams approached them, hooked up and brought away two weapons. One of 
those mortally wounded in this action was Lieutenant the Honourable Freddy Roberts, 
the only son of Field Marshal Lord Roberts, who was posthumously awarded the Victoria 
Cross. Several other VCs were also awarded. A second attempt to recover the rest of 
guns failed when horses and volunteers were shot down by Boer rifle fire. 
 
During the afternoon, the British fell back to their camp, leaving ten guns, many 
wounded gunners and some of Hildyard's men behind to be captured during the night. 
Although Buller had committed few of his reserves, he reasoned that a full day under a 
boiling sun would have sapped their morale and strength. Lyttelton committed some of 
his troops to help Hart's brigade withdraw, but the cautious Major General Barton 
refused to support Dundonald's or Hildyard's hard-pressed troops. 
 
Buller's army lost 143 killed, 756 wounded and 220 captured. Boer casualties were eight 
killed and 30 wounded. 
 
Aftermath 
Although replaced as Commander-in-Chief in South Africa by Lord Roberts, Buller 
remained in command in Natal despite the death of the Hon. Freddy Roberts. 
 
Over the next month he made his original intended flank march to Potgieters Drift, but 
this ended with the disastrous Battle of Spion Kop. Eventually he returned to Colenso, 
and forced his way over the Tugela by laboriously outflanking and capturing Hlangwane, 
which dominated the Boer left. Even so, another ten days' fighting were necessary, but 
eventually Botha's forces were broken and forced to retreat, temporarily demoralised. 
Ladysmith was relieved on 28 February 1900. 
 
After the battle of Colenso, four soldiers were awarded the Victoria Cross, the highest 
decoration for gallantry that can be awarded to British forces. All crossed an exposed 
area of intense Boer fire and rescued two of the twelve guns of the 16th and 44th 
Batteries when their crews had become casualties or were driven from their weapons. 
They were Captain Walter Norris Congreve, Captain Harry Norton Schofield, Corporal 
George Edward Nurse and Lieutenant Freddy Roberts (who was mortally wounded). 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Spion Kop. 

Date:  23 – 24 January 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Spionkop, Natal. 

Symbol: SAW14. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Sir Redvers Buller 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Charles Warren 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Edward Woodgate  
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Neville Lyttelton 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Alexander Thorneycroft  
South African Republic Louis Botha 
South African Republic Schalk W. Burger 
South African Republic Hendrik Prinsloo, sr.  
 
The Battle of Spion Kop was fought about 38 km west-south-west of Ladysmith on the 
hilltop of Spioenkop along the Tugela River, Natal in South Africa from 23–24 January 
1900. It was fought between the South African Republic and the Orange Free State on 
the one hand and British forces during the Second Boer War during the campaign to 
relieve Ladysmith. It was a British defeat. 



 
Planning and crossing the Tugela 
General Sir Redvers Buller, VC, commander of the British forces in Natal, was attempting 
to relieve a British force besieged in Ladysmith. The Boers under General Louis Botha 
held the Tugela River against him. Although Botha's men were outnumbered, they were 
mostly equipped with modern Mauser rifles and up-to-date field guns, and had carefully 
entrenched their positions. In late December, 1899, Buller made a frontal assault on the 
Boer positions at the Battle of Colenso. The result was a heavy British defeat. 
 
Over the next few weeks, Buller received further reinforcements, and also acquired 
sufficient carts and transport to operate away from the railway line which was his main 
supply line. Buller devised a new plan of attack to relieve Ladysmith. His army was to 
launch a two-pronged offensive designed to cross the Tugela River at two points and 
create a bridgehead. They would then attack the defensive line that blocked Buller's 
advance to Ladysmith. The area was only 32 kilometres from Ladysmith. Buller 
delegated control of his main force to General Sir Charles Warren, to cross at Trichardt's 
drift. Buller would then send a second smaller force, under Major General Neville 
Lyttelton to attack east of Warren's force as a diversion at Potgieter's drift. Once across 
the Tugela the British would attack the Boer defensive positions and then cross the open 
plains to relieve Ladysmith. 
 
Warren's force numbered 11,000 infantry, 2,200 cavalry, and 36 field guns. On the 11th 
they marched westward to cross the Little Tugela and take up position in front of 
Potgieter's Ferry. However their march was easily visible to the Boers, and so slow (due 
in part to the massive baggage trains necessary to British officers at the time - Warren's 
included a cast iron bathroom and well-equipped kitchen) that by the time they arrived 
at the Tugela, the Boers had entrenched a new position covering it. On the 18th British 
mounted troops under the Earl of Dundonald enterprisingly reached the extreme Boer 
right flank, from where there was little to stop them riding to Ladysmith, but Warren 
recalled them to guard the force's baggage. Once all his force had crossed the river, 
Warren sent part of an infantry division under Lieutenant General Francis Clery against 
the Boer right flank positions on a plateau named Tabanyama. The Boers had once again 
entrenched a new position on the reverse slopes of the plateau, and Clery's attack made 
no progress. Meanwhile the secondary British attack by Lyttelton at Potgieter's drift had 
yet to commence in full. 

 



 
Battle 
Spion Kop, just northeast of Warren's force, was the largest hill in the region, being over 
430 metres in height (relative height from its base). It lay almost exactly at the centre of 
the Boer line. If the British could capture this position and bring artillery to the hill then 
they would command the flanks of the surrounding Boer positions. On the night of 23 
January, Warren sent the larger part of his force under Major General Edward Woodgate 
to secure Spion Kop. Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Thorneycroft was selected to lead the 
initial assault. (Thorneycroft was one of six "special service" officers, among whom were 
also Robert Baden-Powell and Herbert Plumer, despatched to South Africa shortly before 
the war to recruit local irregular corps. Thorneycroft's mounted infantry were raised in 
Natal and numbered 360.) 
 
The British climbed up the hill at night and in dense mist. They surprised the small Boer 
piquet and drove them off the Kop at bayonet point. Of the 15 men in the Boer piquet, 
one was mortally wounded and his grave lies on the hill to this day. Ten British soldiers 
were wounded in the charge. The surviving Boers retreated down the hill to their camp 
waking up their fellow Boers by screaming "Die Engelse is op die kop" ('The English are 
on the hill). A half-company of British sappers began to entrench the position with a 
mere 20 picks and 20 shovels (while almost 1,000 soldiers stood around idle) and Major 
General Woodgate notified General Warren of the successful capture of the hilltop. 
 
As dawn broke, the British discovered that they held only the smaller and lower part of 
the hilltop of Spion Kop, while the Boers occupied higher ground on three sides of the 
British position. The British had no direct knowledge of the topography of the summit 
and the darkness and fog had compounded the problem. Furthermore, the British 
trenches were inadequate for all defensive purposes. Because the summit of the kop was 
mostly hard rock, the trenches were at most 40 centimetres deep and provided an 
exceptionally poor defensive position - the British infantry in the trenches could not see 
over the crest of the plateau and the Boers were able to fire down the length of the 
crescent-shaped trench from the adjacent peaks. 
 
The Boer generals were not unduly concerned by the news that the British had taken the 
kop. They knew that their artillery on Tabanyama could be brought to bear on the British 
position and that rifle fire could be brought to bear from parts of the kop not yet 
occupied by the British. However, the Boer generals also knew that sniping and artillery 
alone would not be sufficient to dislodge the British - and the Boer position was 
desperately vulnerable. If the British immediately established positions on Conical Hill 
and Aloe Knoll (the two unoccupied kopjes on the kop itself) they could bring their 
artillery to bear on Tabanyama, threatening the key Boer positions there. More 
importantly, there was a risk that the British would storm Twin Peaks to the eastern end 
of Spion Kop. If Twin Peaks fell, the British would be able to turn the Boers' left flank and 
annihilate the main Boer encampment. The Boer generals realised that Spion Kop would 
have to be stormed quickly if disaster were to be averted. 
 
The Boers began to bombard the British position, dropping shells from the adjacent 
plateau of Tabanyama at a rate of ten rounds per minute. Meanwhile, Commandant 
Hendrik Prinsloo of the Carolina Commando captured Aloe Knoll and Conical Hill with 
some 88 men, while around 300 Burghers, mainly of the Pretoria Commando, climbed 
the kop to launch a frontal assault on the British position. Prinsloo told his men: 
"Burghers, we're now going in to attack the enemy and we shan't all be coming back. Do 
your duty and trust in the Lord." Minutes later, hundreds of Boers swarmed in to attack 
the British positions at the Spion Kop crestline, much to the surprise of the British 
because it was very unusual for the Boers to launch a daytime massed attack that 
quickly resulted in vicious, close-quarters combat which was not custom to the Boers' 
style of warfare. The British Lee-Metford and Lee-Enfield rifles were no less deadly than 
the Boer Mauser rifles however as both sides exchanged fire at close range, as well as 
engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the British wielding fixed bayonets and the Boers 
wielding hunting knives and their own rifles which they used as bludgeons. After 



suffering serious losses, the Boer assault carried the crest line after several minutes of 
brutal hand-to-hand combat, but could advance no further. 
 
A kind of stalemate now settled over the kop. The Boers had failed to drive the British off 
the kop, but the surviving men of the Pretoria and Carolina Commando now held a firing 
line on Aloe Knoll from where they could enfilade the British position and the British were 
now under sustained bombardment from the Boer artillery. The British had failed to 
exploit their initial success, and the initiative now passed to the Boers. 
 
Morale began to sag on both sides as the extreme heat, exhaustion and thirst took hold. 
On one hand the Boers on the kop could see large numbers of Burghers on the plains 
below them who refused to join the fight. The sense of betrayal, the bloody failure of the 
frontal assault, the indiscipline inherent in a civilian army and the apparent security of 
the British position proved too much for some Boers, who began to abandon their hard-
won positions. On the other hand the bombardment began to take its toll on the British. 
Major General Woodgate fell about 08:30, mortally wounded by a shell splinter. In quick 
succession, Colonel Blomfield of the Lancashire Fusiliers took command but was 
wounded soon after Woodgate's death, while the sappers' officer, Major H.H.Massy, and 
Woodgate's brigade major, Captain N.H. Vertue, were killed. Officers and men from 
different units were intermingled, and the British were now leaderless, confused and 
pinned down by the heavy Boer artillery and rifle fire. The British artillery, positioned 
lower down the slopes of Spion Kop, were unable to hit back at the Boer guns. 
 
Colonel Malby Crofton of the Royal Lancasters took charge and semaphored a plea for 
help, "Reinforce at once or all is lost. General dead." After that the stunned colonel failed 
to exercise any leadership. Thorneycroft seems to have taken charge, leading a spirited 
counterattack that failed in the face of withering fire. 
 
Warren had already dispatched Major General John Talbot Coke's brigade of two regular 
battalions and the Imperial Light Infantry (raised in Durban) to reinforce the summit. 
However, he refused to launch an attack on Tabanyama and barred his guns from firing 
on Aloe Knoll, believing this to be part of the British position. At 11:40, Buller, who could 
see that things were not going well, suggested to Warren that Thorneycroft be appointed 
commander on the kop. The first runner to Thorneycroft was shot dead before he could 
utter a word. Finally, a second runner brought the news, "You are a general!" 
 
Winston Churchill was a journalist stationed in South Africa and he had also been 
commissioned as a lieutenant in the South African Light Horse by General Buller after his 
well-publicised escape from Boer captivity. Churchill acted as a courier to and from Spion 
Kop and General Buller's HQ and made a statement about the scene: "Corpses lay here 
and there. Many of the wounds were of a horrible nature. The splinters and fragments of 
the shells had torn and mutilated them. The shallow trenches were choked with dead 
and wounded." 
 
About 13:00, the situation proved too much for some men of the Lancashire Fusiliers 
who attempted to surrender. Thorneycroft personally intervened and shouted at the 
Boers who advanced to round up prisoners, "I'm the commandant here; take your men 
back to hell sir. I allow no surrenders." Luckily for Thorneycroft, the first of the British 
reinforcements arrived at this moment. A vicious point-blank firefight ensued but the 
British line had been saved. At 14:30, Thorneycroft sent Warren a plea for 
reinforcements and water. Meanwhile, Coke never reached the summit. He saw 
Thorneycroft's message for help but then did nothing to assure the lieutenant colonel of 
his nearby presence or support. 
 
The Middlesex Regiment and the Imperial Light Infantry, under Colonel Hill, who was 
senior to Thorneycroft in the Army List and who also believed he was overall commander 
on the kop, held the British right for two and a half hours until a second crisis occurred 
when they too began to give way. The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) arrived at this 



point, and drove the Boers back with a bayonet charge. The fighting on the British right 
now became a stalemate. 
 
In the morning, Warren had asked for reinforcements from Lyttelton's division, even 
though he had eleven battalions of his own to draw upon. Without asking Buller, 
Lyttelton sent two battalions toward Spion Kop. One battalion, the King's Royal Rifle 
Corps turned aside to attack Twin Peaks. After losing Lieutenant Colonel Riddell killed 
and 100 other casualties, the rifles cracked the thin Boer line and carried the double 
summit at 17:00. 
 
Aftermath 
Many of the fallen soldiers were buried in the trenches where they died. These graves 
therefore give an indication of where the trenches were located at the time of the battle. 
Shattered by the loss of Twin Peaks, General Schalk Willem Burger took his commando 
out of the battle line that night. On Spion Kop, the Boers who had fought bravely since 
morning abandoned their positions as darkness fell. They were about to retreat, when 
Botha appeared and persuaded them to stay. The Boers, however, did not reclaim their 
positions, and unknown to Thorneycroft, the battle was as good as won. But 
Thorneycroft's nerve was also shattered. After sixteen hours on the kop doing the job of 
a brigadier general in total absence of instructions from Warren, he ordered an 
unauthorised withdrawal from Spion Kop after reporting that the soldiers had no water 
and ammunition was running short. His reasons for withdrawing were that without 
artillery support to counter the heavy Boer artillery fire, there was no possibility of 
defending the position and the extreme difficulty of digging trenches on the summit of 
Spion Kop left the British soldiers completely exposed. Churchill appeared on the scene 
for the second time. This time he brought the first orders from Warren since he elevated 
Thorneycroft to brigadier. Churchill said 1,400 men were on the way with two large naval 
guns. Thorneycroft told him, "Better six good battalions safely down the hill than a 
bloody mop-up in the morning." He ordered the brigade to retreat. 
 
 
At the same time, Buller sent Lyttelton strict orders to recall his troops from Twin Peaks. 
 
When morning came, the Boer generals were astonished to see two Burghers on the top 
of Spion Kop, waving their slouch-hats in triumph. The only British on the kop were the 
dead and the dying. 
 
The British suffered 243 fatalities during the battle; many were buried in the trenches 
where they fell. Approximately 1,250 British were either wounded or captured. 
Mohandas Gandhi was a stretcher-bearer at the battle, in the Indian Ambulance Corps 
he had organised, and was decorated. The Boers suffered 335 casualties of which 68 
were dead. Commandant Prinsloo's commando lost 55 killed and wounded out of 88 
men. 
 
The British retreated back over the Tugela but the Boers were too weak to follow up their 
success. Buller managed to rally his troops; Ladysmith would be relieved by the British 
four weeks later. 
 
Commentary 
Buller erred in appointing Warren an independent commander, despite his own doubts 
about his subordinate's capacity. On the evening of the battle, Warren only ordered up 
reinforcements in men and heavy guns at the late hour of 9:00 pm. Medical assistance, 
water and ammunition were also tardy in arriving. 
 
 
Still, perhaps it was not Warren's failure to remedy these deficiencies that proved his 
worst error. It was his failure to tell Thorneycroft of his plans to do so. Astonishing as it 
may seem, he had sent no direct instructions to Thorneycroft since the heliogram 
appointing him a general at midday. He had left it to Coke to reassure Thorneycroft, 



although (by another astonishing blunder) Warren had never actually told Coke that he 
had put Thorneycroft in charge. Then, to compound all these blunders, at 9:00 pm 
Warren had ordered Coke to return to the HQ for consultation, leaving Thorneycroft 
alone among the horrors on the summit. 
 
Note about the name 
Although the common English name for the battle is Spion Kop throughout the 
Commonwealth and its historical literature, the official South African English and 
Afrikaans name for the battle is Spioenkop: spioen means "spy" or "look-out", and kop 
means "hill" or "outcropping". Another variant that is sometimes found is the 
combination into Spionkop. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Vaal Krantz. 

Date:  5 February 1900 – 7 February 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Vaalkrantz, Natal. 

Symbol: SAW15. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Redvers Buller  
South African Republic Louis Botha  
 
The Battle of Vaal Krantz (5 February to 7 February 1900) was the third failed attempt 
by General Redvers Buller's British army to fight its way past Louis Botha's army of Boer 
irregulars and lift the Siege of Ladysmith. The battle occurred during the Second Boer 
War. 
 
 
Background 
In the first and second attempts at relieving Ladysmith, Buller's army was defeated by 
Botha and his Boer army at the battles of Colenso and Spion Kop. British casualties 
soared to 3,000 men, while the Boers lost only a few hundred. 
 
 

 
 
 



Battle 
Vaal Krantz was a ridge of kopjes a few miles east of Spion Kop. Buller tried to force a 
bridgehead across the Tugela River with the Rifle Brigade and Durham Light Infantry 
prominent amongst his troops. After three days of skirmishing, the British general found 
that his position was so cramped that there was no room to drag his superior artillery up 
to support the British infantry attacks. Buller called a council of war and, "All his generals 
agreed that there was nothing for it except to try a new attempt elsewhere." Pakenham 
wrote that the British suffered 333 casualties, but Symonds put the British casualties at 
30 dead and 350 wounded with Boers casualties were 30 dead and 50 wounded. Vaal 
Krantz was a minor defeat. On 14 February, Buller launched his fourth attempt at the 
Relief of Ladysmith and finally succeeded. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Tugela Heights. 

Date:  14 February 1900 – 27 February 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Tugela Heights, Colenso – Natal. 

Symbol: SAW16. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Redvers Buller  
Louis Botha  
 
The Battle of Tugela (Heights, consisted of a series of military actions lasting from 14 
February through 27 February 1900 in which General Sir Redvers Buller's British army 
forced Louis Botha's Boer army to lift the Siege of Ladysmith during the Second Boer 
War. 
 
Background 
Buller's army had made three earlier attempts to raise the Boer siege of Ladysmith. The 
battles of Colenso, Spionkop and Vaal Krantz each resulted in embarrassing British 
defeats at the hands of Botha's army of Boer irregulars. In three months, British 
casualties rose to 3,400 men while Boer losses were much lower. On 12 February, Buller 
ordered a fourth attempt to relieve Ladysmith. He hoped to exploit his ten-to-one 
superiority in artillery and four-to-one advantage in numbers. 
 
Geography 
The direct route to Ladysmith lay along the railroad, which ran mostly north and south. 
The railroad crossed the Tugela River at Colenso, ran along the north bank of the river, 
snaked between Railway Hill and Pieters Hill and continued to Ladysmith. While their 
main defences were north of the river, the Boers also held a number of ridges south of 
the river and east of Colenso. The Tugela runs generally east to Colenso, but near the 
railroad bridge the river turns north, then northeast. Along the north-easterly stretch, 
the river and railroad are commanded by a series of hills which represented the Boer 
main line of defence. 
 
A 150 m high ridge named Hlangwane rose northeast of Colenso on the south bank and 
overlooked the railroad. During the Battle of Colenso, a British attack on Hlangwane was 
repulsed. Since that time, the Boers had greatly strengthened the ridge. With Hlangwane 
in his possession, Buller could dominate the Boer positions at Colenso, and safely cross 
there. To capture Hlangwane, Buller realized that he would first have to rout the Boers 
from all their positions south of the river, but even with the south bank in his possession, 
Buller would still have to fight through the Boer-held hills to the north on the river. 
 
Battle on the south bank 
On 12 February, Lieutenant-Colonel Julian Byng led a reconnaissance in force to Hussar 
Hill, a position southeast of Colenso. The position fell on 14 February to Colonel the Earl 
of Dundonald's mounted brigade, and 34 artillery pieces soon crowned Hussar Hill. With 



the support of the guns, Major-General Neville Lyttelton's 4th Infantry Division struck to 
the northeast on 15 February. Cingolo Hill, to the northeast of Hussar Hill, fell next. On 
18 February, while, hundreds of miles to the west, General Kitchener's army was 
fruitlessly attacking Piet Cronjé's surrounded army, an event known as Bloody Sunday, 
Major-General Henry J. T. Hildyard's 2nd Brigade captured the 300 m height of Monte 
Cristo, and Major-General Geoffrey Barton's 6th Brigade cleared Green Hill. The 
outflanked Boers abandoned Hlangwane and the south bank entirely on 19 February. 
Immediately, the British installed heavy artillery on the summit of Hlangwane. 
 
Battle on the north bank 
Buller preferred to avoid the obvious route north along the railroad, but his intelligence 
officer informed him that an advance north across the river from Monte Cristo was 
impracticable. Therefore, the British were forced to find a way to overcome the main 
Boer positions. British infantry occupied Colenso on 19 February and the railhead was 
advanced to Colenso Station. On 21 February, the pontoon bridge was positioned under 
the western brow of Hlangwane and the army began to cross. Major-General Arthur S. 
Wynne's 11th Brigade captured Boer positions at Horse-shoe Hill and Wynne's Hill 4.8 
km north of Colenso on the evening of 22 February. Major-General Fitzroy Hart's 5th 
(Irish) Brigade attacked the next high ground to the northeast, Hart's Hill on 23 
February. Not waiting for all his battalions to arrive, Hart sent his troops up piecemeal 
and they were repulsed with almost 500 casualties. Two battalions of reinforcements 
arrived in time to prevent a rout. Two colonels were among the dead and the Royal 
Inniskilling Fusiliers lost 72% of their officers and 27% of their rank and file. During this 
engagement Edgar Thomas Inkson carried a young officer, who was severely wounded 
and unable to walk, for three or four hundred yards, under very heavy fire, to a place of 
safety for which he was awarded the Victoria Cross. 
 
On 25 February, a six-hour armistice was arranged to recover the British wounded on 
the upper slopes of Wynne's and Hart's Hills. On one section of hillside, 80 dead and only 
three survivors were recovered. 
 
Buller began to look for another way to flank the Boers. It turned out that in front of the 
Boer positions, the Tugela entered a gorge. The pontoon bridge was moved north to the 
mouth of the gorge so British soldiers could cross and move to the northeast along the 
riverbank, unseen by the Boers. Meanwhile, a trail was located by which the British 
artillery was moved into supporting distance on the south bank. Lieutenant-General Sir 
Charles Warren's 5th Infantry Division was directed to attack the Boer left flank. The 
brigades would strike from east to west, first at Pieters Hill, then Railway Hill and finally 
Hart's Hill. Meanwhile, Lyttelton's division would threaten the Boer center and right 
flank. For once, Botha failed to anticipate Buller's moves. 
 
Barton's brigade attacked Pieters Hill shortly after noon on 27 February. Behind an early 
use of the creeping barrage by field artillery pieces as heavy as 4.7-inch naval guns, the 
6th Brigade's advance was rapid at first. Then, about 14:00, as the British infantry 
moved out of artillery observation and Botha reinforced his threatened flank, the attack 
stalled. The reserve was put in at 14:30 and repulsed due to tough Boer resistance and 
enfilading fire from Railway Hill to the west. 
 
At 15:00 Colonel Walter Kitchener's 5th Brigade attacked Railway Hill. After working 
their way slowly uphill, the soldiers carried the nek between Hart's and Railway Hills in a 
brilliant bayonet charge, capturing 48 Boer prisoners. The last to move forward, Major-
General Norcott's 4th Brigade, began its assault on Hart's Hill. The close artillery support 
proved decisive, as trench after trench was overwhelmed by direct fire. A final infantry 
charge cleared the crest, compelling a Boer retreat. As Botha's men fell back from the 
heights, the British infantry gave out a cheer. 
 
Aftermath 
On 28 February, the besieged defenders of Ladysmith observed a great column of Boer 
horsemen and wagons moving rapidly north, just outside artillery range. Some time 



after 5:00 pm, two squadrons of British mounted infantry commanded by Major Hubert 
Gough from Buller's army rode into Ladysmith and ended the siege. Botha retreated to a 
new defensive line 100km to the north. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Paardeberg. 

Date:  18 February 1900 – 27 February 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Paardeberg, Orange Free State. 

Symbol: SAW17. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Field Marshal Roberts 
United Kingdom General Kitchener 
United Kingdom Maj-Gen Sir John French 
United Kingdom Lieutenant General Thomas Kelly-Kenny  
South African Republic Piet Cronjé 
Orange Free State Christiaan De Wet  
 
The Battle of Paardeberg or Perdeberg was a major battle during the Second Anglo-Boer 
War. It was fought near Paardeberg Drift on the banks of the Modder River in the Orange 
Free State near Kimberley. 
 
Lord Methuen advanced up the railway line in November 1899 with the objective of 
relieving the besieged city of Kimberley (and the town of Mafeking, also under siege). 
Battles were fought on this front at Graspan, Belmont, Modder River before the advance 
was halted for two months after the British defeat at the Battle of Magersfontein. In 
February 1900, Field Marshal Lord Roberts assumed personal command of a significantly 
reinforced British offensive. 
 
The army of Boer General Piet Cronjé was retreating from its entrenched position at 
Magersfontein towards Bloemfontein after its lines of communication were cut by Major 
General John French, whose cavalry had recently outflanked the Boer position to relieve 
Kimberley. Cronje's slow-moving column was intercepted by French at Paardeberg, 
where the Boer general eventually surrendered after a prolonged siege, having fought off 
an attempted direct assault by Lieutenant General Horatio Kitchener. 
 
Situation in February, 1900 
An earlier British attempt to relieve Kimberley, led by Lieutenant General Lord Methuen, 
had been opposed by Boers under Cronjé and Koos de la Rey. Although the Boers had 
failed to prevent the British crossing the Modder River on 28 November, they had fought 
them to a standstill at the Battle of Magersfontein 13 days later, inflicting heavy 
casualties. 
 
Over the next two months, the front south of Kimberley stagnated. A substantial Boer 
detachment under De la Rey was sent to Colesberg where, in contrast to the situation 
elsewhere, the Boers were being driven back by a roughly equal British force. Cronjé's 
remaining forces were weakened by lack of grazing for their horses. Many of the Boer 
fighters' families joined Cronjé's main encampment at Jacobsdal. The presence of large 
numbers of non-combatants with their slow-moving ox-drawn wagons would later prove 
a fatal handicap to Cronjé. 
 
British plans 
Field Marshal Roberts had been appointed to command the British forces in South Africa 
in December, 1899, succeeding General Buller. (Roberts had just learned that his son 
Freddy had been mortally wounded at the Battle of Colenso.) 
 



Like Buller, Roberts at first intended to make a direct thrust on the Boer capitals of 
Bloemfontein and Pretoria, using the central railway line from Cape Town to these two 
capital cities as his line of communication. Also like Buller, he found on arrival in South 
Africa that public opinion both in Britain and South Africa was clamouring for the relief of 
British forces besieged at Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking and was forced to modify 
his plans. 
 
Leaving Buller in command of the attempt to relieve Ladysmith, Roberts collected large 
numbers of reinforcements which had recently arrived in South Africa along the railway 
line between the Orange and Modder rivers. He intended to outflank the Boer left and 
pass his cavalry around them to relieve Kimberley, while his infantry secured vital fords 
behind them. Roberts had two infantry divisions (the 6th and the 7th) each of two 
infantry brigades, and a mounted division of three brigades under Major General John 
French. Another infantry division (the 9th, under Lieutenant General Henry Edward 
Colville) was formed during the campaign. 
 
Relief of Kimberley 
While Methuen's 1st Division demonstrated against the Boer entrenchments at 
Magersfontein and the Highland Brigade under Major General Hector MacDonald marched 
32 km westward to Koedoesberg and fixed the Boers' attention to their right flank, 
Roberts's large force began marching east in secret, late on 11 February. By the evening 
of 12 February, his leading horsemen had secured fords across the first obstacle, the 
Riet River. The next day, 13 February, the British mounted force made a gruelling march 
of 48 km under a blazing sun to capture fords across the Modder. The effect of the heat 
was made worse when the dry grass of the veld caught fire from a carelessly discarded 
match. French's division had to wait at the fords (at Klip Drift) during the next day until 
the leading infantry reached them, after making an equally exhausting march. Luckily for 
the British, the move had taken the Boers by surprise and they did not move in strength 
to defend the fords or the hills nearby. 
 
Early on 15 February, French's division began the final march to relieve Kimberley. Only 
scattered and disorganised Boers opposed them, and the enormous mass of British 
horsemen broke through their thin line, concealed in the dust cloud they created. Late 
that evening they reached Kimberley, where they were greeted with cheering crowds. 
French should by rights have gone to the military commander of the besieged garrison, 
Lieutenant Colonel Kekewich. Instead he called first on Cecil Rhodes, the former Prime 
Minister of Cape Colony and foremost Imperialist, at the town's chief hotel. 
 
The final day's ride had crippled most of French's division. Most of his British regular 
cavalry carried too much equipment and their unacclimatised horses (and those of the 
seven batteries of horse artillery) were exhausted. His effective force was reduced to two 
regiments of New Zealand and Australian light horse, and two "brigades" (actually 
battalions) of mounted infantry. French was to further tire his men on 16 February by 
futile attempts to intercept one of the Boers' Creusot 40-pounder siege guns (nicknamed 
"Long Tom") which was withdrawing to the north. 
 
Cronjé's move to Paardeberg 
Also on 15 February, Cronjé's men, some 5,000 Transvaalers and Freestaters, finally 
evacuated their laager at Jacobsdal. Their position at Magersfontein was no longer 
relevant and they were in danger of being besieged in Jacobsdal by the British 7th 
Division under Lieutenant General Charles Tucker, which had turned west from Klip Drift. 
On the night of the 15th, the large convoy of Boer ox-wagons passed between the rear 
of French's division and the outposts of Lieutenant General Thomas Kelly-Kenny's 6th 
Division at the Modder fords. Throughout the next day, the Boer mounted rearguards 
prevented the British 6th Division (with only one understrength mounted infantry unit) 
overtaking them. On the 17th, the large convoy of Boer wagons reached the crossing of 
the Modder at Paardeberg Drift. They were starting to cross the river when a force of 
1,500 British mounted troops, almost all of French's fit horses and men who had covered 



the 64 km from Kimberley in another desperately tiring march, opened fire on them 
unexpectedly from the north, causing confusion. 
 
Cronjé then inadvisedly decided to form a laager and dig in on the banks of the Modder 
river. His reasons for doing so are unclear. The British now outnumbered his force 
significantly and enjoyed overwhelming superiority in artillery. All the British would have 
to do was lay siege to the Boer position and bombard them at their leisure. On the other 
hand, the British had insufficient cavalry and it would have been an easy matter for 
Cronjé to brush them aside and link up other Boers east of the Modder; those under 
noted commander Christiaan De Wet who were only 48 km away to the south-east and 
other forces under Chief Commandant Ignatius S. Ferreira a similar distance to the 
north. 
 
Bloody Sunday 
Lieutenant General Kelly-Kenny, commanding the British 6th Division, had a sound plan 
to lay siege to Cronjé and bombard his force into surrender. This would almost certainly 
have proved successful and cost the British very few casualties. However, Roberts was 
ill, and his Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Herbert Kitchener, was now in overall 
command of the British force. He had different plans, and overruled Kelly-Kenny. 
 
Kitchener proceeded to order his infantry and mounted troops into a series of 
uncoordinated frontal assaults against the Boer laager. This was despite the fact that the 
cost of frontal assaults against entrenched Boers had been demonstrated time and again 
the preceding months. It was no different this time. The British were shot down in 
droves. It is thought that not a single British soldier got within 180 m of the Boer lines. 
By nightfall some 24 officers and 279 men were killed and 59 officers and 847 men 
wounded. Judged by British casualties it was the most severe reverse of the war and 
became known as Bloody Sunday. 
 
Kelly-Kenny had warned Kitchener not to leave "Kitchener's Kopje" undefended. 
Possession of the kopje was essential to guard the south-east of the British position and 
prevent Cronjé's escape. But Kitchener, in his zeal for an all-out attack, had left the 
kopje defended by only a handful of "Kitchener's Horse" De Wet was therefore able to 
take the kopje with little resistance. The strategic picture had now changed dramatically. 
De Wet could now make the British position on the south east bank of the Modder 
untenable, and the Boers now commanded a swathe of front stretching from the north 
east right through to the south east. As darkness fell, Kitchener ordered his troops to dig 
in where they were. Few received these orders and fewer still obeyed them. Desperately 
thirsty and exhausted, the surviving British trickled back into camp. Rescue for Cronjé 
now seemed the likely outcome. 
 
But seen from the Boer side, things were also bad. Cronjé and his men had been in 
headlong retreat for several days with the British snapping at their heels. While 
casualties from the bombardment had been reduced to around 100 dead and 250 
wounded by the soft bank of the Modder, the horses, oxen and wagons had no trenches 
in which to shelter. Many wagons were destroyed. Ammunition exploded and stores were 
ruined. For many of the Burghers, these wagons carried all their worldly possessions. 
The loss of their horses was even worse, for the horse was almost as important to the 
fighting ability of a Boer as his Mauser rifle. The morale in Cronjé's laager was 
desperate. 
 
Siege 
As the sun came up on the morning of Monday, 19 February, General Roberts arrived on 
the scene. He initially urged a resumption of the frontal assaults, but Cronjé requested a 
cease-fire to bury the dead. The British refused and Cronjé replied "If you are so 
uncharitable as to refuse me a truce as requested, then you may do as you please. I 
shall not surrender alive. Bombard as you will." The truce communications had taken up 
much of the day and there was no time for any more assaults. 
 



The following day Roberts and Kitchener again planned to launch more assaults, but 
were firmly resisted by the other British senior officers. By 21 February, Roberts was 
intent on withdrawing, but to do so would have allowed Cronjé to escape. The Boers 
withdrew first. De Wet, faced with an entire British division who might be reinforced at 
any time, and fearing for his men's safety, withdrew his commandos from the south 
east. Ferreira's forces, which might have supported De Wet, had been left without 
direction after Ferreira was accidentally shot dead by one of his own sentries. Cronjé had 
inexplicably refused to abandon his laager. Now De Wet had to abandon Cronjé. 
 
Boer surrender 
Cronjé's encampment was subjected to an increasingly heavy artillery bombardment, as 
more guns (including a battery of 5-inch medium howitzers and another of 1-pounder 
"pom-poms") joined the besieging British forces. Almost every horse, mule and ox was 
killed, and the stench and flies became unbearable. On the final day of the battle, the 
Royal Canadian Regiment of Infantry, having lost more than 70 soldiers in an earlier 
charge against sheltered Boer positions, were again called to take the lead in the routine 
daily battalion rotation. Instead of another charge the next morning as was expected, 
the Canadians, with the help of Royal Engineers, advanced at night towards the Boer 
camp, then set about digging trenches on high ground 65 yards from the Boer lines. On 
27 February 1900, the Boers woke up staring into the muzzles of Canadian rifles and 
surrendered. Cronjé surrendered with some 4,019 men and 50 women; around 10% of 
the Boers' entire army were now prisoners. 
 
The Boer War marked the first overseas deployment of the Canadian Army. The Toronto 
company of the Royal Canadian Regiment had joined the Queensland Mounted Infantry 
in dispersing a Boer commando at Sunnyside and Belmont in the Western Cape in 
January. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Poplar Grove. 

Date:  7 March 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War. 

Area of Battle: Poplar Grove, Orange Free State.  

Symbol: SAW18. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Lord Roberts  
Orange Free State Christiaan de Wet  
 
The Battle of Poplar Grove on 7 March 1900 followed on from the Relief of Kimberley 
during the Second Boer War as the British army moved to take the Boer capital of 
Bloemfontein. The Boers were demoralised following the surrender of Piet Cronjé at the 
Battle of Paardeberg. General Sir John French's cavalry did not get into position on time 
as planned, so the Boer army mostly just fled. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Driefontein. 

Date:  10 March 1900 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War.   

Area of Battle: Driefontein, Orange Free State. 

Symbol: SAW19. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Lord Roberts  
Orange Free State Christiaan de Wet  
 



The Battle of Driefontein on 10 March 1900 followed on the Battle of Poplar Grove in the 
Second Boer War between the British Empire and the Boer republics. In the first half of 
1900, the British made an offensive towards the two Boer republic capitals of 
Bloemfontein and Pretoria. The Boer forces under the command of Christiaan de Wet 
were holding a 11 km line covering the approach to Bloemfontein. Lord Roberts 
subsequently ordered a division under Lieutenant General Thomas Kelly-Kenny to attack 
the position from the front, while Lieutenant General Charles Tucker's division moved 
against its left flank. The Boers were subsequently forced to withdraw losing 100 men, 
while the British lost 424. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Sanna’s Post (Korn Spruit) 

Date:  31 March 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Sanna’s Post, near Bloemfontein, Orange Free State. 

Symbol: SAW20. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Brigadier General Broadwood  
Christiaan Rudolf de Wet  
 
Sanna's Post (aka Korn Spruit) was an engagement fought during the Second Boer War 
(1899-1902) between the British Empire and the Boers of the two independent republics 
of Orange Free State and South African Republic. 
 
Background 
In early 1900, the British army, in overwhelming strength, had occupied Bloemfontein, 
capital of the Orange Free State, and were preparing to drive north to Pretoria, capital of 



the Transvaal. Field Marshal Lord Roberts, commander in chief of the British forces, 
believed that with the capture of the capitals of both republics, the war would be all but 
over. While the Burghers of the South African Republic prepared to defend their capital, 
with little prospect of success, the Free State Boers, inspired by President Martinus 
Steyn, the spiritual heart of the Boer resistance, and Christiaan de Wet, their foremost 
field general, regrouped and prepared to continue the conflict through unconventional 
means. Their action at Sanna’s Post was the first large-scale use of guerrilla tactics in 
this conflict. 
 
On 30 March 1900 a 2,000-man Boer force led by Christiaan De Wet advanced in the 
direction of Bloemfontein. Reconnaissance indicated the presence of a small garrison of 
British troops at Sanna’s Post, 23 miles east of Bloemfontein, which held Bloemfontein's 
water works. A British mounted force under Brigadier General Robert George Broadwood 
which had earlier attacked other Boer positions at Thaba 'Nchu, was withdrawing there. 
Broadwood's force consisted of Q and U Batteries of the Royal Horse Artillery, a 
composite regiment of the Household Cavalry, the 10th Hussars, the New Zealand and 
Burma Mounted Infantry, and Roberts's Horse and Rimington's Guides (which were light 
horse units raised from English-speaking South Africans). De Wet sent 1600 of his men 
under his brother Piet to attack Broadwood from the north, while he himself occupied 
Sanna's Post to intercept their retreat. 
 
The action 
During the darkness De Wet infiltrated a force of riflemen into the ravine created by the 
Modder River, setting the kill zone of the ambush. At first light on 31 March, Piet de 
Wet's artillery opened fire from a set of small hills to the north as the British troops were 
striking camp for the morning. Tactical surprise was complete and all were sent into a 
state of confusion. The British force began to retreat as expected, in the direction of the 
ravine where the blocking force awaited with orders from De Wet to hold their fire. The 
civilian wagon drivers preceding the soldiers were seized by the Boers and told if they 
warned the British they would be shot. Therefore the British soldiers suspected nothing 
and approached the river in small groups. As they did so De Wet’s troops ordered them 
to surrender, and approximately two hundred were captured, along with the six guns of 
U Battery. 
 
An alert British officer noticed what was happening and ordered Q Battery to gallop 
away. De Wet's men then opened fire. The British fell back on a railway station which 
offered substantial cover, while Q Battery under Major Phipps-Hornby (joined by one gun 
from U Battery whose team managed to break away from de Wet) deployed in the open 
and opened fire. 
 
This fire, combined with accurate rifle fire from the railway station, pinned down 
Christiaan de Wet's men, but Piet de Wet's forces were increasing their pressure. 
Broadwood's ammunition was running out, and he decided to retire to the south. His 
guns had first to be recovered. Five were hooked up and towed away, but two had to be 
abandoned. Many British soldiers were killed crossing the 1300 yards of open ground to 
retrieve the guns, but unit integrity was maintained. 
 
Eventually, Broadwood managed to break contact. Approximately three hours later the 
9th Infantry Division commanded by Major General Sir Henry Colville arrived to relieve 
the mounted brigade, but de Wet’s men had withdrawn to highly defensible positions 
across the Modder River and both sides retired from the field. This nevertheless left 
Bloemfontein's water works in Boer hands. 
 
In all, the British suffered 155 men killed or wounded. 428 men, seven field artillery 
pieces and 117 wagons were captured. The Boer force suffered three killed and five 
wounded. But even more serious than the losses in the action was the loss of 
Bloemfontein's water supplies. This greatly aggravated an epidemic of enteric fever 
dysentery and cholera among the occupying British army, which eventually caused 2000 
deaths. 



 
Aftermath 
In recognition of the conspicuous gallantry displayed by all ranks of Q Battery on this 
occasion, Field Marshal Lord Roberts decided to treat the case as one of collective 
gallantry, under the Rule 13 of the Victoria Cross Warrant. Accordingly, direction was 
given that one of the officers should be chosen by the other officers, one non-
commissioned officer by the non-commissioned officers and two gunners or drivers by 
the gunners and drivers for the award of the Victoria Cross. 
 
The men from Q Battery awarded the Victoria Crosses were: Major Edmund Phipps-
Hornby VC, Sergeant Charles E. H. Parker VC, Gunner Isaac Lodge VC, Driver Horace 
Henry Glasock VC. 
 
Field Marshal Lord Roberts also awarded the Victoria Cross to Lieutenant Francis Maxwell 
who voluntarily made five incursions into open terrain under heavy rifle fire to recover 
two guns and three limbers, one of which was dragged back by hand by himself, another 
officer and some gunners. Lieutenant Maxwell also attempted to save a third gun from 
capture, remaining with it until the proximity of the enemy made further efforts 
impossible. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Diamond Hill (Donkerhoek). 

Date:  11 to 12 June 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Diamond Hill, near Pretoria, Gauteng. 

Symbol: SAW21. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Field Marshal Lord Roberts 
                        General Ian Hamilton  
South African Republic Louis Botha 
   
The Battle of Diamond Hill (Donkerhoek) took place on 11 and 12 June 1900 during the 
Second Boer War. Fourteen thousand British soldiers squared up against four thousand 
Boers and forced them from their positions on the hill. 
 
Forty-four years after the battle, British General Ian Hamilton opined in his memoirs that 
"the battle, which ensured that the Boers could not recapture Pretoria, was the turning 
point of the war". Hamilton credited Winston Churchill with recognizing that the key to 
victory would be in storming the summit, and risking his life to signal Hamilton. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Elands River. 

Date:  4 August 1900 – 16 August 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Elands drift, Western Transvaal. 

Symbol: SAW22. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
British Empire Charles Hore 
Australia Walter Tunbridge  
Koos de la Rey  
 
The Battle of Elands River was an engagement of the Second Boer War that took place 
between 4 and 16 August 1900 in Western Transvaal. The battle was fought by the 
Elands River between a force of 2,000 to 3,000 Boers who attacked a garrison of 500 
Australian, Rhodesian, Canadian and British soldiers, who were stationed at Brakfontein 



Drift near the Elands River to act as a garrison for a British supply dump. Over the 
course of 13 days, the garrison was heavily shelled and attacked with small arms. 
Outnumbered and surrounded, the garrison was asked to surrender, but refused. The 
siege was subsequently lifted when the garrison was relieved by a 10,000-strong column 
led by Lord Kitchener. 
 
Background 
In December 1899, the fighting in South Africa moved into a second stage. The earlier 
phase of the campaign had been characterised by the British Army's use of large-scale 
conventional infantry forces which suffered heavy casualties in engagements with highly 
mobile Boer forces. In response, the British launched a series of counter-offensives that 
managed to secure the main population centres in South Africa, divorcing the Boers from 
their supply base. In response, the Boers began a guerrilla warfare campaign. Operating 
in small groups, Boer commandos attacked columns of troops and supply lines, carrying 
out sniping, ambushing and launching raids on isolated garrisons and supply depots. 
 
Following the lifting of the siege of Mafeking, to supply forces operating in the area and 
to serve as a way point on the route between Rustenburg and Zeerust, the British had 
situated a supply dump near Brakfontein Drift along the Elands River, about 35 
kilometres west of Pretoria. By mid-1900, the supplies that were located at Elands River 
included over 1,500 horses, mules or cattle, a quantity of ammunition, food and other 
equipment worth over 100,000 pounds, and over 100 wagons. As the supplies were 
vulnerable to Boer raids, a garrison, spread across several positions, had been 
established. 
 
The main position was at a farm located about 1 kilometre away from the river, 
occupying a position on a small ridge while two smaller positions were established on 
hills to the south, closer to the river, which were later called Zouch's Kopje and Butters' 
Kopje. The position was bracketed by two creeks – the Brakspruit to the north and the 
Doornspruit to the south – which flowed west into the river. A telegraph line ran through 
the farm along the Zeerust–Rustenburg road, which crossed the river at a fjord about 1 
kilometre west of the farm. While the ground to the north, south and west of the position 
dropped to the river where the Reit Valley opened towards Zeerust 50 kilometres away, 
the ground to the east of the farm rose towards a high point which came to be known as 
Cossack Post Hill and which was used by the garrison defending the post to send 
messages to Rustenburg – 70 kilometres away – using a heliograph. 
 
Prelude 
On 3 August, an 80-wagon supply convoy arrived at Elands River from Zeerust, where 
they were to wait for their escort, a column of 1,000 men from the New South Wales 
Imperial Bushmen along with some South African irregulars commanded by General 
Frederick Carrington to arrive from Mafeking. Desperate for supplies, Boer forces decided 
to attack the garrison with the view to securing the supplies located there. Prior to the 
battle commencing, the garrison had received intelligence warning them of the attack. 
As a result, some actions were taken to fortify the position, with a makeshift defensive 
perimeter being established utilising stores and wagons to create barricades.[5] Little 
attempt had been made, however, to dig-in as the ground around the position was hard 
and there was a lack of digging equipment amongst the garrison. 
 
The garrison defending the Elands River post consisted of about 500 men. The majority 
of this force were Australians, with 105 being from New South Wales and 141 from 
Queensland along with 42 Victorians, nine from Western Australia and two from 
Tasmania. In addition to these there were 201 men from Rhodesia along with three 
Canadians and three British. Together they were commanded by a British officer, 
Lieutenant Colonel Charles Hore. The only fire support that the garrison possessed was a 
single Maxim machine-gun and an antiquated 7-pounder screw gun, for which there was 
little ammunition. In addition to the military garrison, there were also a number of 
civilians staying at the farm. These consisted of several Africans working in various roles 
including as porters, drivers, or runners and also about 30 European settlers who, 



because of their support for the British, were being evacuated from the area. Against 
this, the Boer force, consisting of between 2,000 to 3,000 men drawn from the 
Rustenburg, Wolmaransstad and Marico commandos, under the command of Generals 
Koos de la Rey and Hermanus Lemmer, possessed six 12-pounder field guns for indirect 
fire, and three pom-poms, which could provide rapid direct fire support. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Battle 
After surrounding the garrison during the night while they were occupied entertaining 
themselves singing around their campfires, the Boers' attack began early on 4 August 
after the garrison had been stood down for breakfast. A couple of rifle shots from the 
riverbed announced the commencement of the attack. They were followed by an intense 
artillery barrage from the guns that the Boers had moved into position around the farm. 
One pom-pom and a 12-pounder engaged one of the outposts from the south-west from 
behind an entrenched position about 2,700 m away on the opposite side of the river, 
while the main position was engaged from three guns positioned to the east along with a 
Maxim gun, snipers, a pom-pom and an artillery piece in multiple positions to the north-
west about 1,800 m away. A third position, about 3,900 m, consisting of an artillery 
piece and a pom-pom, engaged the garrison from high ground overlooking the river to 
the west. In response, the crew of the defenders' screw gun returned fire, destroying a 
farmhouse from where some of the Boers were firing, however, the gun fell silent soon 
after when it jammed. Unanswered, the Boer barrage devastated the oxen from the 



supply convoy and killed almost all of the 1,500 horses, mules and cattle in the garrison. 
Those that remained alive were set free due to concerns that they would stampede. In 
addition, the telegraph line was destroyed, while a considerable amount of stores were 
destroyed and a number of casualties were inflicted upon the defenders. 
 
In an effort to silence the guns, a small party of Queenslanders under Lieutenant James 
Annat, sallied over 180 m to put in an attack on one of the Boer pom-pom positions, 
forcing its crew to pack up their weapon and withdraw. Nevertheless, the other guns 
remained in action and the barrage continued throughout the day, before easing as night 
fell. Following this, the defenders used the brief respite to begin digging in, using their 
bayonets, and to clear away the dead animals. 
 
The following morning, 5 August, the Boer gunners continued the shelling, but this time 
the effects were limited by the defences that had been dug the night before. Later that 
day, the relief column that the garrison had been waiting for was ambushed by a Boer 
force under Lemmer's command about 3 kilometres west of the position and, although 
their casualties were light, consisting of only 17 wounded, they were forced to withdraw. 
They later destroyed supplies at Groot Marico, Zeerust and Ottoshoop, so that they 
would not fall into Boer hands. When it became apparent that their relief had been 
turned back, the Boer commander, de la Rey, seeking a way to end the siege before 
another relief force could be sent, ordered his men to cease fire and sent a messenger to 
the garrison calling upon them to surrender; his opposite number, however, rejected the 
offer and as a result the attack resumed and was subsequently continued throughout the 
night. Nevertheless, the defenders continued to improve their position, constructing 
stone sangars and digging their fighting pits deeper. Wood, salvaged from wagons that 
had been destroyed in the barrage, was used to provide overhead protection to the 
defenders' positions, several of which were linked with an underground tunnel. Due to 
the lack of shells, once they had repaired it, the defenders were only able to use their 
own artillery piece for counter-battery fire sparingly. 
 
After the initial heavy barrage, on the third day of the siege the Boer gunners eased 
their rate of fire when it became apparent that they were destroying some of the 
supplies that were trying to capture. Nevertheless, the Boers maintained small arms fire 
on the defenders, keeping them fixed in their defences during the intense heat of the 
day; the heat served to have a secondary impact upon the garrison, speeding up the 
decomposition of the dead animals, the smell of which was considerable. There was no 
water source within the main camp, so to secure water for the garrison, patrols under 
the command of a Rhodesian officer, Captain Sandy Butters, who commanded the 
southern-most outpost at Butters' Kopje, were sent out at night to collect it from the 
Elands River, about 800 metres away. During a number of these sallies, fire was 
exchanged and the party had to fight their way back. Attempts were made by the Boers 
to take the kopje to the south of the Doornspruit on two nights – 6 and 7 August – in an 
effort to cut off the defenders' supply of water, however, Rhodesians, under the 
command of Butters, helped by supporting fire from the Zouch's Kopje near the creek's 
confluence with the river, repulsed both attacks. 
 
This stand at Brakfontein on the Eland River appears to have been one of the finest 
deeds of arms of the war. Australians have been so split up during the campaign that 
though their valour and efficiency were universally recognised, they had no single large 
exploit which they could call their own. But now they can point to Elands River as 
proudly as the Canadians at Paardeberg...they were sworn to die before the white flag 
would wave above them. And so fortune yielded, as fortune will when brave men set 
their teeth...when the ballad makers of Australia seek for a subject, let them turn to 
Elands River, for there was no finer fighting in the war. 
 
 
After the siege had been in place for a week, de la Rey again called upon the garrison to 
surrender. Hore, who had been suffering from malaria, had become ill by this time and 
command had effectively passed to an Australian, Major Walter Tunbridge from the 



Queensland Mounted Infantry. In order to demonstrate the respect with which he held 
the defence that the garrison had put up, de la Rey offered them safe passage to British 
lines and was even prepared to allow the officers to retain their revolvers so that they 
could leave the battlefield with dignity. Once again, however, the offer was rejected, and 
Hore is reputed to have stated: "I cannot surrender. I am in command of Australians 
who would cut my throat if I did." Captain Butters took a similar line, repeatedly 
shouting towards the Boers that "Rhodesians never surrender!" 
 
As the fighting continued, the British made a second attempt to relieve the garrison, 
dispatching a force of about 2,000 men under Colonel Robert Baden-Powell from 
Rustenburg on 6 August. Baden-Powell, despite having a superior force, delayed just 13 
km from Rustenburg and only a third of the way to Elands River and failed to scout the 
situation. By midday, Baden-Powell turned back to Rustenburg without orders and sent 
messages claiming to have heard gun fire moving westward and suggesting the garrison 
must have been evacuated to the west by Carrington. Based on the reports provided by 
Carrington upon his return, the British commanders in Pretoria and Mafeking were under 
the impression, notably from Baden-Powell's messages, that the garrison had 
surrendered and, as a result, when Baden-Powell's force was about 30 kilometres away 
from the besieged Elands River garrison at Brakfontein, Lord Roberts ordered Baden-
Powell and the rest of General Ian Hamilton's force at Rustenburg to return to 
Pretoria.On 7 August, Roberts learned that Carrington had failed to evacuate the Elands 
River garrsion. 
 
The siege continued, however, the size of the Boer force surrounding the garrison 
dwindled as their attention was drawn by attacks on nearby farms by members of the 
Kgatla tribe. As a result, the weight of fire that the Boers brought down on the outpost 
also decreased before finally it ceased altogether. In response, the defenders sent 
patrols out to scout the Boer positions and small raiding parties were also sent out at 
night. These raids failed to determine that the Boers were retreating and as a result, 
instead of seizing the initiative the defenders remained largely tied to their defences, 
thinking that the Boers were attempting a ruse to draw them out. It was not a ruse, 
though, and finally only about 200 men from the Wolmaransstad commando remained 
around the farm. 
 
On 13 August, the British commanders learned that the garrison was still holding out 
when they intercepted a message that was being passed between Boer commanders via 
a runner. Two days later 10,000 men under the command of Lord Kitchener, set out 
towards Elands River. As they approached, de la Rey, realising that he was faced by a 
superior force, decided to withdraw what remained of his force. That evening, a message 
was sent through to Hore by four Western Australians from a force under Beauvoir De 
Lisle, and Kitchener's column arrived the following day, on 16 August. 
 
Aftermath 
Casualties for the defenders amounted to 12 soldiers killed and 36 wounded. In addition, 
four African porters were killed and 14 were wounded, and one "loyalist" European 
settler was wounded. Of the 12 soldiers that were killed, eight were Australians. 
Although the behaviour of the defending troops was not beyond reproach, with some of 
them becoming drunk during the siege, the commander of the relieving force, Lord 
Kitchener, told the garrison upon his arrival that their defence had been "remarkable" 
and that only "...Colonials could have held out in such impossible circumstances". The 
garrison's performance was also later lauded by Jan Smuts, who was at the time a senior 
Boer commander, describing the defenders as "...heroes who in the hour of trial...[had 
risen]...nobly to the occasion". The battle has been described by historian Chris 
Coulthard-Clark as being "...perhaps the most notable action involving Australians in 
South Africa". The writer, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who served in a British field hospital 
at Bloemfontein during 1900 and who later published a series of accounts of the conflict, 
also highlighted the significance of the battle. 
 



For their actions during the siege, the Rhodesian commander, Captain Sandy Butters, 
was invested with the Distinguished Service Order, as was Captain Albert Duka, a 
medical officer from Queensland. Three soldiers – Corporal Robert Davenport and 
Troopers Thomas Borlaise and William Hunt – received the Distinguished Conduct Medal. 
Borlaise, who had been a miner before enlisting, received his medal for the role he had 
played in improving the position's defences, while Davenport received the award for 
rescuing two wounded men under fire. 
 
The battle had a number of strategic implications also. Not only did the difficulty that the 
British have in relieving the garrison serve to boost the morale of the Boers, which had 
been flagging due to earlier reverses, but the act of doing so drew forces away from 
cordon that was being set up by the British to capture Christiaan De Wet, who 
subsequently managed to escape through the Magaliesberg. The fighting would continue 
and over a year later, on 17 September 1901, another battle was fought along the 
Elands River at Modderfontein farm, where a Boer force under Smuts and Deneys Reitz 
overwhelmed a detachment of the 17th Lancers and raided their camp for supplies. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Bergendal (Belfast). 

Date:  27 August 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Belfast, Mpumalanga. 

Symbol: SAW23. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Lord Roberts 
Redvers Buller  
Louis Botha  
 
The Battle of Bergendal (also known as the Battle of Belfast was the last set-piece battle 
of the Second Anglo-Boer War. It lasted from 21–27 August 1900 and took place on the 
farm Bergendal near the town of Belfast. The 5,000 Boers were under the command of 
General Louis Botha and the 20,000 British Empire forces were led by General Sir 
Redvers Buller under the overall command of Lord Roberts. 
 
Plans and positions 
Advancing from the direction of Pretoria along the main railroad line, the main aim of 
Lord Roberts' forces was to occupy the temporary South African Republic government 
seat of Machadodorp. Their line of advance would lead right across the farm Bergendal 
where the ZARPs - members of the Zuid Afrikaansche Republiek Politie was positioned. 
 
Roberts left the tactical direction of the battle to Buller. The British plan was to send Sir 
John French and the cavalry on a flanking move to the north. Meanwhile, Major General 
Neville Lyttelton would strike the middle of the Boer front with two brigades. 
 
"It was a big red kopje near a farm called Bergendal, a jumble of fantastic boulders, 
spread across three acres, whose own great natural strength belied its fatal weakness in 
relation to Botha's defence line. Like a miniature Spion Kop, it jutted out in a salient 
from the centre of Botha's twenty-mile front. Unlike Spion Kop, it could not be supported 
by sides or rear, owing to the ground that screened Botha's view but gave Buller's 
massed artillery a field day." 
 
Battle 
There were several other clashes during the battle, but the battle's climax occurred on 
27 August, when 74 men of the Johannesburg section of the ZARPs faced an attack on 
foot by 1,500 men of the Rifle Brigade, 2nd Battalion, Inniskilling Fusiliers, 1st Battalion, 
the Devonshire Regiment and Gordon Highlanders after a heavy artillery bombardment. 
Despite a tenacious defence by the ZARPs of the kopje where they had dug in, they were 
eventually defeated by the British forces. Twenty of the ZARPs force had been killed and 



nineteen (including their leader, Commandant Oosthuizen) were taken prisoner. Other 
wounded had been removed by the Boers. The rest of the ZARPs force escaped and 
joined the other retreating Boer commandos. British losses were three officers killed and 
seven wounded, 12 rank and file killed and 100 wounded. 
 
Aftermath 
As a result of this defeat, the Boer line of defence was breached and on 28 August 
Buller's troops marched into Machadodorp. The ZAR government, meanwhile, had 
decamped to Nelspruit. A few days later, on 1 September, Lord Roberts proclaimed the 
entire South African Republic British territory. 
 
However, the capture of Machadodorp and Roberts' proclamation did not end the war. 
Although the British had won the battle Botha's main force had managed to stay intact. 
The Boer commandos subsequently dispersed to Lydenburg and Barberton and the next 
phase of the war - guerrilla warfare - started. This second phase would last even longer 
than the first, conventional, phase and peace would eventually only be declared at the 
end of May 1902. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Bothaville (Doornkraal). 

Date:  6 November 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Bothaville, Orange Free State. 

Symbol: SAW24. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Lt-Col. P. W. J. Le Gallais 
Christiaan de Wet  
 
The Battle of Bothaville (Doornkraal) on 6 November 1900 was a rare defeat of 
Christiaan de Wet's Boer commando at the hands of a force of British Mounted Infantry 
(MI). 
 
Battle 
De Wet was one of the most successful Boer commanders of the Second Boer War, 
disrupting British supply lines almost with impunity. On 6 November, De Wet camped at 
Bothaville on the Valsch River with 800 Orange Free State commandos. His party 
included the president of the Free State, Marthinus Steyn. De Wet was aware that Maj. 
Gen. Charles Knox's greatly superior British all-arms force was camped 11km away and 
believed that his outposts would give him adequate warning of any enemy moves. What 
he did not know was that the men at his main outpost had fallen asleep. 
 
Shortly after dawn, right after De Wet received a reassuring report from a scout, Knox's 
600-man advance guard, the 5th and 8th MI under Lieutenant-Colonel P. W. J. Le Gallais 
appeared only 270 m from the Boer camp. For once, De Wet was surprised and a panic 
ensued in the Boer camp. Because his adjutant had kept a horse ready saddled, 
President Steyn was able to escape. The bulk of De Wet's commando fled for their lives 
on horseback, but a hard core of about 150 men stayed behind and fought it out with 
the MI. The two sides went to ground or occupied farm buildings and blazed away with 
rifles and even field guns at close range. "The heroism displayed on both sides made it 
one of the most ferocious and gruesome little actions of the war." 
 
The battle went on for four hours before Knox belatedly showed up with his infantry 
force. At that point, one surviving officer, Major William Bernard Hickie, led the MI in a 
bayonet charge. This quickly produced a Boer surrender. The MI wanted to shoot two 
Boers who were found with dum-dum bullets, but Knox humanely stopped this. To the 
irritation of the MI officers, Knox and his staff seemed preoccupied with dividing the 
spoils in the captured Boer camp. There was no pursuit. 



 
Aftermath 
The Boers lost 25 killed and about 130 captured, including 30 men wounded. De Wet 
also had to abandon four Krupp field guns, a pom pom, and two artillery pieces captured 
from the British at the battles of Colenso and Sanna's Post. British losses were also 
serious: about 38 men either wounded or killed in action. Le Gallais died that night of his 
wounds. Lieutenant-Colonel Wally Ross of the 8th MI was severely wounded in the face. 
Because of Knox's failure to pursue, most of De Wet's force got away intact and soon 
began operating against British garrisons and supply convoys again. A furious Hickie 
wrote, "The General is an old woman... If Knox had the same dash as Le Gallais we 
should have taken the whole lot, bagged the whole crowd." Serious losses of materiel 
had also been inflicted on the Boers, including six field-guns, a Maxim gun and a pom-
pom, all de Wet's wagons carrying gun and small-arms ammunition as well as clothing 
and other supplies. Despite this, de Wet remained in the field and, within a fortnight, 
struck back at the British at the head of 1,500 burghers. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Leliefontein (Witkloof) 

Date:  7 November 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Leliefontein, Transvaal. 

Symbol: SAW25. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Major-General Horace Smith-Dorrien 
Canada François Lessard  
South African Republic ? 
 
The Battle of Leliefontein (also known as the Battle of Witkloof) was an engagement 
between British/Canadian and Boer forces during the Second Boer War on 7 November 
1900, at the Komati River 30 kilometres south of Belfast at the present day Nooitgedacht 
Dam. 
 
It was during the fiercely contested British withdrawal from the banks of the Komati 
River that the Canadians of The Royal Canadian Dragoons, 2nd Canadian Mounted Rifles 
and "D" Battery Canadian Field Artillery, led by Lieutenant-Colonel François Louis 
Lessard were tasked with covering the withdrawal of the larger British force under the 
command of Major-General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien. The Royal Canadian Dragoons 
would save two Canadian guns during the battle and halt the initial Boer advance, 
successfully covering the withdrawal. Three dragoons, Sergeant Edward James Gibson 
Holland, Lieutenant Richard Ernest William Turner and Lieutenant Hampden Zane 
Churchill Cockburn, would win the Victoria Cross for their actions. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Nooitgedacht. 

Date:  13 December 1900. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Nooitgedacht, Gauteng. 

Symbol: SAW26. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
R. A. P. Clements  
Koos de la Rey,  
Christiaan Beyers  
 



In the Battle of Nooitgedacht on 13 December 1900, Boer commandos led by Generals 
Koos de la Rey and Christiaan Beyers combined to deal a defeat to a British brigade 
under the command of Major General R. A. P. Clements during the Second Boer War. 
 
Background 
Lord Roberts captured Pretoria on 5 June and the armies soon passed to the east. After 
the guerrilla war began, a force under Clements harried the Boers in the Moot, a valley 
in the Magliesberg Mountains. By the end of the year, the British grew careless. On 2 
December, De la Rey's commando ambushed an ox-wagon convoy east of Rustenburg, 
killing and wounding 64 British soldiers and capturing 54 men and 118 wagons. De la 
Rey's deputy, Jan Smuts had a close call when a bullet intended for him killed another 
Boer. The raiders appropriated the boots and clothing and burned the rest of the 
supplies, while setting their prisoners free. 
 
De la Rey scouted Clement's camp at Nooitgedacht for three days. The camp had good 
water supply and a nearby mountain allowed communication by heliograph with Major 
General Robert Broadwood at Rustenburg. However, the site was dominated on the 
north by a 300-metre mountain. A 1500-man commando led by General Beyers soon 
arrived, giving the Boers numerical superiority over their adversaries. Smuts later wrote, 
"I do not think it was possible to have selected a more fatal spot for a camp." 
 
Battle 
The Boer leaders soon agreed on a plan. Half of Beyers' men would stay behind to keep 
Broadwood from marching to the rescue. The remainder, about 1500 men, were split 
into three attacking groups. Beyers would lead his commando against 300 British pickets 
on the mountaintop. Beyers detached Commandant Badenhorst to attack the camp from 
the west. De la Rey would capture several kopjes in the Moot to the south. If all went 
well, Clements' brigade would be trapped and destroyed. 
 
In the event, Badenhorst's column blundered into the British picket lines in the pre-dawn 
darkness. In a brief fusillade at close range, the Boers were driven back, with losses on 
both sides. The alerted British now manned their defensive positions. Beyer then 
launched his attack on the mountaintop, but his tired men were soon stopped by sturdy 
resistance from the Northumberland Fusiliers. After witnessing De la Rey's initial attack 
being repulsed in the valley below, Beyer's men became inspired and stormed the British 
positions on the mountaintop. After losing about 100 casualties, Captain Yatman 
surrendered at about 7:00 am. Reinforcements climbing the mountain lost heavily when 
Beyers' men suddenly poured fire into them. 
 
That morning it was too hazy to flash a message to Broadwood, so Clements was 
entirely on his own. Meanwhile, De la Rey and Smuts had managed to capture all the 
kopjes in the Moot except one, Yeomanry Hill (Hartebeestfontein). Clements alertly and 
swiftly concentrated his survivors on this position. At 8:00 am, the British drove away a 
group of Boers who had gained a foothold on Yeomanry Hill. They then worked furiously 
to make the hill defensible. A 4.7-inch naval gun was even saved by rolling it downhill 
from its original perch and dragging it back to the main British position. 
 
Meanwhile, the men under Beyers turned aside to loot the British camp and nothing the 
Boer general could do would get them back to the battle. One Boer remarked, "We were 
refitted from head to heel." At 4:00 pm, Clements and the remnant of his brigade rode 
off with his artillery toward Pretoria. Their retreat was virtually unopposed because the 
Boers were exhausted and by this time De la Rey's men had joined the other Boers in 
plundering the enemy camp. 
 
Aftermath 
Thanks to his quick response to the crisis, Clements saved his brigade from annihilation. 
However, the general lost half his brigade due to his poor choice for a camp. The 
Imperial forces suffered no consequences from their defeat aside from the casualties 



suffered and the supplies lost. Within a short time, a column under Clements was again 
harassing the Moot. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Groenkloof. 

Date:  5 September 1901. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Groenkloof, Petersburg, Eastern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW27. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Colonel Harry Scobell  
Commandant Lotter  
 
In the Battle of Groenkloof on 5 September 1901, a British column under Colonel Harry 
Scobell defeated and captured a small Boer commando led by Commandant Lotter in the 
Cape Colony during the Second Boer War. 
 
Background 
While General Lord Kitchener struggled to suppress guerilla warfare carried on by the 
Boers in the Orange Free State and the Transvaal, some Dutch settlers living in the Cape 
Colony also took up arms against the British. To combat the guerilla war raging in the 
two Boer republics, Kitchener employed sweep-and-scour columns, farm burning and a 
policy of forcing Boer women and children into concentration camps. 
 
However, using such harsh methods in the loyal Cape Colony was politically impossible. 
Instead, the British commander in the Cape Colony, General Sir John French resorted to 
a three-pronged strategy: first, to prevent Boer commandos from combining, second, to 
chase them constantly in order to prevent them from collecting new followers and 
supplies, and third, to tire them out so that they could be hunted down. One historian 
notes, "How simple an antidote to guerilla warfare, compared with that immense 
operation of burning farms and carting off the whole civilian population of the 
countryside into the camps!" 
 
Battle 
Armed with information from French's excellent Field Intelligence Department and led by 
African Intelligence scouts, Scobell pursued Lotter's commando in the Tandjesburg 
mountains. Scobell, whose command included the 9th Lancers, the Cape Mounted Rifles 
and Imperial Yeomanry, was reputedly one of the most efficient British column 
commanders. On the fifth day of a six-day mission, the British officer found his quarry in 
a mountain gorge called Groenkloof, near the village of Petersburg. Believing that 
Lotter's men occupied a farm building, Scobell ordered a night march and deployed his 
1100 soldiers on some ridges overlooking the farm. Actually, Lotter and his 130-man 
commando had taken shelter in a nearby 30-by-15 foot stone sheephouse or kraal, 
which was topped with a corrugated iron roof. 
 
At dawn, a squadron of lancers was sent to investigate the kraal. The commanding 
officer, Lord Douglas Compton dropped his pistol near the entrance. As he dismounted to 
fetch his weapon, the Boers opened fire. Compton escaped, but the six men behind him 
were mowed down. Immediately, a thousand rifles opened up on the fearfully 
outnumbered Boers in the sheephouse. 
 
After a half hour of the unequal contest, the Boers surrendered. They suffered 13 killed 
and 46 wounded, while 61 unwounded survivors were hustled into captivity. Scobell's 
force lost 10 men killed.  
 
Aftermath 
Lotter and seven others were later executed by the British authorities as rebellious 
subjects. Jan Smuts turned the tables on the British in the Battle of Elands River which 



followed ten days later. But as one historian points out, "In losing Lotter, the Boers had 
lost more than a tenth of the guerillas in the Colony south of the Orange, and their élite 
commando at that ... the British Empire was a bottomless well, when it came to 
replacing lost troops." 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Elands River (Modderfontein) 

Date:  17 September 1901 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Tarkastad, Eastern Cape. 

Symbol: SAW28. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Captain Sandeman  
Jan Smuts  
 
In the Battle of Elands River, after the Elands River Poort, on 17 September 1901 during 
the Second Boer War, a Boer raiding force under Jan Smuts destroyed a British cavalry 
squadron led by Captain Sandeman, a cousin of Winston Churchill, on the Modderfontein 
farm. This battle is therefore also known as the Battle of Modderfontein. 
 
Background 
After a year of guerrilla war, the Boer leaders decided to send significant raiding forces 
into the Cape Colony and Natal. About 1000 Boers in six commandos already operated in 
the Cape Colony. The Boer leaders hoped to cause an uprising in that Dutch-majority 
territory or at least to widen the theater of war beyond the Boer republics of Orange Free 
State and South African Republic. Smuts led a commando south into the Cape Colony, 
while Louis Botha attempted to cross into Natal. 
 
Earlier Boer raids into the Cape Colony proved unsuccessful. All had been eventually 
hounded out by British mounted columns and had suffered painful losses. Smuts 
believed he could do better. 
 
The raid 
During the trek south to the Orange River, Smuts' commando lost 36 men. He finally 
crossed at Kiba Drift on 3 September. Major General Fitzroy Hart's British force had been 
guarding the ford, but General Herbert Kitchener mistakenly sent them away on another 
mission. The Basotho attacked the Boers on 4 September near Wittenberg Mission, 
killing three and wounding seven with spears and ancient guns before being driven off 
with serious losses. On 7 September, Smuts went on a scout near Mordenaar's Poort 
near Dordrecht, when they were ambushed. All three of his companions were shot by the 
British and Smuts barely escaped. 
 
The cold spring rains tormented both men and horses as British pursuing columns under 
the overall command of Major General Sir John French closed in on Smuts' raiders. On 
13 September, the Boers were cornered atop Stormberg Mountain and escaped only 
when a friendly guide in the form of Hans Kleynhans appeared and led them down a 
precipitous route to safety. The night of 15 September nearly finished the raiders as 
freezing rain killed over 60 ponies and fourteen men went missing. In front of the Boers, 
every mountain pass was reportedly held by the British. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Battle 
On 17 September, as Smuts' commando threaded through a gorge that opened out into 
the Elands River valley, a 17-year old farmer named Jan Coetzer informed them that a 
British force held the pass at Elands River Poort in the next valley. Smuts commented, 
"If we don't get those horses and a supply of ammunition, we're done for." The British 
were C Squadron of the 17th Lancers. The Boers took advantage of a mist to encircle the 
British camp. When Smuts' vanguard ran head on into a Lancer patrol, the British 
hesitated to fire because many of the Boers wore captured British uniforms. The Boers 
immediately opened fire and attacked in front while Smuts led the remainder of his force 
to attack the British camp from the rear. The British party suffered further casualties at a 
closed gate that slowed them down. All six British officers were hit and four were killed, 
only Captain Sandeman, the commander, and his Lieutenant Lord Vivian surviving. The 
17th Lancers lost 29 killed and 41 wounded before surrendering. Boer losses were only 
one killed and six wounded. One Boer noted, "We all had fresh horses, fresh rifles, 
clothing, saddlery, boots and more ammunition than we could carry away, as well as 
supplies for every man." In his book Commando, Deneys Reitz, one of the Boers, 
recounts how George Vivian pointed out his bivouac tent and told him it would be worth 
his while to take a look at it. Soon, Reitz, who had been wearing a grain-bag and using 
an old Mauser rifle with only two rounds of ammunition left, was dressed in a cavalry 
tunic and riding breeches and armed with a Lee-Metford sporting rifle. Reitz reports that 
he met Lord Vivian in London in 1935, on excellent terms. The Boers destroyed a field 
gun that they captured, while two maxim guns were dumped in a dam after they proved 
to be too much trouble. 
 
 
 



Aftermath 
Smuts and some 250 men of his commando were able to operate for many months in 
the Cape Colony, but could not win the war. By this time, the Dutch in the Cape Colony 
were mostly convinced that the Boer republics were losing the war. Though the 
commando received generous help from Dutch civilians, and indeed commandeered their 
requirements from people of every background, the British refrained from burning Dutch 
farms in the Cape Colony as a matter of policy. 
 
While Boers captured in the republics were well-treated as prisoners of war, Boer 
fighters native to the Cape Colony and captured there were sometimes treated as 
rebellious subjects and executed by the British. After the battle, Smuts' commando was 
dressed largely in British khaki uniforms, and Lord Kitchener gave orders that all Boer 
fighters taken in British uniform were to be executed. Several members of the 
commando were shot on this basis, others for being treasonous subjects of the Cape 
Colony. When the remaining members found out about this order, they dressed 
themselves in civilian clothes as soon as they could. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Blood River Poort (Scheeper’s Nek) 

Date:  17 September 1901. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Blood River Poort, kWa Zulu Natal. 

Symbol: SAW29. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Hubert Gough  
Louis Botha  
 
In the Battle of Blood River Poort or Scheeper's Nek on 17 September 1901 a Boer 
commando led by Louis Botha crushed a British force commanded by Major Hubert 
Gough during the Second Boer War. 
 
Background 
In August 1901, the Boer leaders determined to send forces south into Natal and the 
Cape Colony hoping to cause an uprising in the Dutch-majority Cape Colony or at least 
to gain recruits for their armies. Accordingly, a commando under Botha moved southeast 
toward Natal while another commando under Jan Smuts raided south into the Cape 
Colony. 
 
British Intelligence detected the plan, but Botha evaded the British intercepting columns. 
The cold spring rains made the march especially difficult for the Boers' horses. On 14 
September, Botha let his 1,000-man commando camp near Utrecht to permit the horses 
to recover. Meanwhile, Gough's 24th Mounted Infantry (MI) made an 800 km move by 
train from Kroonstad in the Orange Free State to Dundee in Natal. Gough received 
intelligence that Botha and 700 Boers were nearby. 
 
Battle 
Gough led his MI from Dundee to De Jaeger's Drift, a ford on the Buffalo River. 
Dismissing the intelligence report as exaggerated; he led three companies on a 
reconnaissance across the river. Through his field glasses, he spotted 300 Boers who 
dismounted at a farm near Blood River Poort. Leaving his colleague Lieutenant-Colonel 
H. K. Stewart with 450 MI in the rear, Gough moved forward into a plain in the early 
afternoon, planning to surprise the Boers at the farm. Unknown to Gough, Botha was 
moving around his right flank with 700 men. 
 
Botha's mounted attack completely swamped Gough's outnumbered force. Lieutenant 
Llewellyn Price-Davies of the King's Royal Rifle Corps won the Victoria Cross for valiantly 
defending the field guns. Gough was captured, escaped, captured again and finally 



escaped on foot in the darkness. On the British side, four officers and 19 other ranks 
were killed or mortally wounded, 2 officers and 19 men wounded, and 6 officers and 235 
men captured. According to Boer policy, the captured were stripped of their weapons 
and any useful gear, and most of their clothing, and were allowed to walk to the nearest 
British post. The Boers seized two field guns, 180 rifles and a large quantity of small 
arms ammunition. The 200 captured horses turned out to be in poor condition and of 
little use to the raiders. Boer losses were light. 
 
Aftermath 
Botha was unable to exploit his victory because he found all the crossings of the Buffalo 
River blocked by the British. The Boers moved to the southeast, hoping to find a place to 
cross into Natal. On the Zululand border, Botha attacked a British camp named Fort 
Itala, believing it to be weakly defended. Instead, the Boers received a bloody nose 
when 56 of their men were killed or wounded. When Botha realized that British forces 
were approaching in overwhelming strength, he turned back into the Transvaal, his raid 
a failure. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Bakenlaagte. 

Date:  30 October 1901. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Bakenlaagte, Mpumalanga. 

Symbol: SAW30. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Colonel GE Benson  
South African Republic General Louis Botha  
 
The Battle of Bakenlaagte occurred on 30 October 1901 during the guerrilla phase of 
Anglo-Boer war of 1899–1902. The battle saw the Eastern Transvaal Boer commandos of 
Generals Grobler, Brits, Viljoen and Louis Botha attack the rear guard of Colonel 
Benson's much feared No 3 Flying Column while it was in marching formation to its base 
camp. 
 
Battle 
Benson's British No 3 flying column, comprising 2000 men, specialised in night raids that 
were terrorising Boer Commandos on the highveld, it had become so successful that 
General Botha ordered all available boer forces to accumulate at Bakenlaagte so as to 
attack Benson. 
 
The No 3 Flying Column was marching back to a refit station after performing farm 
clearing operations. Rainy and misty weather had reduced visibility and made the going 
difficult which caused the marching British column to become spread out into clusters of 
troops. The column force became further extended when Benson began to deploy small 
detachments of mounted men and infantry to suppress small Boer sniping teams that 
were roaming around the marching column. 
 
General Botha arrived with about 800 reinforcements after riding about 40 kilometres 
without stopping, on arrival, Botha observed that the strung out column provided an 
ideal opportunity for an overwhelming force to roll up the isolated and spread out groups 
of commonwealth troops piecemeal and immediately ordered a large Boer force of 
mounted men to attack the small isolated rear guard of the column. 
 
Outnumbered four to one, the Columns rear guard of 210 Commonwealth troops set up 
a defensive position on Gun Hill and fought about 900 Boers in a close quarter twenty 
minute gun fight that ended only when the column rear guard was annihilated. 
 
Great bravery was demonstrated by the men on both sides with combined casualties 
numbering approximately 87 killed with 182 wounded. Colonel Benson (a veteran of the 



Battle of Magersfontein, 11 December 1899) was to die the next morning from wounds 
received on the field of battle. 
 
This rear-guard action allowed the main column time to deploy and set up a defensive 
perimeter under Lt Colonel Wools-Sampson. This deployment prevented the attacking 
Boer forces from riding on and capturing the main column as originally planned. The 
Boers left the field with what ever spoils they could carry and the British carried in the 
wounded to the entrenched camp during the night. 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Groenkop (Tweefontein). 

Date:  25 December 1901. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Groenkop, Orange Free State. 

Symbol: SAW31. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Major Williams  
Christiaan de Wet  
 
In the Battle of Groenkop (Battle of Tweefontein) on 25 December 1901, Head 
Commandant Christiaan de Wet's Boer commando surprised and defeated a force of 
Imperial Yeomanry under the command of Major Williams. 
 
Background 
By late 1901, de Wet's guerilla force based itself near the settlements of Lindley, 
Bethlehem and Reitz in the northeast part of the Orange Free State. On 28 November, 
de Wet called a krijgsraad of the still-active Boer leaders near Reitz. They determined to 
strike back at their British tormentors, who numbered 20,000 men. 
 
As part of Lord Kitchener's strategy, the British constructed lines of blockhouses and 
barbed wire across the veld. The blockhouse lines were designed to restrict the 
movements of the Boer guerillas so they could be trapped by British mobile columns. 
One line of blockhouses reached from Harrismith to the Tradoux farm, 40 km east of 
Bethlehem. To protect the construction, Major General Sir Leslie Rundle deployed four 
dispersed forces. Rundle with 330 men and one gun guarded the wagon road; the end of 
the blockhouse line was held by 150 infantry; a 400-man regiment of the Imperial Light 
Horse lay 21 km to the east at Elands River Bridge; Major Williams with 550 men, mostly 
of the 11th Battalion, Imperial Yeomanry, a 15-pounder gun and a pom-pom held the 61 
m high Groenkop. 
 
Battle 
De Wet carefully scouted the Groenkop position for three days. He noted that the British 
posted their sentries atop the sheer west side of the kop, instead of at the bottom where 
they could give timely warning of an attack. The Boer leader determined to scale the 
west side using the trace of a gully. 
 
At 2:00 am on Christmas morning, de Wet's commando clambered up the steep slope in 
single file with their boots removed so as to minimise any noise. The surprise was nearly 
total. Challenged by a single sentry when they were over halfway to the top with a few 
scattered shots, the Boers, who were ordered into battle by de Wet shouting "Stormt 
Burgers" swarmed up and over the crest. They began firing downhill into the British 
tents, inflicting a "massacre." Savage fighting lasted about 40 minutes before the British 
gave up. 
 
Aftermath 
The next morning, one of the 206 British prisoners of the Boers noted that his foes were 
so short of clothing that some wore women's attire. The 250 unwounded British 
prisoners of war were stripped literally naked before they were turned loose the next 



day. Kitchener wrote, "It is very sad and depressing that the boers are able to strike 
such blows, but I fear ... we shall always be liable to something of the sort from the 
unchecked rush of desperate men at night." 
 
By 5 February 1902, Kitchener's blockhouse lines were completed and he sent 9,000 
men on a massive sweep through the countryside. In this first operation, 285 Boers were 
captured but de Wet and President Marthinus Steyn and their men escaped the trap. The 
second drive lasted from 16 February to 28. Again, de Wet got away, but this time he 
had to abandon most of his cattle. On 27 February, Colonel Henry Rawlinson's column 
encircled and captured a 650-man Boer commando at Lang Reit, a few miles from 
Tweefontein. This brought the British "bag" in the successful sweep to 778 surrendered 
Boers. The third drive by Major Elliott's division, from 4 March to 11 March, was a failure, 
with only about 100 Boers captured. Worse, de Wet escaped to join Fighting General 
Koos de la Rey in the Western Transvaal. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Tweebosch (De Klipdrift). 

Date:  7 March 1902. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Tweebosch, Western Transvaal. 

Symbol: SAW32. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Lord Methuen  
Koos de la Rey  
 
In the Battle of Tweebosch or De Klipdrift on 7 March 1902, a Boer commando led by 
Koos de la Rey defeated a British column under the command of Lieutenant General Lord 
Methuen during the final months of the Second Boer War. 
 
Background 
In order to trap the Boer guerrillas in the Orange Free State, Lord Kitchener built lines of 
blockhouses connected with barbed wire. But there was not enough water in the Western 
Transvaal to employ the blockhouse system. Instead, he unleashed nine columns to hunt 
down De la Rey and the other Boer commanders in the area. On 24 February 1902, De 
la Rey pounced on a wagon convoy commanded by Lieutenant Colonel S. B. Von Donop. 
For the loss of 51 Boers, De la Rey killed, wounded or captured 12 officers and 369 men. 
In response, Methuen tried to track the Boer leader down. 
 
Battle 
Less than two weeks later, De la Rey ambushed Methuen's column at Tweebosch on the 
Little Harts River. The British force numbered 1250, including nearly 1000 mounted men 
and four guns. Methuen's force was largely made up of green troops; these panicked and 
fled or surrendered. Only the British regulars in the column fought stubbornly in the 
combat which lasted from dawn until 9:30 am. The British lost 200 killed and wounded, 
plus 600 men and all four guns captured. After being wounded twice and suffering a 
broken leg when his horse fell on him, Methuen was captured. He was the only general 
taken prisoner by the Boers during the war. 
 
Aftermath 
De la Rey sent the wounded Methuen to a British hospital in his own carriage under a 
flag of truce, despite demands from his own troops to execute him. The Boers court-
martialed De la Rey for freeing such a valuable prisoner, but after convincing the court 
that Methuen would withdraw from the war, he was let off. 
 
Upon hearing news of the disaster, a badly shaken Kitchener retired to his bedroom for 
two days and refused to eat. Recovering his poise, he ordered heavy reinforcements sent 



to the Western Tranvaal and appointed Colonel Ian Hamilton to coordinate the British 
effort. On 11 April, one of Hamilton's columns beat the Boers at the Battle of Rooiwal. 
 
The defeat at Tweebosch had far-reaching consequences. In addition to the 68 killed, 
121 wounded and 205 captured (including a general), 6 guns had also been taken and 
the biggest British force in the Western Transvaal neutralised. Questions were asked in 
parliament as to why Methuen had not been recalled following his defeat at 
Magersfontein. On the Boer side, there was a feeling that an honourable end could be 
found to the war. 
 
Metheun escaped with his career intact, with the War Office and Kitchener taking the 
brunt of criticism for providing him with green troops. On 9 April, Boer and British 
delegations convened to discuss a negotiated surrender, which was signed on 31 May. 
 
 
Battle Name:  Battle of Rooiwal. 

Date:  11 April 1902. 

Involving:  British Empire and Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State 

Part Of: Second Boer War   

Area of Battle: Rooiwal, Klerksdorp, North West. 

Symbol: SAW33. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
United Kingdom Robert Kekewich 
United Kingdom Ian Hamilton 
United Kingdom Henry Rawlinson  
South African Republic Ferdinandus Jacobus Potgieter  
South African Republic Jan Kemp  
 
The Battle of Rooiwal was an engagement of the Second Boer War. It took place on 11 
April 1902 and resulted in a victory by a British force commanded by Colonel Robert 
Kekewich over a Boer commando led by Generals Ferdinandus Jacobus Potgieter and Jan 
Kemp. 
 
The action consisted of a Boer attack on horseback on an entrenched British hillside 
position in the valley of Rooiwal, near Klerksdorp in the Western Transvaal. The Boers 
were attempting to break out of a British encircling manoeuvre. Their attack was 
repulsed at some cost to the Boers in killed and injured. 
 
This was the end of the war in the Western Transvaal and also the last major battle of 
the Anglo-Boer War. 
 
Background 
By 1902, there were roughly 3,000 Boer guerrillas operating in Western Transvaal. There 
were three separate Boer commandos under the overall command of De La Rey. By this 
time, many Boer fighters had surrendered and some were now working for the British as 
scouts. Those who remained in the field were referred to as 'bitter-einders'. Their 
situation was very difficult as the British had stripped the veld of food and supplies and 
had systematically burned Boer farms and homes to deny the guerrillas shelter. 
Nevertheless, De La Rey's men were able to supply themselves with weapons, food and 
clothing which they had captured from the British. 
 
They also remained a dangerous enemy and on a number of occasions they had scored 
victories against British troops. On 24 February 1902, for example, they had mauled a 
British column at Yser Spruit and on 7 March had captured a British general (Lord 
Methuen) and six field guns at Tweebosch, after routing his command. One reason for 
the continued Boers successes was the poor quality of some of the British troops in the 
theatre. Herbert Kitchener had over 16,000 troops operating in the Western Transvaal, 
but many of them were not regulars, but poorly trained Imperial Yeomanry. 



 
Hamilton's drive 
On 6 April, Kitchener put Colonel Ian Hamilton in command of another drive to try to 
trap De La Rey's fighters. The plan was to 'squeeze' the Boers against the British mobile 
columns and a line of blockhouses and entrenchments at Klerksdorp. Colonel Robert 
Kekewich, who was in command of one of Kitchener's columns, dug in at Rooiwal to 
strengthen his left flank. Having mistakenly gotten tangled up with another British 
column under Colonel Henry Rawlinson, Kekewich was ordered by Hamilton to proceed 
to Rooiwal, where he arrived on 10 April. This change of plan proved to be a fortunate 
one for the British, because the Boers had scouted the Rooiwal position earlier and found 
it weakly defended. Dug in on the hillside at Rooiwal were about 3,000 mounted 
infantry, supported by 6 field guns and 2 pom poms. 
 
The battle 
The Boers, however, did not know of the British deployment and they still believed that 
Rooiwal was only lightly held. One of their commandos, under Commandant Potgieter 
and General Kemp, therefore tried to overrun the British position early on the morning of 
11 April, in an effort to escape Hamilton's 'drive'. Potgieter had around 1,700 men, all 
mounted riflemen. 
 
At around 7:15 am on 11 April, they charged the British position on horseback, firing 
from the saddle. A British picket of 40 mounted infantry was overrun, taking 20 
casualties. Kekewich's position was a strong one, but the sight of the charging Boers 
panicked some of the inexperienced British troops and a number of Yeoman units fled 
the scene of the battle and were not stopped until they were a mile away from the 
fighting. A Lieutenant Carlos Hickie managed to stop the stampede with a mixture of 
pleas and threats. In addition, a number of the regular British officers on the scene were 
very critical of the 'wild' shooting of their men. 
 
In spite of this, however, the Boer charge was stopped about 30 metres from the British 
line by artillery and rifle fire. Fifty Boers were killed outright and more were wounded. 
Among the dead was Potgieter, wearing a distinctive blue shirt. The surviving Boers 
made good their retreat. Boer fire, delivered from the saddle, had produced about 50 
casualties in the British line. 
 
Ian Hamilton and Rawlinson arrived on the scene just as the fighting was ending. 
However, Hamilton delayed the pursuit of the beaten Boers as he feared that the retreat 
was a ruse and that his men would fall into Boer ambushes. At about 9:45, or 90 
minutes after the Boer charge had been repulsed, Hamilton sent his mounted troops in 
pursuit of the enemy. They captured a further 50 Boers and re-captured the artillery lost 
at Tweebosch. 
 
Kitchener had issued orders that Boers captured wearing British uniforms were to be 
shot. However, although a number of wounded Boers were indeed wearing captured 
British khaki, Hamilton ordered that they be spared. 
 
 
 
 
Aftermath 
The battle was a setback for the Boers, but their casualties were relatively light and most 
of their fighters escaped the action unscathed. In any case, peace talks to end the war 
were already imminent. They began on 19 May in Pretoria. De La Rey, the Boers' 
commander in the Western Transvaal was one of the Boer negotiators. 
 
 
 
 
 



Part Nine. 

 
First World War. 

 
Battle Name:  Maritz Rebellion. 

Date:  15 September 1914 – 4 February 1915. 

Involving: Union of South Africa and South African Republic Rebels. 

Part Of: First World War   

Area of Battle: Upington areas, Northern Cape. 

Symbol: FWW1. 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Union of South Africa Jan Smuts 
Union of South Africa Louis Botha  
South African Republic Manie Maritz 
South African Republic Christiaan de Wet 
South African Republic Christian Frederick Beyers 
South African Republic Jan Kemp 
 
The Maritz Rebellion or the Five Shilling Rebellion occurred in South Africa in 1914 at the 
start of World War I, in which men who supported the recreation of a Boer South African 
Republic rose up against the government of the Union of South Africa. Many members of 
the government were themselves former Boers who had fought with the Maritz rebels 
against the British in the Second Boer War, which had ended twelve years earlier. The 
rebellion failed, and the ringleaders received heavy fines and terms of imprisonment. 
 
Lead-up 
At the end of the Boer War twelve years earlier, all Boer soldiers had been asked to sign 
a pledge that they would abide by the peace terms. Some, like Deneys Reitz, refused 
and were exiled from South Africa. Over the following decade many returned home, and 
not all of them signed the pledge upon returning. At the end of the second Boer War, 
those Boers who had fought to the end were known as "bittereinders" by the time of the 
rebellion, those who had not taken the pledge and wanted to start a new war had also 
become known as the "bitter enders." 
Paraphrasing the Irish Nationalists' "England's misfortune is the bitter enders' 
opportunity," the "bitter enders" and their supporters saw the start of World War I as 
that opportunity, particularly since England's enemy, Germany, had been their old 
supporter. 
 
The First World War starts 
The outbreak of hostilities in Europe in August 1914 had long been anticipated, and the 
government of the Union of South Africa was well aware of the significance of the 
common border South Africa shared with the German colony of South-West Africa.  
Prime Minister Louis Botha informed London that South Africa could defend itself and 
that the imperial garrison could depart for France; when the British government asked 
Botha whether his forces would invade German South-West Africa, the reply was that 
they could and would. 
 
South African troops were mobilised along the border between the two countries under 
the command of General Henry Lukin and Lieutenant Colonel Manie Maritz early in 
September 1914. On 19 September 1914 another force occupied the German port of 
Lüderitz. 
 
The rebellion 
The Commandant-General of the Union Defence Force, Brigadier-General Christiaan 
Frederick Beyers was opposed to the South African government's decision to undertake 
offensive operations. He resigned his commission on 15 September 1914. A nominated 
senator, General Koos de la Rey, who had refused to support the government in 
parliament over this issue, associated himself with Beyers. On 15 September they set off 



together to visit Major JCG (Jan) Kemp in Potchefstroom, who had a large armoury and a 
force of 2,000 men who had just finished training, many of whom were thought to be 
sympathetic to the rebels' ideas. 
 
Although it is not known what the purpose of their visit was, the South African 
government believed it to be an attempt to instigate a rebellion, as stated in the 
Government Blue Book on the rebellion. According to General Beyers it was to discuss 
plans for the simultaneous resignation of leading army officers as protest against the 
government's actions, similar to what had happened in Britain two years earlier in the 
Curragh incident over the Irish Home Rule Bill. On the way to the meeting De la Rey's 
car was fired upon by a policeman at a road block set up to look for the Foster gang. De 
la Rey was hit and killed. At his funeral, however, many Nationalist Afrikaners believed 
and perpetuated the rumour that it was a government assassination, which added fuel to 
the fire. Their anger was even further inflamed by Siener van Rensburg and his 
controversial prophecies. 
 
General Maritz, who was head of a commando of Union forces on the border of German 
South-West Africa, allied himself with the Germans. He then issued a proclamation on 
behalf of a provisional government. It stated that "the former South African Republic and 
Orange Free State as well as the Cape Province and Natal are proclaimed free from 
British control and independent, and every White inhabitant of the mentioned areas, of 
whatever nationality, are hereby called upon to take their weapons in their hands and 
realize the long-cherished ideal of a Free and Independent South Africa."  It was 
announced that Generals Beyers, De Wet, Maritz, Kemp and Bezuidenhout were to be 
the first leaders of this provisional government. Maritz's forces occupied Keimoes in the 
Upington area. The Lydenburg commando under General De Wet took possession of the 
town of Heilbron, held up a train and captured government stores and ammunition. 
Some of the prominent citizens of the area joined him, and by the end of the week he 
had a force of 3,000 men. Beyers also gathered a force in the Magaliesberg; in all, about 
12,000 rebels rallied to the cause. The irony was that General Louis Botha had around 
32,000 troops to counter the rebels and of the 32,000 troops about 20,000 of them were 
Afrikaners. 
 
The government declared martial law on 12 October 1914, and forces loyal to the 
government under the command of General Louis Botha and Jan Smuts proceeded to 
destroy the rebellion. General Maritz was defeated on 24 October and took refuge with 
the Germans. The Beyers commando was attacked and dispersed at Commissioners Drift 
on 28 October, after which Beyers joined forces with Kemp, but drowned in the Vaal 
River on 8 December. General De Wet was captured in Bechuanaland, and General 
Kemp, having taken his commando across the Kalahari Desert, losing 300 out of 800 
men and most of their horses on the 1,100 kilometre month-long trek, joined Maritz in 
German South-West Africa, but returned after about a week and surrendered on 4 
February 1915. 
 
Aftermath 
After the Maritz rebellion was suppressed, the South African army continued their 
operations into German South West Africa and conquered it by July 1915. 
 
Compared to the fate of the ringleaders of the Easter Rising in Ireland in 1916, the 
leading Boer rebels got off relatively lightly with terms of imprisonment of six and seven 
years and heavy fines. Two years later they were released from prison, as Louis Botha 
recognised the value of reconciliation. 
 
One notable exception was Jopie Fourie, a Union Defence Force officer who had failed to 
resign his commission before joining the rebellion, and who was executed. 
 

 

 

 



Battle Name:  Battle of Kakamas. 

Date:  4 February 1915. 

Involving:  Germany, German Southwest Africa and South Africa  

Part Of: First World War   

Area of Battle: Kakamas Northern Cape. 

Symbol: FWW2. 

Notes: 

German Empire Major Hermann Ritter  
Union of South Africa Colonel J. van Deventer  
 
The battle of Kakamas took place in Kakamas, Northern Cape Province of South Africa on 
4 February 1915. It was a skirmish for control of two river fords over the Orange River 
between contingents of a German invasion force and South African armed forces. The 
South Africans succeed in preventing the Germans gaining control of the fords and 
crossing the river. 
 
Prelude 
South Africa had assembled a force of 6,000 men in Upington and Kakamas, under the 
command of Colonel J. van Deventer. Deventer's men were to from one of the columns 
in a planned invasion of German South West Africa. In a pre-emptive move German 
Schutztruppe under the command of Major Ritter invaded South Africa. 
 
Battle 
Ritter attacked Kakamas on 4 February 1915, hoping to capture two Orange River fords 
and head south further into South Africa. A fierce skirmish developed with the Germans 
being beaten back, with the loss of seven dead, sixteen wounded and sixteen taken 
prisoner. 
 
Aftermath 
Following the battle van Deventer called up the rest of his column from Upington, 80 
kilometres away, crossed the Orange River and proceeded to advance slowly into South-
West Africa. 
 
 
 

Part Ten. 

 
 
Battle Name:  1922 Miners Strike. 

Date:  28 December 1921 - March 1922. 

Involving: Union of South Africa and Miners. 

Part Of: Rand Rebellion. 

Area of Battle: Witwatersrand. 

Symbol: MS1 

Notes: 

Commanders and leaders 
Union of South Africa Jan Smuts  
Percy Fisher   
Harry Spendiff 
Jimmy Green 
William H. Andrews 
 
The Rand Rebellion (or Rand Revolt, or Second Rand Revolt) was an armed uprising of 
white miners in the Witwatersrand region of South Africa, in March 1922. Jimmy Green, 
a prominent politician in the Labour Party, was one of the leaders of the strike. Following 
a drop in the world price of gold from 130 shillings (£6 10s) a fine troy ounce in 1919 to 
95s/oz (£4 15s) in December 1921, the companies tried to cut their operating costs by 
decreasing wages, and by weakening the colour bar to enable the promotion of cheaper 
black miners to skilled and supervisory positions. 



 
The rebellion started as a strike by white mineworkers on 28 December 1921 and shortly 
thereafter, it became an open rebellion against the state. Subsequently the workers, 
who had armed themselves, took over the cities of Benoni and Brakpan, and the 
Johannesburg suburbs of Fordsburg and Jeppe. 
 
The young Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) took an active part in the uprising on 
grounds of class struggle while opposing racist aspects of the strike, as did the 
syndicalists.The racist aspect was typified by the slogan; "Workers of the world, unite 
and fight for a white South Africa!" and by several pogroms against blacks. 
 
Several communists and syndicalists, the latter including the strike leaders Percy Fisher 
and Harry Spendiff, were killed as the rebellion was quelled by state forces. The rebellion 
was eventually crushed by "considerable military firepower and at the cost of over 200 
lives". 
 
Prime Minister Jan Smuts crushed the rebellion with 20,000 troops, artillery, tanks, and 
bomber aircraft. By this time the rebels had dug trenches across Fordsburg Square and 
the air force tried to bomb but missed and hit a local church. However the army's 
bombardment finally overran them. 
 
Smuts caused a political backlash and he lost the following elections in 1924 to a 
coalition of the National and Labour parties. They introduced the Industrial Conciliation 
Act 1924, Wage Act 1925 and Mines and Works Amendment Act 1926, which recognised 
white trade unions and reinforced the colour bar. Under instruction from the Comintern, 
the CPSA reversed its attitude toward the white working class and adopted a new 'Native 
Republic' policy. 
 
 
 
 

Part Eleven. 

World War Two. 

 
Battle Name:  World War Two. 

Date:  October 1939 – 1945. 

Involving: Axis Navy in South Africa. 

Symbol: SWW1 

Notes: 

The German “pocket battleship” Admiral Graf Spee passed from the Atlantic to the 
Indian ocean and back again in October 1939. “During this period there were one or two 
British cruisers in Cape waters but a concentration of these would have been necessary 
before giving battle with any prospect of victory; a handful of Junker aircraft (Ju86), 
converted for bombing/reconnaissance duties but flown by their commercial pilots, 
represented the coastal air-strength; and the only land guns then mounted in Southern 
Africa approaching those of the raider in range and calibre were two long-range 9.2-inch 
guns at Simon's Town. But the raider does not appear to have even contemplated a 
brief, bold attack on massed shipping or oil tanks at one of the almost unprotected 
commercial ports, which would have stood an excellent chance of success and would 
certainly have had a profound moral effect.”  
 
Next came the raider “Atlantis” and a minefield off Cape Agulhas in May 1940, the 
“Pinguin” in June and the Graf Spee's sister, the Admiral Scheer, which rounded the 
Cape at the end of January 1941. The Pinguin would indeed stalk the south Atlantic and 
Indian oceans until May the next year when she was sunk by HMS Cornwall. By then the 
raider “Doggerbank” had also visited Cape waters, laying mines off Cape Town in March 
1942 and reseeding the Agulhas bank. In addition, two Japanese raiders briefly visited 
South African waters in June 1942, sinking a freighter 350 miles ENE of Durban.  
 



The first German submarines arrived off Namibia in October 1941 and off South Africa in 
October the next year. The last departed in February 1945. “So ended the submarine 
offensive, or series of offensive, in waters within 1000 miles of this country. One Allied 
warship – the Dutch submarine depot ship Colombia – had been lost; only one, HMS 
Hecla, had been damaged... Including the two ships sunk west of Walvis Bay in 1941, 
merchant ship losses from submarines totalled 132 with a gross tonage of 743 544 tons, 
or an average of about 5600 tons each. In addition, six ships were severely damaged but 
reached port. … Of the total, 38 sinkings took place more than 500 miles from any part 
of the coast of South Africa – most of them in the Mozambique Channel.” This included 
some 32 ships sunk by Japanese boats in June and July 19442. A further success was 
damaging the battleship HMS Ramillies in Diego Suarez harbour (Madagascar). But 
Gordon-Cumming says there successes were a “poor return if one takes into account the 
additional time on passage to and from the area and the risk to both submarines and 
supply-ships when breaking through the steadily tightening cordon of Allied sea and air 
patrols in the Bay of Biscay.” 
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