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THE DOCTOR'S WAR, 1899-Hio2. 

By D.A.D.M.S. 

(Oontinued from p. 109). 

I was detailed to take a convoy of sick and wounded to Natal by train. 
It wasn't a hospital train, and I was supplied with certain medical and. 
surgical equipment to be used as required on the journey. I was given a 
regimental orderly to travel with me and look after this gear. To explain 
what follows, it is necessary to recall that the accounting for the equipment 
of a large hospital in war time 'was just as rigid as in peace. Consequently 
,every O.C. lived under the shadow of finding himself deficient of this or that 
when checking was due, and when he had to hand over his unit to some 
.other officer. Now, one way of being sure of not having" deficiencies" 
was to make sure you had " surpluses" in all the important things. The 
hospital I was now approaching with my convoy was a unit belonging to 

. the latter school of thought. On arrival at the station everything was 
ready to relieve me of my sickaud wounded and equipment. I was kindly 
invited to 'the mess and entertained. The time came for me to catch my 
train and return to Johannesburg. I found my regimental orderly waiting 
to see me. He said, "what about that there equipment we brought with 
us, sir, shouldn't we take it back?" 1 said: "Certainly we must take it 
back, 1 signed for it and I have to account for it, where is it?" 

" The Quartermaster took it off me at the train this morning, sir." 
"That's all right, let's go along to his' office and collect it, he can have 

;it sent down to the station." 
Wetrotted along to, the Q.M: s office and I put forward my request . 

. Q.M.: "I don't quite follow, what equipment is this?" 
Self: "The medical and surgical panniers I had in the train this 

morning." 
Q.M.: "I don't know anything about them:" 
Self: "~ut my orderly says you had them taken from the train and 

brought here with the sick convoy; I'll have him in." 
Orderly: "That's correct, sir, a Quartermaster-Serjeant of the 

R.A.M.C. took the 'stuff off me and sai~ it would be all right." 
Q.M.: "Did he give you a receipt? " 
Orderly: "No sir; I thought it wasn't necessary as we were leaving 

again in a few hours." 
Q.M.: "Ah, no receipt; but I'll ask the Quartermaster-Serjeant if he 

knows anything." 
Enter Quartermaster-S,erjeant who denies any knowledge of' any such 

,transaction. 
18 
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250 The Doctor's War, 1899-1902 

Time was pressing and I demanded to see the 0.0. All proceed to 
O.O.'s office. Am informed 0.0. is at present in conference with the 
Surgeon-General, the Principal Medical Officer of the Army. 

By some extraordinary means the rumour of our conflict seems to reach 
tbe O.C. who comes to the door. Incidentally my previous meeting with 
bim had not been propitious. That morning I had walked across a strip 
of grass in front of the Mess and had been pulled up by a loud bellow, 
"Come off that grass at once." Looking round I saw a fierce-looking 
Lieutenant-Colonel glowering at me. Now here he was again. 

O.C. : 11 What do you want? Don't you see I am talking to the 
P.M.O. here?" 

Self: "I only want my equipment or a receipt for it, your Quarter
master took it off the train this morning." 

O.C. (suddenly); "Come on in here." 
I, a Subaltern of one year's service, war in the presence of the P.M.O. 

of all South Africa. 
O.C.: "Tbis young officer here says I stole his medical stores off the 

train he brought a sick convoy in t,his morning, did ye ever hear' the like? " 
This was carrying things a bit far, but it also showed me the O.C. was 

the brains of this racket and the Quartermaster was only an agent. 
,Self: "I only want a receipt or the return of the equipment. I must 

account for it when I get back to my own unit." 
O.C. (turning to P.M.O.): "Sir, here is a young officer (he kept harping 

on "young ") who has lost all this equipment through his own gross care
lessness and slackness. Now he wants to put the loss on me. Did ye 
ever hear the like?" 

He finished most of his sentences with this interpretation. The P.M.O. 
did not appear to take a very serious view of the matter. He advised me 
to return to my unit and put in a report about the missing equipment. 
The surprising thing was that I should suddenly find myself, in my humble 
position, engaged in an altercation with a senior Lieutenant-Colonel in the 
presence of the Surgeon-General! 

I saluted and departed. The 0.0. came to the door and called out, 
"Next time you come put up for tbe night and dine with me in the 
lYless." 

Now was this an invitation or just a song of triumph? I never returned 
and I heard no more about the famous equipment. But I heard a lot 
about that hospital afterwards. Never did it suffer from shortage of 
anything. The patients were fed like fighting cocks. At that time one of 
the activities of the war was in sending out parties of mounted men to 
round up wandering flocks of sbeep from deserted brms. It was said that 
my "racketeering" O.C. would post an ou tlook to tell him when the parties 
were due. He would then ride out to meet the officer in charge of the 
expedition and lead him off to be entertained in the Mess. What did it 
matter if some of the fat sheep were "cut out" of the flock and turned 
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D.A.D.M.S. 251 

into the private hospital kraal? All in the day's work and all the better 
for the convalescent patients. "He that can depart from the strict letter 
of the Regulations and get away with it, he it is who will rise to high places 
and frame more regulations for those who come after him! " 

A great feature of our hospital was the organization of concerts. The' 
pavilion had a very good hall and could seat a goodly crowd. There was, 
plenty of talent in Johannesburg. Many residents were of semitic origin 
and had all the musical and artistic attributes of their race. I have a 
programme dated November 17, 1900, "Grand Promenade Concert" by 
kind permission of" Lieutenant·Colonel Somerville-Large, P.M,O." under 
the distinguished patronage of "The Field-Marshal Commander-in-Chief 
and the Military Governor" in aid of " The Widows' and Orphans' Fund, 
R,A.M.C. and other charities." The orchestra was forty strong under the
baton of Mr. David Foote and the principal artists included Miss Ethel 
Mann and Mr. Morgan. "Admission 2s. 6d.; Soldiers in Uniform Is.; 
Carriages 10 p.m." It seemed a bit early for Johannesburg, but then there 
was a war on and sllch a thing as the it pass" system for inhabitants. I 
believe it was at this very Concert that we had a distinguished visitor in _ 
General Baden-Powell the hero of Mafeking. He received a great 
reception. One of the performers played a banjo and sang a comic song. 
Half way through the second-half of the performance Baden-Powell got 
up to leave the hall; again he was cheered. But he wasn't going yet. 
He suddenly appeared on the stage. Seating himself on a chair 
he gave a splendid imitation of a man playing a banjo and to his 
own tum-tum accompaniment be sang a clever little parody of what the 
former singer had sung, all topical and made up on the spur of the moment. 
Evidently Baden-Powellwas versatile enough to shine on the stage if such 
had been his fate in life. 

Odd how certain circumstances stick in your memory. I recall 
a day of gloom in the hospital: two patients died suddenly. One man 
went into the operating theatre to have some teeth extracted, he died 
under the anoosthetic. Another man in one of my wards died from some 
form of heart attack. Both men were apparently in good, or fair, 
health and spirits in the morning and both were dead in a few hours. 
Such an event spreads round a hospital in no time, every patient knew 
about it in half an hour and all were immediately depressed. To the 
medical mind there seems to be no reason for this spirit of fear, but it is 
there and only the passage of time wipes it out. Many years afterwards I 
lay in bed slowly recovering from an abdominal operation., I was in the 
private ward of a large London hospital. Each patient occupied a cubicle. 
Everything that happened in the next cubicle was as clearly heard as if 
you could see exactly what was happening. The man died in the night 
behind the thin partition which separated us. He died painfully and 
noisily. It took me several days to get over that episode. Ever since then 
I have understood better what it means to hospital patients to lose, their 
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252 The Doctor's War, 1899-1902 

fellow in the next bed. The hospital Staff were well catered for in the 
way of games. We had cricket, tennis, hockey, and football, all in due 
season; but tennis on the hard courts could be played all the year round. 
Athletic sports were held in the Wanderers Grounds. 

A great meeting took place on October 13, 1900. The patrons included 
Surgeon-General Wilson, P.M.O. Army. Among the stewards I see the 
names of Majors J ennings, Pinches, and Osborne, Lieutenants Rime, 
Rutherford, Glennon, Drs. Parry-Edwards, Maxwell, and Pershouse. "Full 
military band of the Cheshire Regiment in attendance." "Charity sports 
in aid of the widows and orphans of the R.A.M.C."· I imagine No. 6 
G~neral Hospital must have raised a considerable sum of money for 
charities. There was rather a regrettable occurrence after the sports. 
Certain officials dined at the club and returned to the camp about--what
ever time it was on a beautiful moonlit night. The hurdles were still in 
position and a 120 yards race over the sticks was organized. One officer 
jumped short and came a severe cropper on his face. Next morning he 
had two wonderful black eyes. 

A routine hospital life in war time is very dull. Also it leads to 
nothing. No decorations are given to the M.O. who plods his way round 
his wards day in day out. One does enough of that sort of thing in peace 
time. Again I asked to be sent into the Field where the war, such as it 
was, went on-and on. It had now become an economic struggle like 
a much bigger war that came fourteen years later. The Boer forces 
were split up into commandos; bodies of mounted men averaging some 
hundreds strong. They lived in the country-their own country-and 
when the leaders thought it advisable, tMese scat.tered forces would come 
together to form a considerable force and attack some British column or 
garrison. So British troops were also split into small forces, called 
·columns, working certain parts of the country endeavouring to round up 
the Boer forces. 

I left Johannesburg to join a force commanded by Colonel Eustace 
Knox. Cavalry, infantry, guns, supply, and a section of a Field 
Ambulance. With a Major R.A.M.C. I made up the Medical Staff. 
The idea was to make a great sweep across country from a place called 
'Springs, near Johannesburg, to Dundee in Natal. A line of columns 
moved off East. We were supposed to keep in touch with each other 
and so sweep all the. Boer forces in the Eastern Transvaal before us, 

. forcing them away from their happy hunting grounds and finally bringing 
them to subjection and surrender. But in such a scheme of drives 
there are many loopholes for the hunted. The nature of the country 
necessitated gaps widening out between columns where Boer com
mandos could slip through and at once become a thorn in the flesh of 
our lines of communication. My method of joining my particular 
·column was to take train to Standerton and strike North to pick up the 
.column sweeping west. Usually at night the columns were in touch 
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with each other, th~t is to say one could see the twinkling camp fires of 
your opposite number, there being of course no continuous line keeping 
touch, as one thinks of defensive lines in the Great War. I think Knox's 
column was No. 2 from the railway. Having joined No. 1 I waited a 
suitable opportunity to get onto my No. 2. Naturally I was attached to 
the Medical Unit of No. 1, an Indian staffed Field Hospital, commanded by 
a Major of the R.A.M.C. called Donegan. A great man was Major 
Donegan. I believe he was at that time single-banded,. and the arrival of 
a Lieutenant R.A.M.C. was not unwelcome. He was very kind to me and 
made me most comfortable. I was completely overwhelmed by the luxury 
of tbe Mess. We sat down each night to a formal dinner cooked and 
served by Indian servants, even menu cards were ~n the table! There was 
a dinner party every night. 'l'bis was delightful, but an idea developed in 
my brain tbat the charming O.C. was strangely vague concerning any 
arrangement for sending me on to join my appointed unit. It was flatter
ing to think I was such a welcome guest. A few tentative inquiries to 
the O.C. produced pessimistic accounts of young officers who had attempted 
to pass over the No Mans Land, separating us from No, 2 Column; one 
could get lost, captured, perhaps shot as a spy! "Much better stay 
where you are, my boy." Being possessed of a military conscience in those 
days I was uneasy; thought of such things as " Failing to obey an order," 
and finally approacbed a Staff Officer who appeared fully to understand my 
predicament. He laughed heartily at the gruesome tales of Major D. and 
arranged to pass me on the next day .. When I broke the sad news to my 
temporary O.C. he also laughed loudly and telling me I was a fool to leave 
a happy home when I had one, bore me no malice for acting on my own 
initiative. A day or two later we actually sighted No. 2 Column and I 
pushed off to join up. Again I found myself as second-in-command, and 
the whole Staff to be one R.A.M.C Major. We had a section of a Field 
Hospital with horsed ambulances and Indian tongas for use with the cavalry. 
Strangely enough the S.M.O. of the column was a Major Phipps who was 
M.O. to the 10th Hussars. It was common enough in South Africa to find 
quite senior officers attached to Units. (The late Sir Harry Thompson was 
M.O. to the 16th Lancers asa Major for most of the Boer War. After the 
first few months in the .Great War I think it would not be possil;Jle to find 
a Major R.A.M.C. doing regimental duties, though I do remember one 
Major doing such work in the 6th Division in Flanders as late as early 
1915.) 

I followed the fortunes of Gen:eral Eustace Knox and his merry men for 
many months. We seemed to have a routine performance. Collect at Springs 
near Johannesburg and sweep away west to the Swaziland Border and 
then south into North Natal ending up at Dundee. Each time we passed 
through the towns of Bethel, Ermelo and Piet Reteif. It was all marching~ 
rid~ng. trekking every day but little actual fighting. Once we caught a 
Boer convoy. The Boer men rode away to safety leaving wagons with 
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254 The Doctor's War, 1899-1902 

women and children in them. Each wagon was a tr~velling home, con
taining beds, cooking utensils and general household goods. It seemed a 
strange fighting unit. The women sat in the wagons looking sullen and 
resentful; we thought it strange the men should ride away and leave the 
women to their fate, to fall into the hands of an enemy. Such an odd 
war! A strange confidence that you were prepared to trust your enemy to 
look after your women and children? Or was it love of country and 
freedom came before love of wife and child? Impossible to analyse, but 

, there we were with a lot of wagons filled with women and children. As 
far as I remember we took them into Standerton. I know I used to ride 
along the wagons offering bottles of milk to the mothers. At first my gifts 
were refused, but in a few days they were accepted. Poor things! I was 
,go sorry for them. 

Several times we had long range scraps with Boer commandos. A 
certain amount of shelling from our guns and a sort of running fight. In 
one of these little actions a trooper was shot through the stomach. Your 
one chance in those days was starvation. I put the wounded trooper on 
his back on a stretcher in an ambulance. I fed him on sips of water and 
nothing else. Each day I rode ahead of the ambulance to pick the easiest 
going. Each night we lifted him down on his stretcher and put him in a 
tent. I kept him pretty well under morphia. I got him into hospital at 
Standerton after four days' trekking. He made a complete recovery. 

The Boer Intelligence Service acted on the principle of direct informa
tion. If we were hunting a commando that very commando would detach 
a few men whose duty it was to accompany us wherever we went. They 
<1idn't actually join our troops, but they did the next best thing. They 
just kept in touch with us all the time. As a rule they watched us getting 
ready to march off each morning, waited until we were nicely on the move 
and then started some long range sniping. The rearguard took up the 
challenge and replied. As the column moved away and the rearguard fell 
back, brother Boer followed up. This would go on for an hour or so and 
then fizzle out. Having located our position, direction and rate of progress, 
I have no doubt Piet van Zyl would go off at a steady" tripple" on his 
pony and report to the Commandant of the Ermelo Commando exactly 
where we were and just what we were doing. Some of this sort of fighting 
was comic in its way. One day I heard a field gun in action and went to 
.. look-see." Bang went the gun and one saw the shell burst-silence
then" tik tok " went the Mauser rifle. One sniper versus one gun! It 
was a primitive war. One of our gentlemen friends following us about had 
an elephant gun that made a very loud report and fired a large slug. 

The time came when we had to do the unpleasant job of evicting families 
from their farms and burning the houses. Very unpleasant. I suppose it 
had to be done as each farm naturally acted as a depot for the scattered 
Boer forces. But I can still see the people being helped into the long half
<lovered wagons by our men, who as ever behaved as if they were just helping 
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a neighbour to shift bouse in Brixton, full of little kindnesses, balf chaffing 
and half pathetic about it themselves, packing in the beds and the chair 
for the old grandmother, doing what they could to be pleasant. What bit 
me most was to notice that each of these isolated farms had their own 

. private graveyards; a few stones under a tree to mark where the original 
heads of the family were buried, the men who made the farms. built the 
houses, laid the foundations of the family, and so on, down to the present 
family in occupation. All that hard-fought-for stability gained after years 
of struggle to go up in smoke and destruction because it was a time of war. 
The families were moved to concentration camps, housed in tents and fed 
by the British Authorities. I never saw a concentration camp so I cannot 
speak about them. I do know they are responsible for a great deal of 
bitterness in South Africa lasting to the present day. . But when the British 
found women and children in wagon convoys wandering on the veldt as I 
have described, what else could they do? 

Our progress through the country was very deliberate; an early start 
each morning and march during the day. Outspan and settle into camp 
about 4 p.m. Compared with my arduous times with Nesbitt's Horse this 
was a picnic. J?eing part of the Transport, we never 'moved till the sun 
was up, unless I was detailed to go out with the tongas as medical 
assistance to some cavalry squadrons carrying out a surprise raid on a farm 
said to be harbouring Boers. A part of our column consisted of mounted 
Cape boys, coloured people from the Cape colony originally called 
" bastaards " (a tribe name, not a term of reproach) who formed an intelli
gence squad under the command of an officer in the Army Veterinary 
Corps. Why that particular Corps I never knew, but I believe his 
commando was most useful in getting information from natives and others 

. as to Boer movements. The Cape boys were brave fellows to undertake 
this work; if captured by the, Boers they were shot as spies and could 
expect no mercy under any circumstances. 

Another luxury I experienced was having a tent to sleep in at night, 
with my valise, a camp chair, and a soap box or two; this was home life 
compared with my past soldiering. On the wbole we fed very well, the 
C.O. saw to that. We carried our own hen coop on a cart, kept it well 
stocked, and had our own eggs for breakfast. Driving east steadily we 
came to the Swaziland border. Native warriors came to meet us. Fine 
picturesque fellows, big muscular men in magnificent training, they would 
trot along with our mounted men for miles at an easy loping gait. They 
carried their oval hide-covered shields and broad bladed spears. I didn't 
see any rifles, but I understood the Swazis could turn out a considerable 
armed force. Like the Basuto they remain a native state under the 
protection of tbe British Crown and have HO love for the Dutchman of 
South Africa. Up to the present day they have the greatest confidence in 
the word of the King of England, handed down to them from the days of 
the great Queen Victoria, in whose person all the native races in the 
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Empire saw their friend and protector. We heard from the Swazis that a 
Boer commando had penetrated into their country, there was some fighting 
and the commando rode away. I visited a Swazi village composed of a 
collection of bee-hive shaped huts. The entrance was very low and small, 
one crawled into a hut on all fours, but once inside I was surprised at the 
extreme cleanliness of the interior. The floors are made of ant-heap earth, 
that is to say the fine sandy soil thrown up by the ant bear as he burrows 
into the ground. This soil mixed with bullocks' blood and laid down in a 
smooth surface is like a hard lawn tennis court in composition, in fact, 
such courts are commonly used and played on in South Africa. There is 
no furniture beyond a stool or two made of wood and animal skins, but the 
kaross, or soft rug of many furry skins stitched together, forms the sitting 
accommodation. Milk in a gourd is offered as hospitality. A cheerful 
people, easily amused, prone to laugh at anything, probably easily roused 
to make savage warfare for the protection of their country. 

(To be continued.) 

• 
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