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THE MEDICAL SERVICE WITH LORD METHUEN'S 
FORCE DURING THE ADVANCE ON KIMBERLEY, 1899. 

By LIEUTENANT-COLONEL C. H. BURTCHAELL. 

Royal Army Medical Corps. 

(Oontinued from p. 433.) 

HALT AT MODDER RIVER, NOVEMBER 29 TO DECEMBER 9. 
WHEN the Boers retreated on November 28 they left behind a 

field hospital, which was established at a house close to the drift 
north-east of Modder River railway station. It was in charge of 
Dr. A. E. W. Ramsbottoml, M.D., F.R.C.S.I., Principal Medical 
Officer of the Orange Free State Forces, who had with him four or 
five medical officers of various nationalities, and about thirty sub
ordinate medical attendants. The house was surmounted by a 
Red Cross flag with theN ational flag of the Free State, and the 
conditions of the Geneva Convention were, apparently, observed in 
all respects. The only peculiarity in the situation was that the 
medical attendants seemed to be greatly in exeess of the require
ments of the half-dozen or so wounded left in their charge. 

At that time very little was known about the Geneva Con
vention, and, contrary to the opinion expressed by Colonel 
Townsend, the whole of the captured personnel was sent under 
escort to Cape Town on November 30, and their vehicles were 
distributed to various units. On arrival at the Cape the authorities 
at Army Headquarters decided that they had been wrongly detained 
and sent them back to Modder River. They arrived there on 
December 9, and left for Jacobsdal the same day. 

On settling down into camp at Modder River there was a serious 
shortage of stretchers, and many men were witkout first field dress
ings. Steps were at once taken to get back the stretchers which 
had been sent to Orange River with wounded after the actions on 
November 25 and 28, and telegrams were despatched to Cape 
Town asking for a reserve supply of stretchers and for first field 
dressings. These are points of importance, as there was always a 

1 Now the Hon. A. E. W. Ramsbottom, Administrator Orange Free State, 
Union of South Africa, and late Colonial Treasurer, Orange River Colony. 
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· o. H. BU1,tchaell 545 

loss of stretchers when seriously wounded were transferred to the 
line of communication in railway trucks, and as often as not the 
number of first field dressings used was much' larger than the 
number of men actually wounded. 

In consequence of some correspondence with the enemy on the 
subject of supposed deliberate firing at ambulance wagons, and as 
the only distinguishing mark on these vehicles was a small red cross 
painted on the fore part of the side of the body, large Red Cross flags 
were made and fixed on poles, which were erected on the wagons. 

December 4.-Forty sick transferred to Orange River by ordinary 
train. 

December 6.-Colonel Young, Commissioner for the Red Cross 
Society, arrived with sixty-eight cases, containing various articles 
for sick and wounded. . 

The 12th Lancers (Major T. J. O'Donnell, RA.M.C.),. Ii G" 
Battery RH.A. (Lieutenant G. Delap, RA.M.C.), and 2nd 
Battalion Black Watch (Lieutenant H. E. M. Douglas, RA.M.C.) 
also arrived. 

Two officers and seventy-six other ranks transferred sick to 
Orange River. 

December 7.-The following arrived:. 2nd Battalion Seaforth 
Highlanders (Major Moffit, R.A.M.C.,' who transferred charge to 
Lieutenant H. Ensor, RA.M.C.); Field Hospital (Major W. H. 
Murray, RA.M.C.) and Bearer Company (Lieutenant-Colonel E. B. 
Hartley, V.C., Cape Volunteer Medical Staff Corps) for Highland 
Brigade. 

In the early morning a strong force of th,e enemy under Prinsloo, 
with three guns, attacked two companies 2nd Battalion Northamp
ton Regiment holding Enslin. They destroyed the railway and cut 
the telegraph wires, but withdrew on arrival of the 12th Lancers 
and 62nd Battery RF.A. from Modder River, followed by an 
armoured train carrying Seaforth Highlanders and half the Cape 
M.S. Bearer Company. The Bearer Company returned to Modder 
River with the troops and brought back nine wounded from this 
fight: . 

December g.-At dawn the Naval 4'7-inch gun, under escort, 
of Cavalry and ·R.H.A., fired on the Boer position at Magersfontein 
from the Gangers' Hut, three miles north of Modder River. No 
casualties. 

Seven officers~including two wounded on 28th at Modder River 
action-and sixty-nine other ranks transferred to Orange River. 

The 65th Howitzer Battery R.F .A., and ist Battalion' Gordon 
Highlanders (Captain P. J. Probyn, R.A.M.C.) arrived. 
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546 The Medical Service with Lord Methuen's Force 

Two officers of the German Army Medical Service, Stabsarzt 
Dr. Schmidt, Royal Prussian Guarde-Fusilier Regiment and 
Stabsarzt Dr. Krummacher, Kaiser Wilhelm Academie, also arrived 
and joined the Guards Brigade :B'ield Hospital. 

BATTLE OF MAGERSFONTEIN. 

When his last reinforcements were ready Lord Methuen decided 
to continue his advance to Kimberley and attauk the Magersfontein 
Kopje. With this purpose he gave orders for the kopje to be bom
barded from 4.50 p.m. to 6.40 p.m. on December 10 with all his 
guns, including the Naval 4'7 inch. At daybreak on December 11 
the southern end of the kopje was to be assaulted by the Highland 
Brigade, supported by all the guns, their right and rear being 
protected by the Guards Brigade. l The camp at Modder River 
was to be garrisoned by the half battalion of the Loyal North 
Lancashire Regiment, details of various corps, and the greater part 
of the Naval Brigade with its four 12-pounder guns. 

'rhe troops to move forward were divided into three columns: 
No. 1 Column-consisting of the 9th Lancers, Mounted Infantry, 
"G" Battery R.H.A., 18th, 62nd, and 75th Batteries R.F.A., 
65th Howitzer Battery, Highland Brigade, Highland Brigade 
Bearer Company, 2nd Yorkshire Light Infantry-was to march at 
3 p.m. on the afternoon of December 10 towards the southern end 
of Magersfontein Hill. The main body of Infantry to halt behind 
Headquarter Hill; the 2nd Battalion Yorkshire Light Infantry to 
p.roceed to Voetpad's Drift and entrench there against attack. 

No. 2 Column-consisting of the 1st Battalion Northumberland 
Fusiliers and part of the Naval Brigade-was to move out with the 
4'7-inch Naval gun, which from a position west of the railway was 
to co-operate with the Artillery engaged in the bombardment; 
Rimington's Guides were to protect the left of this column. 

No. 3 Column-consisting of the 12th Lancers, 7th Company 
It.E., Guards Brigade Ammunition Column, Guards Brigade 
Field Hospital, Guards Brigade Bearer Company, Highland 
Brigade Field Hospital, and Divisional Troops Field Hospital-was 
to be, by 0 a.m. on the 11th, 500 yards to the left rear of the 
ground occupied by the brigade division of Field Artillery in rear 
of Headquarter Hill. 

The supply column, with five days' rations, under escort of 
a half-battalion of the Gordon Highlanders, was, at 4 a.m. on 

1 Lord Methuen's despatch, London Gazette, March 16, 1900. 
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O. H. Burtchaell 547 

the 11th, to follow the route taken by the Highland Brigade for 
2 miles. 

December 10.-At 3.15 p.m., No. 1 Column moved out of camp in 
drizzling rain. The Highland Brigade halted near Headquarter 
Hill. With the cavalry covering the front, the Black Watch 
advanced in extended order and later on fell back when the guns 
opened fire. Magersfontein Hill was bombarded for an hour and 
a half. At 6.30 the guns ceased fire, and the artillery and cavalry 
fell back to Headquarter Hill. One ambulance under Lieutenant 
Fell,from the 9th Brigade Bearer Company, accompanied No 2; 

Column to the Gangers' Hut. on the railway and bivouacked there 
during the nIght. 

The.9th Brigade Bearer Company and Field Hospital remained 
at Modder River. 

The Guards Brigade with its Field Hospital and Bearer Com
pany crossed the drift (north-east of Modder River Station) from. 
the camp on the" Island" after dark and bivouacked on the north 
bank of the river. 

The Highland Brigade and Divisional Troops Field Hospital 
packed up and prepared to join No. 3 Column. 

December 11.-At 1 a.m. the troops of No. 3 Column marched 
from Mod~er River for the appointed rendezvous. The night 
march of the Highland Brigade towards the Boer position com
menced a few minutes after midnight in rain and intense darkness. 
'1'he Bearer Company remained with the guns at Headquarter Hill 
to await developments. 

The brigade marched in mass of quarter columns, the four 
battalions keeping in touch by using connecting ropes. The 
Black Watch led, followed by the Seaforth Highlanders, Argyll 
and Sutherland Highlanders and Highland Light Infantry, 
in rear. Just before daybreak, about 4 a.m., the brigade was 
within a few hundred yards of the trenches at the foot of 
Magersfontein Hill. The leading battalion was thrown into some 
confusion in the dark by a very thick bit of bush 20 to 30 yards 
long. The Seaforth Highlanders went round this bush to the 
right and was getting into its original position behind the Black 
Watch when the order to extend was given. The Seaforth 
Highlanders and two companies of the Argyll and Sutherland 
Highlanders were in the act of doing so when, suddenly a severe 
fire was poured in by the enemy. The casualties were heavy, 
Major-General Wauchope was killed. The brigade was more or 
less disorganized, but mixed parties of yarious battalions got to 
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548 The Medical Ser'l'ice ivithLord Methuen's Force 

within 200 to 300 yards of the enemy, lay on the ground and 
opened fire. Some passing round to the right captured the 
Scandinavian contingent,l and about 100 men of the Black Watch 
and Seaforth Highlanders got well round the eastern face of the 
enemy's position. Attempts to advance were unsuccessful and 
the attack came to a standstill. 

At 4 a.m. the 12th Lancers "G" Battery R.H.A. and the 
Mounted Infantry moved north-east against the enemy's left 
flank, but were temporarily stopped by fire from the low ridge 
running from Magersfontein Hill to the Modder River. "G" 
Battery advanced at a trot under fire. The guns were run up by 
hand to a position on the reverse slope of Horse Artillery Hill, 
where they continued in action for twenty-four hours. Two dis
mounted squadrons of the 12th Lancers and parties of M.l: 
advanced through the guns, and held the ridge on the enemy's side 
()f the dead ground, immediately in front of the guns. 

The 9th Lancers were sent along the river, but could not get 
beyond Moss Drift. 

At daylight the Artillery opened fire on Magersfontein Hill, 
the NavaI4'7-inch gun from a position west of the railway, near the 
Gangers' Hut. 

The Guards Brigade-No. 3 Column-arrived at Headquarter 
Hill about 3.30 a.m. 

The Scots Guards were detailed to act as escort to the 
Howitzers and Field Artillery and, when it was known that the 
Highland Brigade attack had failed, the two battalions Coldstream 
Guards, with the Grenadier Guards in reserve, were advanced 
towards the low bushy ridge due east of Headquarter Hill. On 
arrival there they found a strong force of the enemy in front of 
them. 

The 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards on the right extended to 
within 2,500 yards of the river, from which point the line was pro
longed by the 9th Lancers and M.l. 

Half a company 2nd Coldstream Guards moved to the left to get 
into touch with the right of the Highland Brigade, passed the 
battery at Horse Artillery Hill, and arrived at the ridge beyond 
about the same time as the M.I. and 12th Lancers entered the dead 
ground in front of the guns. 

At 6 a.m. the 2nd Coldstream Guards, followed later by two 

1 Shown on the map in centre of space between position of 2nd Coldstream 
Guards and Magersfontein Hill. 
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companies 1st Coldstream Guards, moved forward towards the 
right of the Highland Brigade. 

The position occupied by the dismounted 12th, Lancers and M.I. 
opposite the enemy on the northern end of the low ridge was later 
in the day taken up by portion of the 2nd Coldstream Guards, which 
held it until the next morning. 

Two companies of Grenadier Guards reinforced and connected 
the 2nd and 1st Battalions Cold stream Guards in the firing line 
extending from near Magersfontein Hill towards the river. On 
that line many of the Guards, dismounted Cavalry and M.I. were 
fighting all day at exceedingly short ranges; in some cases only a 
few hundred yards of bush separated them from the enemy. 

About 9 a.m. an attempt to turn the right of the Guards 
Brigade was checked by the O.C. K.O.Y.L.I., who advanced with 
five companies towards Moss Drift and held the ground between the 
left of the Guards Brigade and the river. 

From an early hour the Highlanders in front were only able to 
hold on to their places by the support of the guns, which had the 
effect of considerably reducing the rifle fire along the centre. 

About 11 a.m. four companies of the Gordon Highlanders, 
followed later by two other companies of the same battalion, began 
an advance against the trenches and reached positions varying 
from 300 to 400 yards from the enemy on the west of the south
eastern point of the hill. 

About 2 p.m. the Highland Brigade fell back some few hundred 
yards and lay down, and about 5 p.m. fell back further and 
reformed in rear of the guns. Six companies of the Scots Guards 
took up positions about 1,100 yards from the trenches in front of 
the 18th and 62nd Batteries R.F .A. 

After 5 p.m. there was but little firing, except an occasional 
skirmish on the right flank. At night the greater part of the 
troops on the right flank and in front remained in the positions 
they occupied during the late afternoon. 

The 9th Brigade was not engaged during the day. 
'l'he casualties during the action, including a few which 

occurred during the evening of the December 11 and morning 
of 'D~cember 12, were :-

Officers .• 
Other ranks 

Killed 
20 

149 

169 

Wounded 
46 

646 

692 

Total 
66 

795 

861 
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550 '1'he Medical Service with Lord Methuen's Force 

Of the above, 7 were not admitted to hospital; 2 officers and 20 
other ranks died in the field hospitals, and 21 other ranks returned 
to duty in the field. The strength of the troops engaged, excluding 
the 9th Brigade, was about 11,447. 

A number of wounded Boers-most1y Scandinavians-probably 
25 or 30, were dealt with by the field hospitals. The Highland 
Brigade, including the Gordon Highlanders, lost 16 officers and 
135 others killed, and 32 officers and 534 others wounded-a total 
of 151 killed and 566 1 wounded. The Black Watch lost 73 killed 
and 228 wounded; the Seaforth Highlanders, 41 and 146; the 
Highland Light Infantry, 12 and 85; the Argyll and Sutherland 
Highlanders, 21 and 71; and the Gordon Highlanders, 4 and 36. 

The Guards Brigade lost 11 killed and 81 wounded: 1st 
Cold stream Guards, 8 and 51; 2nd Coldstream Guards, 2 and 23; 
3rd Grenadier Guards, 1 and 5; and 1st Scots Guards, ° and 2 . 

. The Cavalry, Artillery and Mounted Infantry lost 6 killed and 
40 wounded, out of which the 12th Lancers lost 3 and 18, and 
the 9th Lancers 1 and 10. The remaining casualties, 1 killed and 
5 wounded, occurred amongst the Staff and Royal Army Medical 
Corps. . 

REGIMENTAL MEDICAL SERVICE. 

The Black Watch.-Lieutenant H. E. M. Douglas, R.A.M.C. : 
When the battalion deployed on the afternoon of December 10, 
the regimental stretcher-bearers were told off to follow their 
respective companies. We soon retired on the main body. There 
were no casualties. 

At midnight of December 10-11 the Highland Brigade moved 
towards the south-east of the ridge of the kopjes of Magersfontein. 

Before marching off for the night attack I detailed the stretcher
bearers to their respective companies, and told them that when the 
battalion deployed they were to keep in touch with their companies, 
and if they attended or collected any wounded they were to try and 
find my position and then to send or bring the wounded to me. 

Just before daybreak, as the leading companies of the Black 
Watch and Seaforth Highlanders were deploying, heavy firing was 
commenced by the Boers, which caused a certain amount of con
fusion in the Brigade, resulting in the various units getting 
mixed up. 

1 In some of the published returns wounded who died soon after admission to 
the field hospitals are shown under" killed." 
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O. H. Burtchaell 5,51 

Individual efforts were afterwards made to deploy to the left. 
Marching on the left of the rear company, I was carried to the left 
in the efforts to deploy in that direction. During the remainder of 
the day I attended the wounded of the Brigade, at a distance of 
about 200 to 600 yds. from the Boers. During no part of the day 
did I get in touch with any stretcher-bearers of the Brigade, but they 
did their work well, as several of them subsequently received the 
Distinguished Conduct Medal for their behaviour that day. 

The wounded whom I attended to were instructed by me to lie 
still until the firing ceased or eased off; those abl~ to walk were 
told to get back to Modder River Station, or if they saw a Bearer 
Company to go to it; those unable to walk were made as comfort
able as possible, and assured that I would return later in the day, 
and take them to hospital. I did not actually see any squads of 
stretcher-bearers from the Bearer Company during the day, but I 
know that they removed some of the wounded, that I had attended 
to, soon after I had left them. At about 11 a.m. I saw, about a 
mile in the rear, what I considered to be the dressing station of the 
Bearer Company; after this I directed all slightly wounded cases to 
go in that direction. 

Before starting, I had made up a concentrated solution of 
morphia, which I gave hypodermically to all the seriollslywounded 
cases; I told them that I would come back to pick them up as 
soon as the firing stopped. The morphia appeared to ameliorate 
their misfortunes considerably.! 

2nd BattaZ,ion Seaforth Highlanders.-Lieutenant H. Ensor, 
R.A.M.C.: On the morning of December 10, 1899, we were warned 
by Lieutenant-Colonel Hughes Hallett, commanding the battalion, 
that we were to move out of camp early in the afternoon and march 
with the Brigade towards the Boer position. The regimental 
stretcher-bearers, all bandsmen, sixteen in number, with Band
Sergeant Hoare, and a lance-corporal, were under my orders. We 
marched slowly towards the Boer position, and halted while the 
artillery shelled the supposed site of the enemy's trenches. This 
went on until nightfall, when we were ordered to lie down where 
we were, and get what rest we could until midnight, when the 
Brigade was to advance to attack the Boer position at dawn. At 
midnight we fell in, and the Brigade adva.nced towards the enemy, 
each battalion in mass of quarter column, the Black Watch leading, 

1 Late in the afternoon Lieutenant Douglas wass~verely wounded by a shell. 
He was sent back direct to Modder River in a Scotch cart. 
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552 The Medical Servtce with Lord Methuen's Force 

followed by the Seaforths, Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders and 
the Highland Light Infantry. At the first sign of dawn the 
Brigade was halted, and the leading companies deployed; before the 
other companies could do so a single shot was fired from the Boer 
trenches, which we had unknowingly almost walked into. An 
extremely heavy fire followed. We lay down, and the order 
was given by Lieutenant-Colonel Hughes Hallett to fix bayonets. 
This was done, but in a few seconds the men, apparently of their own 
accord, rose up and extended in a mass to the right and left. In 
the confusion I lost my stretcher-hearers, and with the exception 
of Band-Sergeant Hoaredid not see any of them during the day. 
In about half-an-hour it was quite light enough to see everything 
distinctly, and I did what I could for the numerous wounded who 
were on the ground. Fortunately before leaving the regimental 
transport I had filled my own haversack with bandages and packages 
of lint. These came in very useful, and owing to the wounded all 
belonging to kilted regiments it was possible to dress injuries of the· 
legs very quickly, as no time was expended in ripping up trousers or 
taking off put ties. The first field dressings carried by the men 
were extremely useful, and in most cases were all that was required. 
During the course of the morning I worked along the right of our 
line, and came upon some mounted infantry mixed up with the 
Highlanders. Here I found the Cape Mediqal Staff were doing 
most excellent work. When I came upon them the stretchers they 
had at their disposal were already being used for the carriage 
of wounded to a dressing station about 1,000 yd. in rear, but 
the men not engaged in carrying were, under the command of one 
of their junior officers, occupied in dressing the numerous wounded 
who had not yet been removed. I arrived at this part of the 
field about half an hour after the Scandinavian commando had 
been captured. Having obtained a further supply of bandages 
from one of the men of the Bearer Company, I returned again along 
our line and came on Lieutenant-Colonel Hughes Hallett. Near 
him were two wounded officers, besides several men, many of whom 
were hopelessly wounded. One of the wounded officers was shot 
through the body and the jaw, and was almost speechless. I 
dressed him as well as I could, and also the other wounded. Having 
noticed a folded stretcher lying on the ground at some little distance 
I ran to it, brought it up, opened it, and placed the officer .on 
it. I then asked the men if any of them would volunteer to carry 
him down the slope to a less exposed place. Our men were replying 
vigorously to the Boer fire at the time. Two men immediately got 

copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-18-05-07 on 1 M
ay 1912. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


O. H. Burtchaell 553 

up, and carried him off under a really hot fire, which, however, did 
them no harm. Band-Sergeant Hoare took the other wounded 
officer, Captain Fetherstonhaugh, on his back, and carried him out 
of fire. 

Having done all I could here, I went off to search for more 
wounded and met Douglas, who was attached to the Black Watch, 
on the same errand. We separated after a short conversation, and 
I never saw him again until the second day after, when he was in 
the hospital train going down to the base, severely wounded by a 
shrapnel bullet in the face. It was, as a rule, quite hopeless to 
remove the helpless cases everi if we had stretchers and bearers, 
as the fire was too hot, and to attempt to do so would only have 
resulted in more casualties. The less severely wounded slowly 
worked their way to the rear by themselves, in many cases helping 
each other along. About midday I saw ~he Seaforth water-cart 
and the Scotch cart, which carried the medical and surgical 
panniers, advancing up the slope on the left of one of our batteries 
which was in action. I went to it, filled my haversack with 
dressings, and refilled my water-bottle, and then returned to the 
line where the wounded were. At this time the fire had died down 
somewhat, and it was possible to move about more freely. The 
advance of the Gordon Highlanders to reinforce the Highland 
Brigade then took place, and this revived the action. The day 
was very hot, and the chief sufferings of the wounded were from 
want of water, which in most cases it was impossible to relieve. 
About 3 p.m. the Brigade retired about 1,000 yards, and formed 
again. At this period the Boers opened fire with their artillery, 
but their shooting was very poor, and they burst their shePls far 
too high. I retired with the Brigade, and found that I was again 
close to the Bearer Company. One of their ambulance wagons 
came up and advanced towards the Boer position to attempt to 
get in as many of the seriously wounded as might be possible; 
with it went Surgeon-Major W. Beevor, Scots Guards, who was 
then in command ot" the Divisional Field Hospital, about four men 
of the Cape Medical Staff, and myself. We soon filled it with 
WQunded, but while engaged in putting in Colonel Downman and 
Captain Gordon, of the Gordon Highlanders, both of whom were 
seriously wounded, the Boers opened such a heavy fire that. we 
had to send the ambulance wagon back. After this we separated, 
going up to the scene of action of the morning to continue the 
work of dressing as many of· the wounded as we could find. A 
private of the Cape l'tledical Staff accompanied me, and we dressed 
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554 'The Medical Service with Lord Methuen's Force 

many wounded, but their great want was water, and our water
bottles were soon empty. I gave away all the morphia tablets 
in my dressing-case to the seriously wounded, but what was 
wanted was a solution of morphia for injection which could be given 
at once to wounded whom it was impossible to remove and I never 
afterwards went into action without a supply. While on this 
duty we got quite near to the Boer trenches, which were full of 
men; they soon noticed us, however, and drove us away with rifle 
fire. When it began to get dark we retired, and I rejoined my 
unit. The next morning the Brigade retired to camp at Modder 
River, and on arrival all the uninjured medical officers were at 
once put on duty at the Field Hospital to look after the numerous 
wounded. 

1st Battalion Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders.-Oaptain 
J. E. Oarter, R.A.M.O.: On the afternoon of December 10 we 
marched out about three miles from Modder River Station and 
halted while the guns bombarded the kopjes. It was raining heavily. 
At nightfall we bivouacked. Orders came round shortly to the effect 
that at 12 midnight we were to advance in quarter column until 
close up to the Boer trenches, then extend in double companies, 
5 yards interval, A and B in front, 0 and D behind, and so on; on 
first approach of daylight, to storm the position with the bayonet. 
These orders were delivered by our 0.0. to the officers. 

We ate bully beef and biscuit and cautiously partook of water, 
as our water-bottles had to last us probably all next day; then we 
silently lay down and tried to sleep. At midnight we were quietly 
roused, and fell in, in pitch dark, and cautiously advanced. The 
regimental stretcher-beal,'ers were ordered to follow the battalion 
later. Just then two men fiddling with their rifles loo sed them off. 
Rain was again descending in torrents, a thunderstorm came on, 
and it was bitterly cold. It was so dark that as we marched we 
got into some confusion. One had to march touching the man in 
front. Somewhere about 4 a.m. we came under the Boer position, 
a high kopje rising up just in front; one could now just see the 
outline of objects and murmurs went round that we should get 
extended at once. The Black Watch which was leading received 
an order to extend, but the order never got to my position; we were 
the third battalion behind the Seaforths and in front of the Highland 
Light Infantry. It was generally believed that a red light was now 
shown on the Boer right, and immediately on its being extinguished 
a terrific fire was poured into the Brigade. When fired on we were 
huddled up like sardines. Being on the left rear of the battalion, 
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I could touch the "H.L.!." behind me. Some shouted "Fix 
bayonets," "Charge," and some .of the Black Watch and parties 
in front did so; others were so huddled up they could not. Some 
shouted 11 Lie down;" others "Retreat." In the centre men fell 
over each other-five and six deep, but being on the left, I was not 
trodden on. . 

Soon I got under cover of scrub and found a few men scattered 
about. By this time the Boers' fire had practicaUyceased, except 
for some sniping. I came upon some wounded and dressed them 
up and sent them back. Our guns shelled the summit of the hill 
severely and so kept down the Boer fire from the top of the hill on 
our men who were lying under it. It was then about 5 a.m. and 
officers were rallying the men by getting hold of those next to 
them. Miany were without rifles, which had fallen or else been 
knocked out of their hands. That many lost their rifles through 
no fault of their own is certainly true. My corporal lost the field 
medical companion, but he was in no way to blame. 

Lieutenant Clarke helped with his machine-gun to account for 
a party of about fifty Scandinavians, killed, wounded, and prisoners; 
those not wounded got up, threw down their rifles, held up their 
hands, and ran at full speed up to our men. 

The shelling of the hill was being continued all this time, and 
men, as they were rallied, were advanced up to about 500 yards 
from the Boer trenches. Here the men lay most of the day and 
there were many casualties. 

I stayed up there until we were ordered to retire, the order 
being due to the fact that we were being enfiladed by our own 
men. There were a number of dead and wounded where we had 
been. Later, an ambulance went up and took some of the wounded 
away. 

1st Highland Light Infantry.-Captain C. J. Mackenzie, 
R.A.M.C.: On December 10, Colonel Kelham, commanding the 
battalion, called all the officers together and told us that he had 
received orders that the Brigade would march massed in quarter 
column at about midnight to attack the enemy's trenches at dawn 
with the bayonet. When we advanced I had with me the regi
mental "sick corporal" (who was killed), with the surgical haversack. 
The bandsmen were detailed to act as regimental stretcher-bearers.l 

1 Corporal John D. F. Shaul, of the H.L.t band, was awarded the Victoria Cross 
for conspicuous gallantry in dressing wounded. With the utmost coolness and 
deliberation he sat down next a wounded man and attended to him in spite of 
a hail of bullets which kept raining round him. 
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All officers were dismounted; the horses, water-carts, medical 
and surgical panniers, &c., being left in charge of the regimental 
quartermaster. All men carried their first field dressings and 
emergency rations, and water-bottles were filled. It was pitch 
dark and raining in torrents. 

The battalion was rear of the Brigade, and our orders were to 
keep close up and follow the battalion in front of us. No talking 
was allowed, and I could only distinguish the officer marching next 
to me from the rest of the men by stooping down and seeing the 
shape of his helmet against the sky. 

Just as dawn was breaking and before, as far as I know, any 
order had come for our battalion to extend, a regular storm of 
bullets was poured into the Brigade. It was of course a complete 
surprise, and the Brigade was thrown into confusion and many 
came back on us. The Colonel and others gave the order to lie 
down. Those of us who could did so, and were badly trampled <;>n. 
It was here that a great number were killed and wounded, and 
the ground was strewn in every direction with men, rifles, helmets 
and stretchers. 

Individual officers collected men as soon as possible, irrespective 
of the regiments, formed them into lines and advanced in extended 
formation, and lay down to await reinforcements. The work of 
getting the wounded back commenced immediately, but unfortu
nately the stretcher-bearers had got mixed up with everyone else; 
some had lost their stretchers and picked up rifles instead, and each 
man went where he thought best. 

I lost my helmet and very soon got bowled over by the sun and 
want of food and water, and I had no recollection of how I was 
brought back to Modder River. 

1st Gm'don Highlanders.-Captain P. J. Probyn, R.A.M.C.: The 
battalionl moved from Modder River at 3 a.m. in rain, forming 
escort to the supply column. 

We reached our rendezvous after daybreak just as the 4·7-in. 
gun commenced firing. Later on ambulance wagons carrying 
Highland Brigade casualties began to pass us, and wounded were 
straggling back in all directions. The Colonel assented to my 

1 The whole of the b~nd were trained as stretcher-bearers and in first aid for 
six weeks before the battalion left Edinburgh in November, 1899, and most of the 
men were very efficient in those duties. Also before sailing, some £25 were ex
pended in purchasing extra drugs, dressings, &c.-probably under a mistaken im
pression tbat the authorized equipment was inadequate for all practical purposes. 
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going forward to give a hand. Taking Corporal Mackayl and the 
orderly with the Scotch cart to a clump of trees to left of the 
position of the field batteries, we set up a small aid station. 

About 10 a.m. orders were received for half a battalion of the 
Gordons to move up in support of the Highland Brigade. The men 
were extended, and worked up to about 400 yards of Magersfontein 
Hill. The whole of the bandsmen stretcher-bearers (eight 
stretchers) were brought up in rear of this' first half battalion, 
and were quickly engaged with wounded of the Gordons and other 
Highland regiments. The stretcher-bearers before long lost touch 
as they had to take the wounded long distauces. The Gordons 
soon got well in advance of all other corps, b~t to the left front of 
them numbers of dead and wounded were lying about. 

The regiment had to take whatever cover was available. The 
firing became very hot, and men were dropping on, all sides. 
Corporal Mackay and myself were kept busy attending to scores 
of wounded besides the Gordons, and our dressings soon became 
exhausted. When possible men were directed to crawl back to the 
clump of trees, from which they were carted by the ambulance 
wagons of the Cape Bearer Company. 

Late in the day, when there was a lull in the firing, Surgeon-. 
Major VV. Beevor and myself took two ambulance wagons towards 
the spot where Captain W. E. Gordon,2 of the Gordon Highlanders, 
and Lieutenant Waterhouse, of the Seaforths, both severely 
wounded, were said to be lying. The Boers did not fire upon 
us when collecting these and other severely wounded, but soon 
our 4'7 -in. gun burst some shells on the. kopje, and just then we 
got several volleys from the kloof of the hill on our left. Unfortu
nately some of the bearers were hit. No doubt this was partly due 
to several combatants taking cover around the retiring ambulance 
wagons. Previous to this Colonel Downman was wounded; Captain 

1 No;\\' Captain J. F. Maekay, V.C. On December 11 "he was absolutely fear
less in attending the wounded." Formerly a medical student of T.C.D., Corporal 
Mackay served with the Gordon Highlanders at Dargai, and later on in the South 
African ·War he was awarded the Victoria Cross fOE conspicuous humanity and 
brave conduct in attending to wounded at Crow's Nest Hill, near Johannesburg, 
in spite of being far from cover and within short range of the Boers. 

2 Captain Gordon (now Lieutenant-Colonel Gordon, V.C.) reached a point 290 
paces from the nearest Boer trench, when he was wounded. He was assisted in 
the first instance by Lieutenant H. Jl:. M. Douglas, who came across a consider
able distance from the right, and was awarded the Victoria Cross for this and 
other acts of gallantry on the same day. 

40 
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Towse assisted him down to the clump of trees, and a stretcher 
conveyed him to the field hospitais. 

vVe gave what aid we could to wounded on our extreme right 
-Seaforths-but owing to the fire there we had to lie perfectly 
flat. 

At first I put the regulation tally on the wounded, but finding 
this impracticable I threw the book away. 

When my dressings were exhausted, I had to return to the 
Scotch cart for fresh supplies. Proceeding in a direct line, the 
enemy got one's range and shot close; but going zig-zag, and 
falling as if wounded, gave a respite from sniping. I do not think 
the Boers knew I was a medical officer, as the regulation brassard 
was indistinct at that distance.] 

The small aid station near the clump of trees proved to be too 
dose-one of the mules was shot in the leg, and a second was killed 
near by. The Cape Bearer Company did excellent work; this was 
the only bearer company we were in touch with. 

After the general retirement, late in the afternoon, the Gordons 
took up a position close to Headquarter Hill for the night. 

"G" Battm'Y R.H.A .-Lieutenant G. G. Delap, R.A.M.C: 
On December 11, soon after dawn, about 4 a.m., "G" Battery 
moved out with the 12th Lancers and Mounted Infantry in the 
direction of the Highland Brigade, and came up to the eastern 
extremity of a low stony ridge, afterwards known as Horse 
Artillery Hill. Just then some stragglers from the Highland 
Brigade were retiring over it. A few minutes later the battery was 
in action about 2,000 yards east by south from the south-east 
corner of the main kopje, with its right flank at the boundary 
fence separating Cape Colony and the Orange Free State. 

The hollow intervening between the Boer positions on the 
right front and" G" Battery was for the most part covered with 
scattered clumps of bush, but from the left front of Horse 
Artillery Hill towards the main kopje the ground was open and 
bare, except for a few ant-heaps and one or two isolated clumps 
of bush. It was across this open ground that the Highland 
l;3rigade advanced to the attack at dawn, having followed the 
tracks2 leading from M.odder River Station to Magersfontein Farm 

1 "A divisional order had been published (vide page 297), directing officers to 
be dressed like the men, and on this occasion Captain Probyn was attired in a 
kilt, &c., of the regiment to which he was attached. 

2 Not shown on the map. 
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(Bisset's) as far as Horse Artillery Hill, where it turned direct 
towards the south-east corner of the main kopje. 

When taken by surprise and thrown into confusion by the 
heavy fire poured into it at close range, the men scattered all 'over 
the open space south, south-east and east of the main kopje; 
some lay down in the open behind ant-heaps, a few pushed on and 
actually turned the eastern flank of the kopje and got behind the 
Boer trenches; a large number made for the bush further to the east 
in the hollow between Horse Artillery Hill and the Boer positions 
on the crest of the rise north-east of it. A few fell back behind 
Artillery Hill, where they eventually reformed, and helped to line 
that position. Of those who lay down in the open few returned 
unwounded, and it was there that most of the fatalities occurred, as 
thus exposed and in full view from the main kopje they were 
constantly sniped. Those who reached the bush were more 
fortunate, though not in a position to use their rifles without the 
risk of shooting comrades lying further out. Many layout there 
all day without firing a shot and only retired towards evening or 
during the afternoon, when an attempt was made by the Boers to 
turn the right flank of Horse Artillery Hill; this was partially 
successful in that it caused a retirement of our right, in which the 
Highlanders again suffered severely. 

Comparatively few casualties occurred on Horse Artillery Hill, 
considering its exposed position, but there were many wounded 
requiring attention at certain points in the bush in front of it. 
Owing to the formation of the ground and the fact that the front 
and crest of Horse Artillery Hill were fully exposed to the enemy's 
rifle fire at 2,000 yards, and less, it was inadvisable to take out full 
stretcher squads, as they were too conspicuous and readily drew fire; 
however, at times when the fire slackened, it was feasible to con
vey a casualty to the Tear of the ridge with two bearers to a 
stretcher, and possibly a third somewhere within hail as a relief, 
or for one bearer to help a slightly wounded case along. It was 
necessary at all times to take advantage of every available bit of 
cover, such as bush or even grass. The moment anyone moved 
out in the open sniping commenced, but immediately ceased or 
became so erratic as to be harmless on dropping out of sight. The 
brassard and" S.B." arm bands were, in all probability, one ;of 
the first things to catch the eye of Boer snipers, and certainly 
.at 500 to 1,000 yards they must have been frequently seen as 
something white moving amongst the bushes. Of course the red 
cross would be invisible at that distance-not that the enemy 
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showed much respect for it when they saw it; on one occaSIOn 
immediately after parleying with some members of the Boer 
ambulance corps (about 600 to 800 yards from the Boer trenches) 
they warned me that their people would fire on anyone so far out, 
no matter how occupied, and before they had withdrawn more than 
a few yards sniping recommenced from the bush close at hand, 
which they had just left, necessitating a rapid and undignified 
retreat on my part for the nearest scrub, while they departed at 
their leisure unmolested across the open. 

During the forenoon it was possible to render first aid to a 
number of casualties out in the bush in front of Horse Artillery 
Hill. Some were moved into better cover and given a small supply 
of water when possible. Water was, unfortunately, almost im
possible to obtain, or only in very small quantities. " G " Battery 
water-cart was eventually filled late in the afternoon at the Modder 
River, 3t miles in rear, and 'brought up to the position. But the 
water was .urgently needed for the troops lining the ridge, who had 
been lying out under a blistering sun all day, and who were 
relatively worse off than' some of the slighter casualties, who had 
found a certain amount of shade and cover behind bush; moreover, 
it would have been quite impossible to distribute water amongst 
the casualties scattered over so wide and exposed an area till after 
dark. 

There was little to be done with stretcher squads or ambulance 
wagons in front of Horse Artillery Hill, for, though it was quite 
possible for single individuals to move from place to place without 
drawing much in the way of fire, a stretcher squad or ambulance 
wagon made too good a target. On one occasion an ambulance 
wagon was taken out about 500 yards from Horse Artillery Hill 
along the track leading to Magersfontein Farm (Bissett's), in order 
to remove five severely wounded cases grouped in an exposed 
position by a clump of bush west of the track. It came in for little 
attention on the outward journey, but while loading up and on the 
way back was heavily fired on, but made the journey without adding 
to the list of casualties. It was, however, an experiment not to be 
repeated. A number of casualties from the Scandinavian Corps, 
which lay some 500 to 800 yards to the left front of Ii G " Battery, 
were brought in from time to time as opportunity offered; some 
were able to walk with assistance, and several were removed on a 
wounded Boer pony, found loose near by with a saddle on its back. 
Although this pony had five severe bullet wounds it made several 
journeys to and fro until it became too exhausted; it' was then 
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turned loose and immediately commenced to feed. The Seandi
navian casualties were mostly in two or three large groups where 
attempts to stand had been made, but others were scattered through 
the bush to the northward on their line of retreat, which had been 
stopped by parties of Highlanders scattered through the bush far 
out. The Boer "pom-pom" was put out of action by the right 
section guns of "G "Battery. The team was left where it fell, 
100 yards or so in front of the Boer positions. The dismounted 
gun was apparently. removed in what seemed to be a Boer ambu
lance wagon, which visited the spot shortly afterwards. One visit 
to this part of the battlefield while fighting was in progress was 
sufficient to show that there was little to be done in the way of 
first aid so near the enemy's lines, as many of the casualties found 
were dead, some, unfortunately, killed by our own shell fire. It is 
not advisable that medical officers should, asa rule, undertake such 
duties, but in the circumstances it was justifiable, as the action 
was prolonged, and from the nature of the ground the risk to single 
individuals moving from place to place was more apparent than 
real; moreover, there was little prospect of the bearer companies 
being able to render assistance or remove the casualties within 
reasonable time. Experiences during the engagement showed :-;-

(1) The possibility of rendering a certain amount of "first aid" 
in front of the firing line by single individuals, given sufficient cover 
;at intervals to render one invisible to the enemy. 

(2) The inadvisability and risk of working in groups, e.g., 
;stretcher-squads, or of taking an ambulance wagon, horse, &c.,· 
into exposed or conspicuous positions, particularly near the firing 
Jine, as it tends to disclose the exact position of the firing line to 
the enemy as well as to draw fire. 

(3) Brassards and arm-bands, or anything conspicuous about 
the person, are a source or danger when moving about in bush, as 
they are likely to catch the eye of the enemy's marksmen. 

(4) Wounded lying .in the open, except cases of extreme 
urgency, should not be attended to or brought in by medical per
sonnel till firing slackens or ceases, except when there is cover 
dose at hand to place the patient behind until he can be removed 
Jater. 

(5) The extreme value of cover, however slight, and the advis
ability of selecting for the purpose inconspicuous objects on the 
landscape, e.g., small bushes 6r low scrub in preference to large 
hushes or trees. 

12th Lancers.-Major T. J. O'Donnell, R.A.M.C.: On our first 
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move forward from Horse Artillery Hill we found a number of 
Highlanders-they were lying flat, and it was impossible to tal,e 
medical assistance to them as any movement drew fire. The dis
mounted squadron of the 12th Lancers and the mounted infantry, 
in fairly thick bush about half a mile north-east of "G" Battery, 
had several casualties-though near the enemy, they could not see 
them or be seen. A few ambulance wagons and stretcher squads 
from the Guards Brigade Bearer Company were III rear of Horse 
Artillery Hill. Some of these were called up and utilized. It was 
impossible to get anything near the Highlanders in our own 
vicinity, while it was easy enough, owing to the formation of the 
ground, to get a wagon quite close to the dismounted lancers and 
mounted infantry who were nearer to the enemy. 

9th Lancers.-Captain J .. V. Forrest, R.A.M.C.; Most of the 
casualties occurred in the early morning of December 11. Nearly 
a,ll were attended to, except one man who was reported missing and 
who was found next day with a broken arm pinned to the ground 
by his dead horse. " C " squadron was sent forward to reconnoitre 
a part of the ground, about a mile south-east of the kQpje, and got. 
badly peppered. Most of the cases were able to ride l to the dress
ing station, including a man who lost the greater part of his heel. 
Later on in the day the greater part of the regiment fought dis
mounted, but incurred few casualties. Toward evening we were 
ordered to form up and picket the horses. They had just started 
to do so when the first Boer shell of the day burst over us and did 
damage to the four corners of the squadron. One splinter cut a 
strap on an officer's bridle and the bit fell from the horse's mouth. 
At another corner one man was hit in the neck by a shrapnel bullet. 
We moved away from the spot. 

E.F.A.-Major H. L. Battersby, R.A.M.C. : The batteries were 
together during the day . Wounded, including men of other Corps, 
were dressed at the position, and, if able, they walked to where the 
ambulance wagons were drawn up in rear. Some were carried on 
stretchers by the bearers of the Cape Medical Staff Corps Bearer 
Company attached to the Highland Brigade. I noticed one or 
more squads of that company marching along the firing line with 
folded stretchers searching for wounded. At dark the batteries 
moved to a new position; there was a great demand for water for 

1 Captain Forrest notes that on many occasions during the war wounded 
Cavalry soldiers, who could not have walked, were able to ride a few miles before 
their wounds" stiffened." Such cases should be started on horseback as soon as. 
possible alter being hit. 
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men and horses. The mules of my Scotch cart were dispatched 
before dark to be watered and they did not return. .Assisted by 
the Adjutant, who held a lighted candle to enable me to see, I 
dressed several wounded of all corps, who came in to where the 
batteries were after dark. I used the first field dressing, as unfor
tunately my invaluable Scotch cart with the equipment was away 
somewhere, and to look for it in the darkness was out of the 
question, but we continued doing what we could for the wounded. 
What they required most were warm blankets and beef tea, 
and brandy, &c. Messages came at intervals saying that officers 
and men were lying wounded in different places. We sent men 
after them, but except in one or two instances they never returned 
that night, having been hopelessly lost in the darkness. 

3rd Grenadier Guards.-Captain C. W. Profeit, R.A.M.C.: 
In this fight the battalion was in reserve, only two companies 
being in the firing line. One man was killed and a few wounded. 
A disadvantage of concentrating the stretcher-bearers in such 
circumstances was well brought out. In the afternoon a squad 
was wanted, so I took one up to where the casualty occurred, 
but had difficulty in reaching the place, which was very exposed; 
the men holding it had been greatly worried by a Boer marks
man who fired on the slightest movement and but for the cover 
from fair-sized boulders there would have been many casualties. 
After this battle the stretcher-bearers marched with their own 
companies and were always on the spot if required. This pre
vented a good deal of misunderstanding and kept the bearers well 
up in the firing line, as, after all, carry~ng a rifle and getting a 
chance of a shot is a· very different thing to carrying a stretcher 
and being a good mark for other people with no chance to retaliate. 

1st Coldstream Gua1'ds.~Captain A. W. Hooper: Soon after 
dawn the battalion was in action. The regimental stretcher-bearers 
were grouped in rear and carried back the first casualties, they did 
not return near the front line again as the ground was exposed to 
fire, which made movement dif!icult-but not impossible. Wounded 
remained in positions affording cover, as far as possible, during the 
day until removed by the Bearer Company to the field hospitals or 
.until opportunity enabled them to walk there. After dark Captain 
Hooper obtained an ambulance wagon from the Guards Brigade 
Bearer Company and took it to the ground where the battalion had 
beenin action, but, it was very dark and the ground was so broken 
that movement was d,ifficult. No casualties were picked up, and 
shouting failed to get any reply, so the ambulance wagon was brought 
back to the site of the Guards Field Hospital. 
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The 2nd Coldstream Guards' casualties were dealt with similarly 
to those of the 12th Lancers and Horse Artillery. 

FIELD MEDICAL UNITS. 

By 4 a.m. the medical units were situated thus :-
In the vicinity of Headquarter Hill; Guards Brigade Bearer 

Company, Guards Brigade Field Hospital, Highland Brigade 
Bearer Company, Highland Brigade Field Hospital, Divisional 
Troops ]'ield Hospital. 

At Modder River Camp; 9th Brigade Bearer Company (less 
a detachment under Lieutenant Fell at the Ganger's Hut), 9th 
Brigade Field Hospital. 

The units which accompanied No. 3 column from Modder at 
12.30 a.m. had a difficult march owing to the extreme darkness, 
and the Guards Brigade Bearer Company at one time completely 
lost touch. 

Soon after daybreak the Highlan~ Brigade Bearer Company 
moved forward and opened a dressing station-about 5 a.m.-at 
Headquarter Hill, about 1.000 yards in advance of the site of the 
bivouac, and sent forward ambulance wagons and stretcher squads 
in the direction from which wounded men began to fall back from 
the Highland Brigade. 

The officer commanding Guards Brigade Bearer Company was 
not aware of the position of the troops, but after the Brigade had 
advanced from Headquarter Hill he heard firing on the right front 
and moved in that direction. 

" After going a little more than a mile through scrub, in which we 
could not get a good view, we came under fire and fell back a short 
way to a point that appeared to be safe, close toa dry pan. We 
halted there and did not move again till the next day. We at once 
opened a dressing station (marked on map about 1,200 yards east of 
Headquarter Hill) as wounded were already walking back from firing 
line. This was about 5.15 a.m. Stretcher squads under Captain 
T. B. Beach went out eastwards and towards Horse Artillery Hill. 
Ambulance wagons went forward when and where possible, but 
their movements were altogether governed by enemy's fire and the 
ground. By 6.30 a.m. a number of wounded had been collected. 
Few of them could have walked to Modder River, if wounded 
sufficiently to be allowed to go back at all.'" . 

1 Extract from a report made by Major H. J. R. Moberly in command of 
Guards Brigade Bearer Company. 
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The Highland Brigade Field Hospital was ordered to halt with 
its wagons parked about half a mile south of Headquarter Hill (see 
rear field hospital, marked on Map); this unit took no part in the 
work of taking in wounded during the forenoon. The Guards 
Brigade Field Hospital and the Divisional Field Hospital halted in 
advance of the Highland Brigade Field Hospital, nearer to Head~ 
quarter Hill. 

At 7 a.m., as the wounded were coming in very rapidly, the 
Highland Brigade Bearer Company and the Guards Bearer Com
pany were ordered by Colonel Townsend, P.M.O., to send fully 
loaded ambulance wagons to Modder River. At 7.50 these 
ambulance wagons started with 50 wounded 

At 8 p.m. the Guards Field Hospital personnel was ordered up 
to help the Guards Bearer Company, and the Divisional' Field 
Hospital was ordered to help the Highland 13rigade Bearer 
Company. The majority of the personnel of the Divisional Field 
Hospital were used as stretcher-bearers during the morning and early 
afternoon. It was not known at the time whether the 9th Brigade 
had been engaged, so a message was sent to Major F. A. Harris, 
S.M.O., of that brigade, asking him to send out some ambulance 
vvagons of the 9th Brigade Bearer Company if they could be spared. 
On receipt of this request Lieutenant Fell, R.A.M.C., was called in 
form the Ganger's Hut and sent out towards Headquarter Hill with 
about three stretcher squads of the 9th Brigade Bearer Company and 
nearly a dozen wagons of sorts. He reported himself to Colonel 
Hartley in command of the Dressing Station at Headquarter Hill, 
and was ordered to go forward and start a collecting station. This 
was opened a little later at a point near the road from Modder River 
to Magersfontein Farm 1,000 yards east of the 65th (Howitzer) 
Battery, R.F.A. (see Map). Large numbers of unwounded men in 
addition to wounded collected here and impeded the work. Ambu
lance wagons came up continually and were filled and sent back to 
Colonel Hartley at the Dressing Station at He~dquarter Hill. 

At 10 a.m. the firing had slackened very much. The ambulance 
wagons sent in at 7.50 'a.m. began to arrive back from Modder. 

By 1 p.m. the Guards Bearer Company had sent in to Modder 
River 130, and the Highland Brigade Bearer Company 130-total 
260. Most of the ambulance wagon mules had by now done two 
journeys to Modder River and covered more than 20 miles, not 
including, in the case of the Guards Bearer Company, the night 
march out from Modder River. They required rest and had to 
be fed and watered at Voetpad'sDrift, two miles south of Head-
quarter Hill. This delayed the evacuation. ' 
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566 The Medical Service with Lord Methuen's Force 

. At 2.30 p.m. the whole front was fairly clear of fire, and as the 
number of wounded not yet brought in was evidently large it was 
decided to stop sending the ambulance wagons to Modder River and 
use them all in front to convey wounded to the dressing stations. 

At 3 p.m., the Guards Field Hospital was ordered to move 
its equipment up to the site of the Guards Bearer Company 
Dressing Station and open there. The Divisional Field Hospital 
received a simil~r order shortly afterwards. The position was a 
convenient one, situated as it was at the western edge of some 
thick scrub and trees about one mile east of Headquarter Hill, 
2t miles south of Magersfontein Hill, 2 miles north of the river, 
It miles west of the advance line of the 1st Coldstream Guards 
and, about 5~ miles (by nearest tracks) from Modder River Station. 
Owing to the stony. nature of the ground it was impossible to 
pitch tents at points other than in the immediate vicinity of the 
dry pan where the Guards Bearer Company established its Dressing 
Station. 

At 4 p.m. Colonel Townsend decided to again commence evacu
ation to Modder River, and some empty supply wagons in charge of 
an officer, which the Serjeant-Major of the Guards Brigade 
Bearer Company picked up on the veldt, were loaded and sent in. 
However, soon afterwards it was apparent that all the medical 
units would be required to deal with the wounded still out on the 
field. There were many to be dressed and fed, and at 4.30 p.m. the 
Highland Brigade Field Hospital, which up to then had been kept 
completely in reserve, was ordered to pitch alongside the Guards 
Field Hospital. In a very short time its tents were filled, and 
indeed wounded kept dropping in all through the night. A little 
later the Highland Brigade Bearer Company was ordered to move 
the wounded from the Dressing Station at Headquarter Hill to 
the same site, as it was thought desirable to concentrate all the 
wounded and medical units at the same place for the night and 
thus get as many as possible under cover. 

The combined units acted as an enlarged dressing station. 
The wounded were given beef tea, milk and in some cases the 
rations carried for the personnel of the medical units. Wounded 
at the Guards Bearer Company Dressing Station were retained 
there after Field Hospitals opened beside it. The Guards Brigade 
Field Hospital,l acting as a dressing station, dealt with a very 
large number. 

1 The Guards Brigade Field Hospital had carried a supply of boiled water, from 
Modder River, for surgical purposes. 
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The two officers of the German Army Medical Service attached 
to that unit were untiring in rendering valuable assistance to the 
wounded throughout the day and night. . 

Lieutenant Fell, 9th Brigade Bearer Company, returned to his 
unit at Modder River with the stretcher squads about 6 p.m.; the 
ambulance wagons he brought out had already gone in with wounded. 

About 9 p.m. Lord Methuen told the P.M.O. confidentially that 
the whole force would probably have to fall back. 

Colonel Townsend thereupon decided, with the G.O.C.'s con
currence, to begin immediately to despatch the wounded to Modder 
River. 

The field hospitals (Guards, Highland, and Divisional), and 
the Guards and Highland Brigade bearer companies, .were at once 
directed to get ready: a mounted messenger1 was sent to warn 
Major Harris, 9th Brigade F.H., S.M.O., at Modder River to pre
pare to receive convoys during the night. 

By 9.30 p.m. the ambulance wagons were being loaded with the. 
more serious cases. 

At 10 p.m., the first convoy of ambulance wagons started and at 
12 midnight the remaining wagons got away. 

December 12.-The Guards Brigade and Divisional Field 
Hospitals were then ordm'ed to get ready five of their t:t;ansport 
wagons (buck wagons), and load them up with slightly wounded. 
They started at 1 a.m., just as the moon set. Surgeon-Major 
Beevor, who was in charge of these wagons, had great difficulty in 
guiding them owing to the intense darkness. 

At 4 a.m., the ambulance wagons began to arrive from Modder 
River and were loaded and sent back as soon as possible. 

About 6 a.m., before it was finally decided whether the troops 
should retain the ground gained or retire on Modder River, a 
messenger bearing a flag of truce from the enemy arrived at the 
outposts of the Scots Guards. He reported that there was a 
large number of dead near the point of Magersfontein Hill and 
asked for medical assistance to be sent to some British wounded 
lying near the trenches. 

Arrangements were at once made to send out medical officers 
and ambulance wagons, and a party of Roya.! Engineers to bury the 
dead. I was sent out in advance to inform the enemy what was 
being done. The commandant of the trenches at the south
eastern point of Magersfontein Hill agreed to allow the ambulance 
party to collect the wounded. He said he could not permit a burial 

I Mr. De Witte, a local guide, supplied to Colonel Townsend. 
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party to approach his lines, but that the British General might, if 
he wished, send out wagons with Kaffir drivers to remove the dead. 
I reported this to Lord Methuen at Headquarter Hill, and when 
returning again to the Boer lines with the ambulance wagons one 
of the enemy's guns opened fire on the Field Artillery position 
extending across the road along which the ambulance wagons 
passed. The Boer commandant on being told that our artillery 
would not reply to his fire so long as the ambulance party was 
within his lines, said that his gun was only brought into action as 
a protest against the action of the Naval 4'7-inch gun (the Naval 
gunners were not aware of the situation) which had just then fired 
a few shells at the western end of the trenches. He agreed to stop 
his gun if instructions were sent to the Naval gun to cease fire. 
This was done, and both sides stood fast while the wounded were 
being removed. The ambulance party sent to the Boer lines was 
furnished by the Guards Brigade Bearer Company and consisted of 
six ambulance wagons, with a supply of medical comforts, dressings, 
&c., and about twenty N.C.O.s and men under command of Captain 
T. B. Beach, who was accompanied by Civil Surgeon Croghan. 

The wounded to be removed, including Lieutenant Wauchope 
of ,the Black Watch, numbered thirty-eight. Some of them were 
only about 100 yards from the trenches at the foot of the kopje, 
and nearly all were well round to the eastern side of it; they had 
been hit early the previous morning, probably between 4 and 5 a.m. 
When the ambulance wagons arrived they had been lying where 
they fell for about twenty-six hours, having been exposed to a 
scorching sun followed by a bitterly cold night, and their position 
was directly in the line of fire aimed at the point of the kopje 
throughout the whole day on the 11th. 

All of them were very badly wounded, the majority suffering from 
fractured legs, amongst which were a number of severely fractured 
thighs. Captain Beach put up one of these with a rifle splint, but 
the Boer commandant objected to any rifles being taken away even 
as splints. The trenches were fully manned with Boers while the 
work of loading the ambulance wagons was going on. General 
Wauchope's body was found and sent in to Modder in a wagon 
after the wounded had been removed. The ambulance party 
rejoined its unit at Modder River after the retirementJ . 

1 When the last ambulance wagons were starting for our lines I was with 
a party of Boers about a mile east of Magersfontein Hill where two wounded 
Highlanders had been found in the Bush. One of the Boers who was interested 
in the saddlery on my horse, which I had given to a Boer boy to hold, came to the 
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Up to 7 a.m. when the ambulance wagons were sent to the Boer 
lines it seemed likely that the field hospitals would be cleared in the 
course of a few hours, but this unexpected detachment seriously 
interfered with the work of evacuation. 

At 7.30 a.m. some ambulance wagons returned to the field 
hospitals from Modder River, and when they were loaded and 
despatched the Guards Brigade and Divisional Field Hospitals 
were clear of wounded. They packed up and prepared to move. 

A retirement of the whole force on Modder River had been 
meanwhile definitely decided upon. There were still fifty wounded 
with the Highland Brigade Field Hospital and no more ambulance 
wagona available, so at 9 a.m. Colonel Townsend decided to obtain 
a party of regimental men to convey these cases by hand. This 
party, which was furnished by the Highland Brigade, arrived at the 
field hospital site 'at 11 a.m. and they were at once started off 
carrying the wounded. The last of these bearers was off the 
ground by 12 noon, at which hour the advanced troops began to 
fall back on Modder River. Major W. H. Murray, in command of 
the Highland Brigade Field Hospital, thus described the removal 
of the last wounded: "Six men were told off to each stretcher, 
four carrying it while two acted as reliefs. As each hospital tent 
was emptied it was packed in the transport wagons, so that by 
the time the last tent, was struck the hospital moved off. Ours was 
the last medical unit to leave the field, and during the time the 
stretchers were being loaded many shells from a Boer gun fell 
unpleasantly ne:;)'r, being, I think, aimed not at the hospital, but at 
some cavalry who would retire through the hospital camp. It was 
a long and weary tramp back to Modder River Camp, progress 
being necessarily slow, as the stretcher parties had to halt fre
quently and relieve one another. During the retirement the Boers 
sent several farewell shells after the squads, happily without any 
untoward result, though some of them fell disagreeably near."! 

conclusion that my revolver (unloaded), in a wallet on my saddle, constituted a 
bl'each of the Geneva Convention. He a,sked me to come with him to the Com
mandant some distance in rear. The latter seemed annoyed that I had been 
detained, but said I had seen too much of their position to be allowed to return. 
I was sent to Jacobsdool in the aftern90n. After five days in the local jail I was 
blindfolded, mounted on my horse, a~d led by two despatch riders to a point S'ome 
miles east of Honeynest kloof, where I was released, and made my way back to 
Modder River camp.-C. H. B. 

2 "\Vhen out of range the bearers lagged a good deal and SurgeonLieutenant
Colonel Magill and Major W. H. Murray themselves helped to carry the final 
stretchers. 
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During the retirement the rearguard was composed of the 
Cavalry, M.I., and G Battery, R.H.A., with some infantry. One 
man of G Battery, who received a serious shell wound, had to be 
carried by hand for about a mile,' then the rearmost of the retiring 
ambulance wagons was overtaken, but only to find that there was 
no room for a lying-down case. The difficulty was overcome by 
unfastening the wagon tilt on either side, placing the stretcher 
transversely between the bales1 with the ends projecting on either 
side and fixing it. The patient was secured to the stretcher by 
bandages hitched round his shoulders and ankles, and fastened 
to the handles of the stretcher. 

The closing event of the action was a salvo of lyddite from the 
Howitzer Battery directed on Magersfontein Hill. 

By 2 p.m. all the wounded had arrived at .Modder River, and 
at 4 p.m. the rearguard was in camp. 

EVENTS AT MODDER DURING THE ACTION. 

When the troops marched out on December 10, the 9th Brigade 
Field Hospital took over all the sick-about 200-in the other 
field hospitals. These had not been disposed of when orders were 
received early on the 11th to prepare for the reception of a large 
number of wounded. 

As the field hospital had already been encamped for a few 
days it was practically ready to meet the strain. Food and 
medical comforts were prepared, the operating tent pitched, and 
staff told off. As time passed wounded arrived, and it became 
necessary to make further preparation. When all the hospital 
tents had been pitched the neighbouring tents belongipg to an 
infantry battalion, which had been left standing, were utilized; 
consequently it was possible to provide tent accommodation for the 
whole of the wounded. Some bales of blankets were found and 
made use of. 

The first wounded arrived about 9 a.m. on the 11th; they came 
in slowly at first, but during the night of 11th-12th the arrival of 
ambulance and other wagons was incessant, and continued until the 

1 This is not desirable for general use, but in cases of emergency it might be 
possible to so carry five, or possibly six, lying-down cases. The objection to 
placing stretchers transversely is probably overrated. Projecting handles may 
be fouled by passing vehicles on narrow country roads, but this is an unlikely 
accident on open tracks; they do not project much further than the side rails of 
<I G.S. wagon.-G. G. Delap. 
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afternoon of the 12th. Over 600 were received altogether,l and 
all had to be fed, dressed and prepared for evacuation by rail. 

There was· no shortage of medical and surgical stores, as a 
reserve had been laid in by the hospital, and extra supplies had 
been wired for when troops moved out. The Supply Column was 
able to furnish all the requirements in the way of food and medical 
comforts.2 

Numbers of the wounded on arrival at Modder River had been 
many hours without food, some were in a state of exhaustion and 
even if fit to rejoin their units they had to be fed by the field 
hospital. For the majority ration biscuits and corned beef alone 
were useless, and they had to be given beef tea, milk, arrowroot,3 &c. 
A reserve of these articles, which had been laid in by the field 
hospital, enabled sudden demands to be met and allowed time to 
obtain fresh supplies. As at Graspan, iron rails and coal from the 
railway were used in the kitchen, which had to be enlarged. 
Additional camp kettles were obtained from various sources. The 
ordinary pannikins without handles proved very inconvenient for 
giving hot liquids.4 

At first the disposal of dead was arranged for by the Field Hos
pital Quartermaster, who was directed by an officer Headquarters 
Staff to select a site for burial. On return of the troops this work 
was done regiment ally. All funerals here were conducted by a 
chaplain. 

In compliance with telegrams despatched to the Line of Com
munication, before the action, two amb~lance trains-No. 2, Captain 
C. Fleming, R.A.M.C., and No~ 3, Captain M. W. Russell, R.A.M.C. 
-arrived at Modder" River at midnight on December 11-12. 

No. 2 train was loaded up during the early hours of the 12th 

1 The total wounded admitted to field hospitals numbered 685. On return to 
Modder River the Highland Brigade Field Hospital took in the last wounded 
that came in from the field, i.e., about 80 odd. 

• A remonstrance arrived from someone in Cape Town that the three months' 
scale for the whole Division had been exceeded. 

3 After Magersfontein the hospital always had a supply of oatmeal and tinned 
fowl. 

4 Later enamelled mugs with handles were obtained from the Army Ordnance 
Department. These could be strung together and carried in sacks. 

5 The low· level deviation railway bridge (alongside the permanent bridge, in 
part destroyed by the enemy) was completed, and was in use from December 7, so 
these trains came up to the railway station platform, adjoining which was the site 
<If the 9th Brigade Field Hospital. . 
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with 130 wounded l -26 officers, 104 other ranks-and started· 
at daybreak for Orange River. This train was blocked on the 
south side of the river, and did not get clear away till 9 a.m· 

No. 3 train left a little later for Orange River with 141, includ
ing one officer, returned to Modder River, and left again in the 
evening for Cape Town, with 96 wounded, 36 of whom were 
dropped at Orange River en route. 

No. 2 train also arrived back at Modder River at 6 p.m., and 
loaded up 104 less seriously wounded, with which it started for 
De Aar (70 miles south of Orange River) at daybreak on Decem
ber 13. 

Thus 471 of the 680 odd wounded had been despatched by rail 
or loaded ready to start by midnight on December 12-13. 

On the 13th No. 2 ambulance train arrived at Modder River 
from De Aar at 11 p.m. and left on the 14th at 11 a.m. with 137 
wounded, dropped 46 at Orange River, and went on to the Cape 
with the remaining 91. 

At 2.30 p.m. the same day a train made up of ordinary passenger 
coaches left for Orange River with 24 wounded and 127 sick-total 
15l. 

On the departure of this train-forty-eight hours after the 
return of the troops from the action-only ten wounded remained 
at Modder River out of the 685 admitted to the field hospitals, 
i.e., six cases of very serious fractures, and two very slight ca'ses 
remained in the Highland Brigade Field Hospital, and two serious 
-operation-cases in the 9th Brigade Field Hospital. 

(To be continued.) 

• 

1 Two men died en route to Orange River. 
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