
102 

THE DOCTOR'S WAR, 1899-1902 . 
.By D.A.D.M.8. 

(Oontintled from p. 327, vol. lxiv.) 

On June 4, we went on . with the Army· marching to Pretoria. 
This was to be the end of the war, surrender of the Capital City of the 
Transvaal, capitulation, peace terms and back to England! Perhaps it 
was an omen of what was to happen in 1901 'and 1902, the long drawn out 
prolongation of a tedious war, that Nesbitt's Horse should suddenly receive 
orders to turn about and go back to Johannesburg. But so it was, and just 
as the first guns were heard opening on the forts of Pretoria we wheeled 
away from the marching Army and went " walk march" back the way we 
had advanced. Gloom descended upon us, this was hard! We were to 
miss the triumphant entry into Pretoria and all the pomp and ceremony of 
the victors. But as it happened we didn't miss much. The Army 
accepted the surrender of Pretoria all right, but where was President 
Kruger? Where was the Boer Army? Both had slipped away and left 
us a small town. It was only a dorp in those days, a collection of tin-roofed 
bungalows, a town hall and a barracks lately occupied by theStaats 
Artillerie, the Corps D'Elite of the Boer Army. True Mrs. Kruger was 
there and also Mrs. Botha, but the President had entrained for Waterval 
Boven en rOttte for Lydenburg, and Botha withdrew his troops to the East 
and North having notified Lord Roberts that" he did not. intend to defend 
the town and trusted the women and children and property would be 
protected." If there was any glory going we missed it all. 

As dark was falling we found ourselves leading our horses down the road 
towards the twinkling lights of Johannesburg. I was walking ahead with 
the C.O. A man on a bicycle passed ue, got off his machine and spoke to 
us as we came up. He was an ordinary looking civilian, middle sized, with a 
small clipped beard, well enough dressed, and spoke English with a distinctly 

~ cockney accent. He said we would soon be passing his house and if he 
could help us in any way he would be very pleased. Nesbitt said he 
intended to camp now and not press on into the town, it was too late and 
he didn't want to arrive in the dark. The civilian said there was a 
good camping site near the road and proved quite helpful in leading us to 
a satisfactory camping site. He then expressed a wish that the O.C. and 
myself should come to his house to dine and sleep. Nesbitt excused 
himself as he had some dispatches to write and send into the town. 
However he st,rongly adviSed me to take advantage of a chance of a good 
meal and a comfortable bed. The house was within half a. mile of the 
camp and I could easily be sent for if I should be wanted. Not at all loath 
to have a chance of a night under a hospitable roof, I was quite agreeable, 
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and fixing up some little matters with my Corporal I walked off with my. 
civilian friend. The house proved to be the usual colonial bungalow type, 
with a deep stoep or verandah approached by a flight of steps. My host 
rang a bell and the door was opened by SJ youngish woman. At sight of us 
standing there she gave a sort of scream and clapped her hand over her 
mouth, looking at us with distinctly frightened eyes. At once the man 
intervened. "It's all right Plo, this is one of the officers from the British 
Camp." At the same time he .said words of introduction intimating that 
this was his wife. The lady of the house calmed down at once and gave 
me a welcome; at the same time I realized she had been considerably 
alarmed and I was rather at a loss to understand what it was all about. 
I was ushered into a bedroom and provided with hot water, soap and towels. 
The man kept fussing in and out to see I had everything I wanted. I had 
brought with me a haversack containing a few odds and ends for a night's 
stay and I was soon cleaned up and presentable. In the lounge I was given 
a whisky and soda and cigarettes. Here the lady joined us. She was 
more composed now and chattered about the war and how the Boers had 
behaved to them since hostilities had commenced. Her talk was all pro
British but struck me as rather strained. The husband took no part in 
this conversation and I began to gather he had been away somewhere 
lately, or rather had only been paying flying visits to his home during the 
last six or eight months. Soon we went in to dinner, quite a good meal 
and waited upon by a native boy. The man was pretty pressing with the 
drinks, I noticed he took a good strong tot of whisky each tim~ he filled up 
his glass. All the time I had a feeling there was something odd about this 
menage. The more we talked the more I realized the woman was entirely 
British in origin and feelings; there was a sort of undercurrent of strain 
about the war, outspoken remarks from the WOman would be countered 
by the man saying something rather in praise of Boer methods of fighting 
and somewhat derogatory of British tactics. This didn't affect me much 
as I was quite accustomed to hearing the usual criticisms on British 
Generals applicable to all wars in which Britain has been engaged. After 
dinner we returned to the lounge. The wife soon left us and my host 
settled down to the whisky. I made.a pretence of keeping him in counte
nance but I made no attempt to keep up with his powers of suction. His 
tongue began to wag now. I let him talk and soon I began to understand 
things. He let slip enough to convince me he had been fighting against 
us. He talked wildly of how badly our soldiers shot in comparison with 
the Boers and almost got to particulars of how he himself picked off 
Britishers at incredible ranges. I was coming round to the view that I 
would be much safer in camp than under the roof of this undesirable person. 
The wife returned and made every effort to shut him up. She spoke again of 
the trying time they had had with the Boers in arrogant mood and how their . 
horses and Cape carts had been commandeered because they were British. 
She expressed great delight at the departure of the Boers and confidently 
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104 The Doctor's War, 1899-1902 

. expected a speedy ending to the war and the return of peace and 
tranquility under British rule. Then she said openly her husband had 
been called up as a Transvaal burgher and forced to go on commando. 
So here it was. She was dreadfully anxious they should not be treated 
as enemy folk and obviously my arrival that night had frightened her 
into believing I was there to arrest her husband and haul him away to 
a prison camp, or have him court martialled and shot as a renegade 
Englishman fighting against his country. By this time the man was 
distinctly drunk. I was sorry for the poor little wife, so instead of 
saying a stern good night and going back to camp I stayed where I was 
and slept the sleep of the just. I did wedge a chair under the lock, of 
the door in case the man became commando-spirited during the night 
and came in to shoot me up. Next morning at breakfast all was well. 
The woman was still anxious and the man was inclined to be subservient 
and fawning. All his whisky truculence had vanished. Then came the 
moment he had been working for. Before I left he asked me to sign a 
paper to say I, a British officer, had spent a night as his guest and had 
been treated with kindness and hospitality. I felt inclined to tell him to 
go to the place where there is a spot kept for all renegades, but I knew his 
wife was a loyal little soul and would suffer if I made trouble for them. 
Anyhow I had nothing to go upon~ Many Britishers who remained in the 
Transvaal when war was declared were made to ioin Boer commaudos, 
though mostly they were used in medical or supply units. It isn't easy 
for married people without considerable capital to suddenly up sticks and 
ieave their home and business and make a living elsew~ere. I signed the 
paper and went away. Often I have wondered did I take the right course? 
I don't suppose my statement would he much good to him if he was 
found to have fought against us for private reasons. At the back of my 
head I have always felt he was a wrong 'un of some sort. When he was 
drunk he talked like a man of little principle who would take up arms 
against his dearest friends if it paid him better. I am of firm opinion he 
was a born Britisher living in the Transvaal, who had worked it out for 
himself that the Boers would triumph and he would be in on the winning 
side, so he thought it good enough to go out and shoot British soldiers. 
A1!the same time he may have had some deep. grievance against the country 
of his birth and been glad to get a chance of fighting against his country. 
I dOLl,'t know. I may be all wrong. I never heard anything more and 
having signed that paper I said nothing to anyone. 

Tha.t same day we pushed on to Johannesburg and entrained for the Free 
State. We were accommodated in coal wagons still full of coal dust. We 
didn't fin~ it out until we woke up next morning in our valises on the 

,floor of tb\e coal trucks and found each fellow with a face like a Christy 
minstrel. ~oon we discQvered why we had been, snatched away from the 
victorious advance. The game of De Wet hunting had come into season. 
That resourceful warrior had gathered his scattered commandos and 
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started an offensive in the Free State. The long long line of 
communications from Capetown to Pretoria was his playground and each 
isolated little railway station garrison his objective. Also any convoys or 
small bodies of our troops on the move up and down the line were fair 
game and he mopped them up in turn. So troops had to be hurriedly 
collected to act as' flying columns to chase De Wet away from our com
munications and, if possible, round him up. Our first experience of the 
elusive Boer leader was not encouraging. SOIDe time in the middle of the 
night ·we found ourselves detraining at a place called Roodival. It was a 
lurid sight. There was the smoking remains of a mass of rail way trucks, 
a great litter of burnt paper from mail bags, twisted metal work, ruins of a 
station and that was about all. A garrison of some 200 troops had been 
overwhelmed by De Wet and captured. It didn't seem that we could do 
very much. After a time we joined up with some M.l. and went south 
down the line into camp. At crack of dawn.we were roused up and started 
back the way we had come. De Wet was said to be heading back to 
Roodival again. We found all quiet at that stricken spot. Firing down 
the line started us south once more to find De Wet had lured us away from 
our baggage convoy and he had endeavoured to send it up in flames. 
However he moved away as our harassed force came cantering back 'to 
the rescue. 

For the next month I can give no details of our movements. All I 
remember is continuous riding, walking, camping, and so on in perpetuity. 
At times we were very hungry; we seldom seemed to be in touch with our 
supply wagons. I think we more or less lived off the country, such as it 
was. A sheep or two here, a trek ox, a few chickens, a pig or so, eggs of 
all sorts, some from Kaffir kraals, some from farmhouses. In point of 
fact we were a thorough lot of brigands. Often one dreamed of food. A 
large and juicy steak was my fancy. Once moving rapidly and feeling 
particularly peckish we of the high-sounding Headquarter Mess found 
a stray goat. Wehad little time to devote to culinary arts, so we removed the 

. goat's liver, more or less roasted it on a fire of sticks, devoured the plum
coloured confection as best we could and rode away. I don't know why we 
selected the liver. As far as medical science was concerned I don't think 
I functioned at all. Though we were engaged in a scrap of sorts fairly 
frequently we never seemed to get anyone wounded. Ever since I have been 
convinced that the Boers bad very small losses in this protracted guerrilla 
type of warfare. So much fighting was done at long range rifle fire 
casualties were small. Sometimes we bumped into a Boer commando with 
a gun or two. Then we generally found it was a Cruesot gun quite out
ranging our field guns (when we were with a column having artillery) and 
the usual result was that the Boer gun would, as it were, hold us off like a 
boxer with a long reach until such time as' the commando elected to get 
right away. Atone time we joined up with some Canadian mounted men. I 
foregathered with the M.O. who turned out to be a fellow student with me 
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in Trinity College, Dublin. For a time we medicos shared a hut on the 
railway when our column was halted. The Canadian M.O.'s soldier servant 
was a great character. The first morning we woke up in the hut in came 
the servant with a bucket of water. He shook the sleeping M.O. and said: 
" Here, Doc. get up and wash, you've got a high water mark behind your ears 
right now." For nays we rode tbrough blustering sand storms, one's eyes 
were constantly inflamed and in the end I developed some sort of violent 
inflammation in my left eye. All the side of my face got red and swollen 
and a fellow 1\[0. told me I had erysipelas and must go into hospital at 
Johannesburg. I was sent in by train. Waiting at some station a very 
senior Staff Medical Officer came up to me. Seeing I had the side of my 
face bound up in cotton-wool and bandage he quite eagerly asked me how 
I got wounded? When I meekly replied I wasn't wounded but had 
eryRipelas he said" Oh" in a very disappointed voice and turned. idly away. 
I often wonder why he wanted me to be wounded. Some sort of reflected 
glory on the Corps I expect. 

On arrival at Jbhannesburg I was admitted to a hospital established in all 
hotel. The O.C. was a Major H..A.M.C. but most of the staff were Johannes
burg doctors. It was all very com~ortable. I shared a room with an infantry 
captain. He was a Territorial and in civilian life a solicitor. The war of 
" Boots, Boots, Boots, moving up and down again" had finished his feet; 
instead of bracing up the arches by continual exercise, his supports had 
drooped away and left him extremely flat-footed. I cannot say this state of 
affairs worried him at all. He was very candid on the subject of the war 
and had made up his mind to return to England, home and beauty at the 
earliest opportunity. Being a man full of jests and jokes he proved to be 
a most amiable companion and kept us all amused. 

'l'hings were done in a grand way in Johannesburg and our hospital 
was well supplied with all luxuries. Champagne was ordered with a lavish 
band, and to my surprise I found myself supplied with a nice half bottle 
for my daily lunch. My companion had apparently passed the preliminary 
stage of special petting and he thought out many ingenious ways of inviting 
sufficient sympathy to get back on the champagne diet. Finally he decided 
on having attacks of going "all queer and faint" and ringing urgently 
for the nurse to come to his assistance. Then a few tactful remarks to 
our kindly M.O. led up to a renewal of a more sustaining diet. My wretched 
eye gave a lot of trouble; it turned out to be a septic condition of the eye
lashes, each hair root developing a little abscess on its own, only curable 
by removal of each individual hair. Even then the general condition 
didn't improve until Dr. Murray put me on ichthybl applications. Then 
the whole trouble cleared up very rapidly. 

Dr. Murray was a leading Johannesburg medical man, and his wife, Mrs. 
Murray, acted as Matron to the hospital. They were both very charming 
people and most kind to all the patients. In fact their private house was 
open to any convalescent officer from the hospital who cared to drop in for 
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a meal. It was said that Mrs. Murray played a prominent part in con
cealing arms after the collapse of the .Tameson Raid. It will be remem
bered that a rising in . .T ohannesburg was to coincide with the dash over the 
Border by Dr. Jameson and his men. Of course as everyone knows, the 
attempt failed. The repercussion was the hunt for arms in Johannesburg 
by the Transvaal authorities, and imprisonment and heavy fines for those 
found to be implicated in the rising. Now the Transvaal was British, 
people could talk. Mrs. Murray was the heroine of a frustrated attempt 
to find arms in Dr. Murray's house. 'l'he day the house was searched 
Mrs. Murray was not at all well, in fact, she was confined to her bed with 
an attack of threatened appendix trouble. The searchers insisted on 
coming into her room and examining wardrobes, chests of drawers, etc., 
for hidden rifles or revolvers. Mrs. Murray from the bed told them what 
she thought of them in no measured terms, hurriedly they finished their 
unwelcome task and left the house. It is said that the lady rose almost 
as hurriedly from her uncomfortable bed. It isn't pleasant to recline on a 
mattress stuffed with rifles! Such was the story, and I have no doubt that, 
like the rifles, there was a firm substratum of truth in the yarn. 

Soon I was able to be up and about. I found the hospital a veritable 
home from home. I didn't want to leave too soon but felt it was time to 
go. I noticed some officers in the hospital looked like permanencies. Had 
their visiting cards stuck on their doors and seemed to use the place as if it 
was still an hotel (without a weekly bill) and not a hospital. The medical 
staff was very kind and the war was yet young, so why shouldn't they 
have a rest? Poor chaps, many of them had weary years to go before 
peace came again. I was in due course discharged and returned to my unit. 
Strangely enough I found them in Johannesburg. They had come in for a 
refit andl rather think for a chance to gather recruits. I soon found my 
duties were practically nil under these conditions, and in a burst of youthful 
enthusiasm I attached myself to the General Hospital established in the' 
Wanderers Grounds, so called because the whole formed a playing centre 
having football, cricket grounds, and lawn tennis courts. A pavilion was 
half built; it was used for wards and, offices, the rest of the hospital being 
under hospital marquees in the grounds. There was no grass, the football 
and cricket were played on hard dusty surfaces, and of course the tennis 
courts were also hard. Rugby football was, and is now, very popular in 
Johannesburg (as well we know from such visiting teams as the It Spring
boks" of 1906 down to 1932) and all played on hard groundsin the Transvaal 
in those days. I have heard it said that members of those early teams were 
capable of taking any risks in the way' of flying tackles and jumping 
opponents because they thought playing on our soft English grounds was 
just ajolly sort of lark for them. The only greenery I can remember in 
the Wanderers was the collection of blue gum trees dotted about the 
place. Needless to say, r was soori permanently attached to the hospital. 
As farasI know sonieon'e in the high places decided Nesbitt's Horse could 
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do without a permanent M.O .• so ended my v~ry interesting and pleasant 
connexion with a Colonial fighting unit. I was sorry to leave them, but 
glad to get back to medical work on a more extended scale again. 

The hospital was commanded by Colonel Somerville Large, a tall 
handsome man with an imposing presence. The Staff included Major 
Osborne, Major Richard Jennings as Secretary or Registrar, Lieutenant 
Rime, Lieutenant Rutherford and Civil Surgeons (as they were called in 
those days) Owen, Parry-Evans, Maxwell, Shea, and others whose names 
I do not remember. I know we were a very cheerful company. We 
messed in a long hut which I imagine was the sports pavilion to be 
replaced by the more imposing building I 'have mentioned as partly com
pleted. We lived in tents near the tennis courts under' the blue gum 
trees. 

Johannesburg has· a wonderful climate. Hot sunny days and cool 
nights in the summer, warm days and cold frosty nights in winter. The 
air is sparkling and invigorating. The· only drawback in those days was 
the thick dust blowing off the great mounds of earth thrown up by the mine 
workings. V\Then we had a real dust storm the air was as thick and yellow 
as a " London particular." One had to shut down everything and wait till 
it was over. One curious thing was that mosquitoes were always present 
in the buildings, but were never found in our tents under the blue gums. 
Is this so in Australia where the blue gum is common? The town was 
occupied by many of the civilian inhabitants,though many who had left 

'before war was declared were still absent. Shops were open, the clubs 
flourished, at least two hotels were busy, but in many ways it was a dead 
city. Few, if any. of the mines were then working, and all administration 
was under the military. I think all officers were made honorary members 
of the two clubs, the Rand being the oldest and most important, and the 
New Club a larger house more frequented by the young bloods. 

Drinks were at top war prices. I received a fearful shock on 
discovering beer was 5s. a bottle. I had ordered four bottles for some 
thirsty friends and wilted at getting no change from a golden sovereign. 
Johannesburg was an expensive place in 1900. Money was easily earned 
and easily spent. I was assured by an acquaintance in the Club that £100 
a month was the least sum a self-respecting bachelor could possibly live 
on. As my pay as a Lieutenant, R.A.M.C., was somewhere in the region 
of lls. 7d. per day, it seemed fantastic in my circumstances .. I was 
also told a doctor to a mine would be paid £100 a month and he might 
easily have two or three mines under his charge. Why didn't I le.ave the 
Service and becoine a mine doctor? The answer is a la Kipling, "There's 
no discharge in the war." When I was in South Africa in 1932 I was 
told Johannesburg was one of the cheapest places in the Union for a single 
man; good accommodation could be found in private hotels and boarding 
houses for £8 a month. At the time I write about £1 a day was a moderate 
wage for unskilled work. In our mess we played poker, shilling rises and 
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a five bob limit. One night we dined a guest, a Johannesburg man. After 
dinner we sat down to play poker. We forgot to mention our small points. 
The guest picked up his cards in the approved poker fashion, just showing 
the side pips in a closely folded fan. I made it a shilling to come in. He· 
looked up at the ceiling and murmured five pounds. We all put our cards 
down and carefully explained he could only make it two shillings.· When 
he had grasped the stakes he sighed deeply and put down four kings. In 
a small voice, he said, " I think I could have cleaned up four figures at the 
club on that hand." We sympathized and ordered him a drink. The 
Commander-in-Chief, Lord Roberts, inspected our hospital. All officers 
were drawn up to receive him. He shook hands with us and had a few 
kind words to say to each officer. One of our Lieutenants was extremely 
youthful looking. " Bobs" expressed surprise that one so young should 
be a doctor, and asked him how old he was. The said officer was shy; he 
blushed and replied, "Twenty-three, sir," as if it was something to be 
ashamed of. "Bobs" said, " Well, you don't look it, my boy!" What a 
personality the great little man possessed, and how kindly his manner. 
His final passing in Flanders fourteen years later to the sound of the guns 
of the Great War has a poignant memory. 

(To be continued.) 
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