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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 Ar1ny Medica,l Oorps. 

Meeting held on Janttary 10, 1912. 

(Continued from p. 313.) 

BATTLE OF MODDER RIVER. 

THE Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders detrained at Honey 
Nest KIoof, and joined the Division in bivouac at Witkoplaagte 
after dark on the evening of November 27. On the morning of 
the 28th the mounted troops and Royal Field Artillery moved 
from Witkoplaagte at 4 a.m. The other troops began to move 
about 4.30 a.m. The general line of advance was in the direction 
of Modder River railway bridge. 

About 5.30 a.m. the cavalry were checked by rifle fire from 
several points on the banks of the Riet River. 

About 7 a.m. a party of the enemy with a gun and a pom-pom 
was seen about half a mile east of the centre of the north and 
south reach of the Riet River. This gun was brought into action, 
but under fire of the 18th Battery R.F.A. retired in a,n easterly 
direction. The composition and movement of this party of the 
enemy coincided with certain portions of the conflicting information 
the General had received, and tended to confirm his belief that 
the right bank of the river was occupied-if occupied at all
by only a weak rearguard. 

Shortly after 7 a.m. the infantry began to arrive on the battle
field. The march of the Guards Brigade was directed towards, 
approximately, the centre of the space between the railway bridge 
and the point where the Riet River turns sharply to the west. 
The 9th Brigade was on the left of the Guards Brigade and 
advancing more or less along the railway towards the bridge. 

The Guards Brigade began to deploy when near the road 
running east from Bosman's Drift, about 2,200 yards from the river 
bed. Very' soon afterwards, at 8.10 a.m., the enemy suddenly 
and quite unexpectedly opened very rapid rifle fire from their 
completely concealed positions all along the left bank of the 
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420 The Medical Service with Lord Methuen's Force 

Riet River, supported by gun and pom-pom fire from the right 
bank. 

Two companies of the Scots Guards with a machine-gun 
succeeded in reaching the bank of the Riet River near the reservoir. 
They suffered considerably, and the men of the Maxim-gun detach
ment were all ikilled or wounded. Four companies of the same 
battalion were sent to assist this party, and later, the 1st Cold
stream Guards moved to the right in support of the Scots Guards. 
From this force some officers and men crossed the river, by wading 
chin deep, but they were compelled to recross to the left bank as 
the river was quite impassable for troops in that neighbourhood. 

The Grenadier Guards, 2nd Goldstream Guards, and left 
companies of Scots Guards gradually advanced to within 1,000 
yards of the Boer trenches on the south bank. The 1st Cold
stream Guards and the rest of Scots Guards, facing east, held 
the river from near the bend up stream to the vicinity of the 
reservoir. The brigade remained in that position all day. 

The 9th Brigade crossed the railway line and gradually worked 
up under heavy fire to points varying from 1,000 to 600 yards 
from the enemy's position west of the bridge. The hut and farm
house 300 yards south of the left bank of the river, opposite 
Rosmead village, which were strongly held by the enemy, were 
captured by two companies of the Yorkshire Light Infantry about 
11oon. At the same time the ground on the left of the hut was 
gained by the Loyal North Lancashire Regiment. 

Later on, parties of these and other battalions, led by Major
General R. Pole-Carew commanding the 9th Brigade, crossed the 
river by the dam at Rosmead. They were reinforced by 300 
sappersl under Major G. F. Leverson in command of the 11th Field 
Company, R.E., and subsequently, during the afternoon, General 
Pole-Carew advanced with a force, made up of men from various 
corps, along the right bank as far as Frazer's Farm. This force 
had to fall back on Rosrnead village owing to want of support. 

About 4 p.m. Lord Methuen was wounded when in the area 
occupied by the 9th Brigade. 

When the fight began the 18th and 75th Batteries RF.A. 
came into action close to the railway on its eastern side about 
2,500 yards from the river. Shortly afterwards they moved up to 
1,700 yards, and later .onthe 75th Battery went forward under 

1 Drawn from the 8th, 11th, and 31st Companies, R.E., which had been kept 
in rear ready to work on the railway. 
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O. H. Burtchaell 421 

heavy fire to the line held by the Guards Brigade, and unlimbered 
within 1,200 yards of the trenches. The 18th Battery subsequently 
came up to a position about 200 yards to the left rear of the 75th, 
and opened fire at 1,400 yards. About 4 p.m. the .75th Battery 
fell back a few hundred yards, owing to casualties and want of 
ammunition. 

At 10.15 a.m. two guns of the 18th Battery had been sent to 
support the left flank of the 9th Brigade, and came into action 
south of Rosmead. 

Shortly after 2 p.m. the 62nd Battery! R.F.A. arrived and 
opened fire 1,200 yards from the river on the west of the railway. 
The 12-pounder 12-cwt. naval guns which had been brought up 
from Enslin by rail came into action west of the railway, about 
8,000 yards from the bridge, and later moved back to about 4,800 
yards. 

During the afternoon the enemy's fire slackened, and at dusk 
the situation was as follows :-

The Guards Brigade concentrating near the reservoir; some 
1,200 men of the 9th Brigade in and about Rosmead, and the 
remainder of the brigade under orders to cross the riyer by the 
drift at that place; parties of the enemy were seen moving in the 
direction of J acobsdaal. 

Later in the evening the enemy completely evacuated their 
positions. 

The 1st Battalion Highland Light Infantry arrived on the 
battlefield, by rail, after dark. 

The total casualties were:-

Officers 
Other ranks 

Killed 

3 
66 

69 

Wounded 
20 

394 

414 

Total 
23 

460 

483 
Of the above, five wounded were not admitted to hospital; one officer and eleven 

other ranks wounded died in the field hospitals, and two officers ana eighteen other 
ranks returned to duty in the field. The strength of the troops engaged Was about 
10,191. 

Th~ casualties were almost equal on each side of the railway 
line. The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders suffered the heaviest 
loss, 15 killed and 101 wounded; the 2nd Coldstream Guards 10 
and 59; the Yorkshire Light Infantry 9 and 52; 3rd Grenadier 
Guards 10 and 50; 1st Scots Guards 9 and 41; Northumberland. 

1 This Battery had marched direct from Orange River, a distance of 52 miles, 
in twenty-eight hours. . 
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422 1'he Medical Service with L01'd Methuen's Force 

Fusiliers 11 and 36; RF .A. 3 and 28; Loyal North Lancashire 
3 and 16; 1st Coldstream Guards 0 and 21; the remaining 
wounded were RE. and RA.M.C. 3 each; Remington's Guides :2 ; 
9th Lancers and A.O.C. 1 each. 

Regimental Medical Service. 

Taking the units from east to west in their position on the map 
of the battlefield the narratives of the regimental medical officers 
are as follows :-

9th Lancers-Captain J. V. Forrest: "The cavalry on the right 
flank were not heavily engaged. They drew a lot of shell-fire but 
without much damage to the men. Several horses were killed or 
wounded." 

Scots Guards-Captain S. Guise Moores, RA.M.C.: "vVe did 
not expect to find the enemy entrenched on the Modder and Reit 
Rivers. The battalion had not long deployed when the Boer rifles 
belched forth a stream of lead. The rear company had reached 
the line of the reservoir situated on the left bank of the last-named 
river· when this happened. At the same time the 'pom-pom' 
opened fire, the first shells from which put out of action the maxim 
gun and its detachment-except the black driver. 

"A regimental collecting station was at once formed on the 
south or protected side of the reservoir embankment, and wounded 
soon began to arrive there. 

" The stretcher-bearers were, at the onset, with their companies; 
the stretchers had been issued to them that morning before march
ing. Owing to the flat nature of the field of battle and the absence 
of cover, except an occasional ant-heap or the low scrub, the 
stretcher-bearers of the Guards Bearer Company were unable to 
render any help to the battalion in the day's proceedings. Any 
attempts of the stretcher squads or ambulance wagons to move 
forward brought on them the attention of the enemy, and they had 
to desist. 

" The reservoir collecting station became, as the day advanced, 
a dressing station for the brigade, and wounded were gradually 
brought in by the regimental stretcher-bearers who were with 
their companies. They were mostly brought in by hand. Amongst 
them were Captain Elwes and Lieutenant Hill, the former with a 
penetrating shell wound of the skull, and the latter with a pom
pom wound through the biceps near the right elbow. The hremor-
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O. H. Burtchaell 423 

rhage from this wound was so great as to require continuous digital 
compression of the brachial artery for some hours.] 

" About 3 p.m. the Boers got round our right flank and fired 
into the wounded, then laid out in rows along the base and sides of 
the embankment. Captain H. C. Lowther, Scots Guards, bappened 
to be near a Maxim which was situated at this spot, and worked 
it so efficiently as to eventually drive the enemy off, but not before 
some of the wounded had been hit a second time. 

" When the flank attack commenced, the wounded were gradu
ally conveyed into the basin of the reservoir. The enemy, attracted 
by the energetic movements on our part, directed shell fire at the 
reservoir. This, though disconcerting, happily did not do much 
damage, and it was only considered necessary to move a few cases 
into the keeper's hut, situated on the left bank of the Riet River, 
and only a few yards from the reservoir. 

"By this time the stock of dressings in the surgical haver
sack and medical companion had given out, and resort was had 
to the panniers. 

"At nightfall the keeper's house was full of wounded, and 
wounded were also laid out all round the building. " The panniers 
had been placed in the centre of the largest room, and patients 
requiring it were re-dressed, Major T. B. Beach, of the Guards 
Brigade Bearer Company, giving most timely and valuable aid. 
The spirit stove, 'spirits,' arid kettles were produced from the 
comfort panniers, and during the whole night bovril and cocoa 
were made and given to the patients. 

" This dressing station was not more thana mile from the Boer 
trenches, and yet it proved to be on the whole a haven of compara
tive, if not actual, safety, in an area in which every movement from 
the prone position brought an accession of rifle fire. 

" Chief points of interest were :-:-
"(1) The distribution of the regimental stretcher-bearers, who 

deployed with their companies, and were fortunately the right men 
in a tight place. ' 

"(2) The regimental collecting and the brigade dressing station 
being in one, and very close up to the firing line. 

"(3) The almost insignificant part which the bearer company 
took in the removal of the wounded from the collecting station, till' 

1 Captain S .. G. Moores was wounded while attending to this officer, but was 
not incapacitated for duty. 
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424 'Phe Medical Service with Lord Methuen' 8 F01'ce 

the battle was over, owing to the topographical conditions and its 
close proximi ty to the enemy. 

"(4) The great use of the' panniers,' and more especially the 
, comfort panniers,' in providing dressings and stimulants for the 
wounded under unexpected and difficult circumstances." 

1st Coldstream Guards-Captain Hooper with the regimental 
stretcher-bearers followed the battalion along the bank of. the Riet 
River, and later on helped at the reservoir, where the regimental 
bearers brought the wounded whenever opportunities occurred. 

3rd Grenadier Guards-Captain Profeit: "When we got well 
in sight of Modder River, and were under the impression that the 
Boers had gone, we·were suddenly told that the river was strongly 
beld and that the brigade was to deploy for the attack. The 
stretcher-bearers seized their stretchers and followed in rear of their 
companies. I had my corporal and orderly with me carrying the 
companion and haversack. About 1,500 yards from the river, 
the fire was very hot, my orderly had a bullet through his 
helmet which rather astonished him, and the stretcher-bearers 
extended so as to take advantage of any slight cover that could be 
found. About half a dozen wounded were attended to there, those 
who could walk were se~t back to the field hospital, and those 
who could not took cover under the nearest friendly ant-heap. 
The battalion came to a standstill, and lay within about 1,000 
yards of the Riet for the rest of the day. Very few wounded were 
passed back, as no sooner did a stretcher squad, or even a man, 
move than a hail of bullets was the result. Some, however, 
filtered away to the dressing station at the reservoir." 

Royal Field Artillery: A number of wounded collected about 
an overturned wagon in the vicinity of the guns in rear of the 
2nd . ColdstreamGuards. They were dressed by Major H. L. 
Battersby, R.A.M.C. Several less severely wounded were carried 
back on empty ammunition wagons. 

Northumberland Fusiliers-Captain D. D. Shanahan: "The 
fight was over a level plain. '1'here was no cover with the excep
tion of an occasional ant-heap. Touch with the stretcher squads 
was lost almost at once. Almost immediately I lost my orderly, 
who was severely wounded, and then had to carry the field medical 
companion and water-bottle myself. Later a man who was assist
ing me to dress a wounded man and bring him under cover was 
himself wounded, and the wounded man was hit a second time. 
The field was swept with bullets. I, like everybody else, ~as 
compelled to lie as close as possible behind any cover which could 
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O. H. Burtchaell 425 

be found, and for the remainder of the day only attended to 
casualties in my immediate vicinity. The wounded had to remain 
where they were hit, and this was the safest and the best for them. 
In the part of the field where we were, to ask a M.O. or a 
stretcher squad to go to their assistance would mean a complete 
, mop up' of the whole. The comrades of a wounded man, lying 
close to him, would not bless you, as it meant a concentrated fire 
on any spot where a man showed himself. 

"It was not till late in the afternoon, when the fire got slack, 
that one could move with any degree of safety. It was only then 
that the stretcher squads could get to the wounded, and remove 
them to shelter, where they could be picked up later by the bearers 
of ,a bearer company. Fortunately we were able to coIlect our 
wounded before darkness came on, but it was a long time after 
dark before the last was transferred to the field hospital." 

Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders - Captain J. E. Carter, 
R.A.M.C.: "We advanced in extended order on the west of the 
railway, forming the second line. Several men were wounded by 
shell fire at about 3,000 yards range; I got three of them under a 
culvert and attended to their wounds and then proceeded to join 
the attacking party about 1,000 yards in advance. All along the fire 
was very heavy. An absolute hail of bullets came along every few 
minutes, due to someone exposing himself in front. When this 
happened I lay flat and pushed on when the fire slackened. I did 
Hot see the regimental stretcher-bearers after the wounded were 
placed under the culvert, but the regimental medical corporal
Mennitt-and Private Carlyle, my orderly, kept close to me 
throughout. On the second ridge I dressed several wounded, but 
when anyone lifted his head for a moment he immediately 
attracted a storm of bullets. I was lying near the 5th Fusiliers on 
the right of the 91st. A Staff Officer rode along in front of our 
line attracting fire; when he came opposite us bullets came hailing 
round. Later a man came along looking for a doctor. I went with 
him, running bent double, and found the man shot through the 
thigh. He got his wound when looking for a doctor for the above 
Staff Officer, who had been wounded. I saw another man fatally 
wounded, who had been in the line of fire directed, at the Staff 
Officer. My wounded man told me where this Staff Officer was. 
I went on to search for him but heard that he had gone back. I 
realized the utter impossibility of removing wounded from the front 
while firing was going on, and I directed a, wounded man to lie 
where he was in partial cover and not to expose himself in trying 
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426 The Medical Service 'With Lord Methuen's Force 

to get back. Towards the evening some water-carts were brought 
up; the men rushed for them, they could not be kept back, and 
thus attracted fire; in one party of eight, two were killed and five' 
wounded and one of two Kaffirs. At dusk I went with wounded 
to the dressing station at the hut on the south bank of the river 
near Rosmead. The battalion bivouacked near the dam. Bully 
beef and biscuit were issued about 9 p.m. and later a ration of rum. 
The men had been without food since noon the day before, when 
they had their dinner at Orange River-a fast of some thirty
three hours, only broken by a canteen of tea given them by the 
KO.Y.L.I. on their arrival at Witkoplaagte the previous evening." 

King's Own Yorkshire Light Infantry-Lieutenant G. B. Crisp, 
R.A.M.C.: "We were in the front line on the left of the advance, 
west of the railway. At first we did not have a very great number 
of casualties, thanks to a convenient slight ridge in the ground 
which we reached before the Boers opened fire, and then their 
artillery fire was all going over us. For a long time it was just a 
question of occasionally groping one's way along behind this ridge, 
attending to the few casualties as they occurred, making them com
fortable as best one could and then lying still again. When word 
came along that the memorable hut near the river was to be 
assaulted I went along in the rush with the others. Lieutenant 
Fox, KO.Y.L.I., who led the assault, was hit when close to the 
hut, shot through the arm at short range. His arm though badly 
shattered was subsequently saved. Near the hut we found Colonel 
Northcott,l just after he had been hit. There was no stretcher 
near, but I had my two orderlies with me and we carried him into 
the hut. Other wounded rapidly collected. For a long time after 
I first got there the hut was under a pretty hot fire, and after this 
ceased there was one persistent sniper who went on at it. Finally, 
with my glasses I spotted him sitting up in a tree on our side of the 
river. I found three men who were marksmen and lent them my 
glasses in turn till they had all spotted him, and then I had the 
satisfaction of seeing them tumble him out of the tree. 

"Towards nightfall two ambulance wagons arrived at the hut 
and took the two wounded officers and some of the seriously 
wounded to the field hospitals.. The whole afternoon casualties 
were coming in on stretchers, gates, &c., and at night there were 
about seventy wounded in and around the hut. It had three rooms, 
very small and dark, with mud walls. An opening in the posterior 

1 D. A. A. G., 1st Division. Colonel Northcott died in the field hospital next 
day. 
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wall in the direction of the river bank had been used as a 'bolt 
hole' by the enemy. The rooms were filled with wounded and 
the rest were laid out all round the outside. 

"I had sent for my Scotch cart with the medical pannier, and it 
arrived soon after dark. The panniers were invaluable and enabled 
a great deal to be done for those wounded who remained out at the 
hut all night. 

" To turn to the light side of this place of suffering: A man was 
sent down to the river for water just after dark. He returned in 
a great fright saying, 'Please, sir, I can't go near it, there's a 
crocodile there and he's lashing his tail.' It turned out to be 
a wounded Boer pony." 

Loyal North Lancashire Regiment-Lieutenant W. Jagger:
" We were on the extreme left of the 9th Brigade, and had some 
casualties when the enemy opened fire. The difficulty of dressing 
them was extreme. There was no cover at all. The stretcher
bearers were no help during the trying time before we crossed the 
river. .Good sound, sensible men should be chosen as stretcher
bearers. Though men are plucky with a rifle they sometimes lack 
determination when unarmed under fire. More attention should be 
paid to the training of regimental bearers in first-aid. After dress
ing my wounded I left them in charge of a stretcher-bearer who 
was ordered to hail the first ambulance he saw. I then crossed the 
river. After the check to our advance from Rosmead, I recrossed 
and found my wounded on the south bank had been collected by 
the bearer company. Some of them we took to the hut, where I 
spent the whole night with Crisp dressing and nursing wounded of 
various units. 

" We caught some chickens in Rosmead, boiled them and made 
broth. We gave the meat to those who could eat it, and with 
bovril, milk and brandy from the panniers, we managed to feed all 
the wounded at the hut." 

11th Company R.E., Lieutenant A. Chopping, R.A.M.C.: 
" I Crossed the river with the first troops over. Soon afterwards 
General Pole-Carew sent me back with a message to the O.C. 
Loyal North Lancashire Regiment. After delivering it I returned 
and found about fifteen wounded in a. cattle kraal at Rosmead. 
Having dressed these I went on after the troops that had advanced 

. towards Frazer's. Farm. I found about twelve wounded up there. 
It was then getting dark; the cease-fire sounded 1 and the troops 

1 The only time the' cease-fire was sounded in the 1st Division during the 
war. 
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428 The Medical Ser'L'ice with Lord Methuen's Force 

fell back on Rosmead, I stopped about twenty men ; pulled dowll 
the doors of some cottages, and on them carried the wounded back 
to Rosmead, where they were put into a house which General 
Pole-Carew gave up for that purpose. About twenty-four wounded 
were collected at this house; all the bedding and female clothing 
found in it were utilized to cover them, as there were no service 
blankets and it was an intensely cold night. The dressings in the 
surgical haversack and field medical companion were sufficient 
for all requirements. There were no rations available, but all 
emergency rations were opened and given to the wounded. There 
·was a plentiful supply of onions. A man who had shot a hare 
during the battle and was carrying it slung from his rifle was 
brought along with the stretcher party and his hare was made 

. into soup for the wounded. Four unarmed wounded Boers reported 
themselves tu me. I informed the General and subsequently sent 
them in next day with the other wounded." 

Field Medical Units.-On the march from Witkoplaagte the 
medical units moved in two lines behind the brigades,bearer 
companies leading and the Divisional Field Hospital behind that 
of the Guards Brigade. When the battle began they all came 
more or less under shell fire and had to retreat. The positions of 
the dressing stations marked on the map, approximately indicate 
the relative directions of the march of the bearer companies at 
that time. The Guards Bearer Company, furthest from the 
railway, fell back a short distance to a depression, in front of the 
higher ground along which runs the road from Bosman's Drift, 
and there opened a dressing station. The 9th Brigade Company 
moved back to the point where a dressing station is shown near 
the Ganger's Hut. Its position was fixed by the shells fired at the 
ammunition column. Shells directed at the naval guns fell mostly 
in the space between those guns and the road in front of them. 
This prevented the 9th Brigade Bearer Company making any 
attempt to establish a dressing station in the area immediately 
behind its brigade and also prevented ambulance wagons moving 
across the railway line until late in the afternoon. The dressing 
station of the Guards Bearer Company, although only just over 
2,000 yards from the Boer trenches, was protected from rifle fire 
and, as there was no target for the enemy's guns in its vicinity, 
it was not disturbed by shells. Both dressing stations were soon at 
work. Wounded men walked back from the front from the very 
first and continued to do so all day. 

Captain T. B. Beach, withsome stretcher squads of the Guards 
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Bearer Company, went forward towards the position occupied by 
the 2nd Coldstream Guards ,and the Grenadier Guards. They 
came under heavy fire and one of the enemy directed a whole clip 
of cartridges at a squad under Captain Beach's personal control; 
however, none of the party were hit. A few ambulance wagons 
went forward to the same part of the field and were subjected to 
severe pom-pom fire. At that period of the war the ambulance 
wagons did not carry distinguishing flags and had only a. small red 
cross painted on the body of the wagon.' It is quite likely, even 
if fire was deliberately aimed at them, that the enemy were unable 
to recognize the moving vehicles as being ambulance wagons.1 

Captain C. W. R. Healy, of the 9th Brigade Bearer Company, 
went forward with stretcher squads on the left, but the conditions 
there were even more unfavourable than on the right. In the 
afternoon Captain Beach and Lieutena,nt Hodgson were sent to the 
reservoir collecting station with five ambulance wagons. When 
half-way across the pom-poms fired at something south of the 
wagons; whereupon the Kaffir drivers lost control of themselves 
and the mules and the teams stampeded back to the dressing
station. It was then getting dark, and no further attempt was 
made to remove the wounded at the reservoir, but Captain Beach 
and Lieutenant Hodgson remained there all night. 

After dark the Guards Bearer Company, carrying about twenty
five wounded in the ambulance wagons, moved back to the site of 
the field hospitals; a wagon, with rations and cooking-pots, and a 
water-cart were sent to the reservoir. 

When the action began Colonel Townsend ordered the Guards 
Brigade Field Hospital to move up to the vicinity of the Ganger's 
Hut, but not to open until the action developed. Its actual position~ , 
about 1,000 yards south of the Ganger's Hut, was determined by 
the most convenient place for entraining as far forward on the 
railway as it was safe to go without risk of being hit by an 
occasional extra long range shell. This unit worked as a dressing
station during the morning, and did not pitch tents and open as a 

1 These incidents excited a' good deal of attention at the time, but most 
people will agree with the view expressed in The Times." History of the War," 
vol. ii. p. 361: "Like several of the earlier battles of the war, Modder River, was 
followed by mutual charges of wanton firing upon ambulances and stretcher
bearers. The simple fact is that ambulances on both sides ventured into the fire
swept zone, and had to take the consequences. There isrio reason' for suggesting 
that the Boer leaders, any more than ourselves, intended to conduct the struggle 
otherwise than in the fairest spirit;" , 
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430 'fhe Medical Service with Lord Methuen's Force 

hospital until the afternoon. The Divisional Field Hospital opened 
alongside that of the Guards Brigade. 

At Klokfontein Siding, about three miles south of the battlefield, 
there was a good camping site with facilities for entraining and the 
general conditions were favourable for ft temporary concentration 
of wounded. Colonel Townsend, therefore, decided to place the 
Divisional Field Hospital at this point, and to send the wounded 
back to it by rail. The 9th Brigade Field Hospital when last 
heard of had not disposed of the wounded at Graspan Siding, and 
was not expected to be available during the battle. The move
ments of that unit and course of the ahove arrangements will 
be seen by the following record kept by Captain J. C. Jameson :-

" After entraining the wounded at Graspan on the afternoon of 
November 27, we moved to Enslin Station, and, at 4.30 a.m. on the 
morning of the 28th, we resumed our march to catch up the 
Division, the position of which was unknown. 

"We outspanned about 7.30 a.m., and, moving on again, we 
marched to the 'sound of the guns,' and arrived on the battle
field at Modder River about 9 a.m., and halted! in rear of the naval 
guns. "I was then sent to find the P.M.O., to whom I reported 
the arrival of the hospital. 

"Orders had been given to the Divisional Field Hospital to 
retire to Klokfontein, and open there. 

" I was directed by Colonel Townsend to find the Commanding 
Officer of that unit, give him instructions to remain at Modder 
River, and then direct the 9th Brigade Field Hospital to return 
to Klokfontein, and to say that arrangements would be made to 
transfer wounded to that place by train from Modder River. 

"The 9th Brigade Field Hospital accordingly returned some 
three miles to Klokfontein, and selected a spot to encamp near 
the railway, and within easy distance of water. The hospital was 
opened, and the usual preparations made to receive the wounded. 

H As time passed and no wounded arrived, I was instructed to 
report to the P.M.O., and inquire about the arrival of the wounded. 

" I returned to Modder River, and found that the train could 
not be moved, owing to a 'dead engine' from shortage of water. 

"I reported the state of affairs to Major Harris in command 
of the 9th Brigade Field Hospital at Klokfontein. 

"As the wounded could not be taken to us, it was obvious that 
to be of any,-use we must go to the wounded; so, taking about 

1 About thirteen miles from Enslin. 
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half the men and the surgical wagon, the officers returned to 
the battle-field, and arrived there just at dark.· There, dividing up 
into small parties, we did our best to assist the personnel of the 
Guards Bearer Company and of the Guards and Divisional Field 
Hospitals, and when all the wounded had been reported as having 
been dressed, we return~d to Klokfontein, and remained there until 
the following morning." 

Wounded were arriving at the site of the field hospitals south 
of the Ganger's Hut all day. Some walked there, others were 
carried back from the field or the dressing-stations by stretcher
squads or ambulance wagons. They continued to come in for 
some time after dark. The dressing-station of the 9th Brigade 
Bearer Company received wounded, who made their way back at 
various times throughout the night. There was no general move
ment of ambulance wagons or stretcher parties after dark. A 
report reached the Guards Field Hospital about 10 p.m. that a 
number of Highlanders had not been brought in, and that they 
wanted help. Surgeon-Lieutenant-Colonel Magill, with some men 
and an ambulance wagon, under Captain Healey, went out and 
found them under a culvert near the position occupied by the 
troops during the day. The work of bringing them to the field 
hospital was difficult, as it was very dark and no lights were allowed. 

Making a rough estimate of the position of the wounded at 
nightfall, it seems probable that there were about 200 in the two 
field hospitals, 30 in Rosmead village, 70 at the hut south of 
Rosmead, 60 at the reservoir, about 20 at. the dressing station of 
the 9th Brigade Bearer Company, and the remainder with their 
units at various points on, the field. 

Lord Methuen was in the Guards Brigade Field Hospital, and 
Colonel Northcott in the Divisional Field Hospital. 

November 29.-At dawn the troops that had not already done so 
began to cross the river by the dam at Rosmead, and later on by 
the drift to the east of the railway bridge. The 9th Brigade Field 
Hospital, which was free and ready to move, was sent forward at an 
early hour from Klokfontein; it followed the troops across the 
river and remained in readiness for any emergency should the 
enemy reappear. Four ambulance wagons and a party from the 
Guards Brigade Bearer Company were told off to stand fast on 
the south bank of the river until the ground in the vicinity of 
Modder River station was safely occupied. The further move
ments of the Division were at the time uncertain, and the imme-

32 
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diate object of the P.M.O. was to clear the field units of wounded 
and set them free to follow the troops. 

The 9th Brigade Bearer Company started at daylight to bring 
in the wounded from Rosmead and "the hut" to the field 
hospitals, and the Guards Brigade Bearer Company sent ambulance 
wagons and men to clear the wounded from the reservoir. The 
Rosmead cases were carried across the river at the dam by parties 
under the command of Lieutenant Fell, 9th Brigade Bearer Com
pany. This was a very risky and trying procedure, and no. doubt 
many of the wounded would have been much better left where 
they were and removed later to field hospitals at Modder River 
Station. But at the moment no one knew that the Division would 
halt, as it eventually did, for more than a week, and the method 
adopted for dealing with the seriously wounded was apparently the 
best open to the medical service in the situation as it existed. 

Meanwhile arrangements were made to provide trains to carry 
the wounded from the field hospitals to Orange River. All the 
available medical personnel was occupied in preparing the wounded 
and loading them on the trains. The first train, which ran in two 
sections, started about 1 p.m. It was made up of trucks, some of 
which were open and some partly covered. It ·carried four officers 
and 335 other ranks, sick and wounded. In the open trucks 
shelters were made with blankets and rifles; all water-bottles were 
filled, and milk and beef-tea provided for the journey. 

The transfer of the wounded from Rosmead and" the hut" to 
the site of the field hospitals was not completed until 3 p.m. Many 
of these were very serious cases which required careful handling. 
The adm.irable work done at the hut during the night by Lieu
tenants Crisp and J agger greatly lessened the time that lotherwise 
would have been· taken in evacuating these cases. By daylight 
all of them had been splinted and dressed in such a way that 
practically no re-dressings were necessary before they were placed 
in the train. 

The severe cases from the field hospitals were also kept back 
for the second train, which was not ready to start until after 
4 p.m. This train was made up of covered trucks. It was 
loaded with thirteen officers and eighty-four other ranks. As 
practically all of these were very severely wounded they were 
kept on stretchers, and there was great difficulty in loading 
the stretchers until a saw was urocured and suitable openings cut 
in the sides of the trucks; • Owing to the late start extra blankets 
were provided for each man. Three patients died on this train before 
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MODDER RIVER 
Nov. 28<1:> /899. 

SITUATION AT ABOUT 3 ,30 P.M. 

__ ttl' __ British __ !!l"""",_ Boers 

REPRODUCED FROM THE OFFICIAL HISTORY OF THE WAR IN SOUTH AFRICA, 1899·1902. 
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it reached Orange River about midnight. Particulars of the cases 
are not known, and it is not clear why they were entrained, as 
directions were given by the Principal Medical Officer that wounded 
unable to stand the journey were not to be sent. Two officers 
and three or four men whose condition was considered dangerous 
by those responsible for their care were retained by the field hos
pitals and subsequently brought across .the river. With these 
exceptions the whole of the wounded were ewacuated soon after 
4 p.m., and by. 5 p.m. -less than twenty-four hours after the 
cessation of fighting-the medical units were on their way to 
rejoin the troops on the northern bank of the river, having 
despatched during the course of the day 436 sick and wounded 

. to Orange River. Of the total wounded, 371 were included in 
.that number.l 

(To be continued.) 

• 

I See p. 421. 

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-18-04-05 on 1 A
pril 1912. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/

