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PUBLISHER’S PREFACE 
The following are the collected memoirs of Major John MacBride on 

his service as soldier and later acting commander of the Irish 

Transvaal Brigade that served as a foreign commando unit loyal to 

the South African Republic during the Second Boer War from October 

1899 to its disbandment in September 1900. The PDF features two 

memoirs, a more general account dating from a 1904 lecture, the 

second a serialised and more detailed account of the Brigade and its 

engagements through the conflict published sporadically in the 

Freeman’s Journal and Dublin Evening Telegraph from 1906 to 1907. 

We hope that in publishing these memoirs, we may give some small 

contribution to the preservation of the memory of the brave men who 

served in the Irish Brigade and of arguably one of Ireland’s greatest 

men of action in MacBride. 
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LECTURE ON THE IRISH 

BRIGADE 

I. 
From the day the greatest gold field in the world was found to 

crown the desolate Witwatersrand, the Transvaal was marked out for 

destruction by the English. Had Cecil Rhodes never existed – had Joe 

Chamberlain never deserted his republican principles – yet we who 

know England knew well that she would never allow a rich country 

to exist in proximity to her possessions while that country was weak. 

That many of the Boers thought otherwise I know well. But the 

majority of them, like ourselves, were shrewd enough – at least, after 

the Jameson Raid – to see that a conflict with the English was 

inevitable, and to prepare themselves for it. To those who have lived 

in South Africa and to those who know England it would be 

superfluous to describe by what means the conflict was precipitated. 

England always slanders those whom she wishes to destroy. She 

prepared for her assault on the Transvaal by slandering its people. 

According to her they were barbarous, swindling, lazy, ignorant 

fellows who hated cleanliness and progress. 

They were bigots persecuting those who differed from them in 

religion, tyrants oppressing the unhappy Uitlanders, who lived like 

dogs beneath the iron rule of a sordid and soulless oligarchy. They 

were cowards who at the first sound of an English cannon would 

throw down their arms and whine for a mercy they did not deserve. 

How true these charges were the world knows now. The best of the 

Uitlanders whom generous England wished to deliver from high 

wages and short hours of labour shouldered their guns for the Boers. 

The worst of the Uitlanders took refuge in the coast towns and refused 

to fight for England. That the French – the most liberty-loving people 

on Earth – the Germans, the Scandinavians, Americans and other 

Uitlanders – should have formed corps for the defence of the 

Transvaal is sufficient proof to any man whose understanding is not 

clouded over by Anglo-Saxonism that they were not oppressed. So far 
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from their business being oppressed, in no country in the world had 

the workingman as good a time as in the Transvaal. But the motives 

which induced the Irish Uitlanders to band themselves in the defence 

of the South African Republic differed in some respects from those of 

the Uitlanders of other nationalities. England was the country 

menacing the Transvaal. England was the country that tyrannised 

over Ireland. When we know war to be inevitable, when the English 

women were trampling down their own women and children in their 

haste to run away, I gathered the Irishmen of the Rand and 

representatives of the Pretoria Irish in Johannesburg, and we resolved 

to offer our services to the Government. The offer was promptly 

accepted, and then we issued the manifesto which so much irritated 

the English in South Africa. 

RECRUITING FOR THE BRIGADE. 

We had no difficulty in finding recruits for the Irish Brigade. We 

even found it impossible to refuse the offers of service made to us by 

some few brave boys who had nothing in common with Ireland except 

a regard for the old land and a deadly hate of the English. Several 

Irish-Americans were with us, and some few Americans who never 

seen our country, neither they nor their fathers. Among the latter was 

Captain MacCallum, than whom a better and more loyal comrade 

never existed. But, of course, the bulk of the men were of pure Irish 

blood – stalwart lads from the mines and young business men who 

even in that far land had never forgotten the old sod. 

Col. Blake at my suggestion was elected to the chief command. 

Mr. Menton and myself were appointed Majors, and numerous others 

were given commissions. It was a proud day, the 6th of October, when 

the Irish Brigade marched through the streets of Johannesburg, with 

their Martini-Henrys and Mausers on their shoulders, the green flag 

flying over our heads and hope of a long due vengeance burning in our 

hearts. The burghers turned out in the streets to cheer us as we passed 

and the battalioned Uitlanders gave us a superb send-off. It was a fine, 

sturdy, well-built lot of men that paraded that day on the way to the 

train, and I could not help wishing as we marched through the 

cheering crowds that we were going out that day to fight, not only 
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against the English, but in Ireland for Ireland. A couple of days we 

stopped at Sandspruit, and then proceeded to Volksrust, where we 

formed up, waiting for the order to advance. General Joubert there 

addressed us, complimented the men on their fine military appearance, 

and we spent the remainder of the time in working ourselves into 

shape for the coming fray. Many of the men had never previously 

ridden a horse or patted the trigger of a riffle – yet in a few weeks 

these men were all good horsemen and good shots. Military experts 

very commonly hold the opinion that the making of a soldier is a thing 

requiring years of training, but so far at least, as Irishmen are 

concerned, that belief is unfounded. 

PULLING DOWN THE UNION JACK. 

The first duty of a soldier is said to be to obey, but I am afraid I 

violated that duty at the start of the war, and I am not sorry for having 

done so. When at length the weary wait was over and we got the order 

to advance into English territory, the Brigade was beside itself with 

joy. As it marched across the border, with the Irish flag proudly 

waving in the breeze in the van of the Boer army, the cheers echoed 

and re-echoed round Majuba and through Laing’s Nek. I had received 

orders to halt at Majuba but somehow or other the order was 

forgotten in the excitement. The English were fleeing before us and 

leaving their commissariat waggons behind, the Brigade pressed on 

through the Nek right up to Newcastle, which the panic-stricken 

enemy abandoned without firing a shot. The Union Jack was flying 

over the town when we got there. Down it came, and we floated the 

Boer flag and our own over the deserted British town. The pursuit of 

the English from the borders of Natal by the Brigade was its only act 

of disobedience to the Boer Commandant-General’s orders and it was 

forgiven us. 

AT DUNDEE 

A few days later we took part in the battle of Dundee, and it was 

very amusing afterwards to read in the English papers the story of 

that glorious British victory, of the dashing bayonet charges of the 

British troops and the capture of the Boer cannon. The British victory 
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on that occasion was so complete that the British troops ran away and 

left their guns and stores and wounded behind them. Dundee was not 

a British retreat, it was a rout. A mad, disorganised rabble, abandoning 

everything, even their wounded generals, they fled as their 

predecessors fled from Castlebar in far away Ireland, from the soldiers 

of Humbert and the brave Connaught peasants. You can judge of the 

truthfulness of the English press by referring to their description of 

that mad, cowardly, ridiculous fight of their troops before a force 

numerically very much their inferior. 

ELANDSLAAGTE. 

But England found something to console her through a blunder 

resulting from dissensions between two generals – one of whom is 

since dead. Seven or eight hundred Boers were surrounded at 

Elandslaagte by an English force five times their strength, and 

defeated. Even blunder and all, the English would have suffered 

another defeat that day had not the unfortunate disputes between the 

leaders broken out even while the fight was raging on the hill top. At 

Elandslaagte the British got in with “cold steel,” as they boasted. It 

was the only time they did. Not one of the bayonet charges, none of 

the hand-to-hand fighting that were solemnly recounted in English 

papers ever occurred. The first and last time they tried fighting at 

close quarters was at Elandslaagte. Their cowardly lancers succeeded 

in killing the wounded burghers, but when they came across 

unwounded ones with clubbed muskets in their hands, their “pig 

sticking,” as they called it, was checked. 

NICHOLSON’S NEK. 

Elandslaagte did the Boers some service. It brought them closer 

together and taught them that discipline was necessary. While the 

Elandslaagte battle was going on, the Irish Brigade were with 

Commandant Trichard bringing up the guns. We reached the heights 

around Ladysmith on the 27th of October, 1899, and immediately 

began to let the English know we had arrived. At 4.30 on the morning 

of the 30th we were awakened by the first shell and found the English 

were advancing from Ladysmith. The gunners stood by their guns and 
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the great fight of Modderspruit and Nicholson’s Nek began. The Boer 

army around Ladysmith did not number more than 2,500 men that 

day – the English advancing force was five times as numerous. The 

kopje where we were stationed soon began to feel the effect of the 

English artillery fire. Grape and cannister, time-concussion shells 

poured all around us. The gunners began to fall by their guns. Then 

were witnessed scenes of unexampled bravery – one wounded gunner, 

Corporal Pretorius, fighting on though he was wounded in two places. 

A member of the Brigade standing on a rock gave directions to the 

gunners where to fire. 

IRISH HEROISM. 

The Boers, unable to stand the awful hail fell back. The 

ammunition for the guns begins to run short, and there are none to 

serve it. A few minutes and the guns will be silenced – Commandant 

Trichard thinks of the Irish Brigade. Colonel Blake had been wounded 

early in the fight and left the field, long before the ammunition for the 

guns ran short. In the subsequent fighting in Natal he took no part 

and left the Irish Brigade entirely when we were driven back to 

Pretoria. The Commandant sent me for volunteers to carry 

ammunition to the guns. I called for volunteers, dozens sprang to their 

feet – I chose a dozen men, placing them under the command of Sergt. 

Joe Wade and Dick MacDonough, and amid showers of bursting 

bombs they served the guns, while around the kopje indifferent to the 

fearful storm of shells, the other members of the Brigade lay with their 

guns in their hands, laughing and joking.  

“Allmachta!” said one of the Boers afterwards, “you Irish fear 

neither God nor the big guns.” 

Lieutenant Gaynor, though wounded in the arm, absolutely 

refused to leave the field. Plunkett, another of our boys, got an empty 

English shell, washed it and used it to make coffee in while the battle 

raged. We lost that day heavily, having a dozen killed and wounded. 

But when the evening fell the English were in panic-stricken flight 

and the Boers had taken 1,100 prisoners at Nicholson’s Nek, another 

portion of the field. The Britishers were so beaten and demoralised 

that they threw their arms out of their hands in the streets of 
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Ladysmith, expecting the Boer army to enter every minute and take 

the town. Alas! General Joubert never gave us the order to advance. 

Despite the overwhelming numbers of the British, 500 men could have 

captured the whole garrison, and how different then would have been 

the course of campaign. The honours that day were ours. 

Commandant Trichard came to us and thanked us in the evening, and 

next day, General Joubert congratulated the Brigade on behalf of the 

Transvaal Government. We buried our dead on the battlefield and 

their companions carved a rude cross which we raised above the 

graves of our first comrades slain in battle. They died as Irishmen 

should die, with guns in their hands and their faces turned to their 

hereditary foe. 

From the day of Modderspruit until the day we attacked the 

Rooi-Kopjes, 30th of November, the Brigade found much amusement 

in skirmishing and sniping at the enemy. At the Rooi-Kopjes the 

Brigade dashed up to the assault on the forts and had them practically 

captured, when through some unforeseen accident, the Boers left us 

unsupported and isolated. Shortly afterwards the guns were placed 

under charge of the Irish Brigade, and the first night we had charge of 

the guns, one of the boys went looking around for English surprise 

parties. He stumbled into a Boer picket, and when challenged he told 

them he was “a poor, unfortunate Irishman.” He had been nearly shot 

in mistake.  

“Why,” said the burgher to him, “did you not sing out ‘friend’!”  

“Sure,” was the reply, “devil a friend I have in the world, and I’ve 

been down trying to shoot my enemies.” 

CROSSING THE TUGELA. 

Our next engagement was at Colenso, where we were at first 

supporting the guns, but we got tired of our comparative inaction and 

with some difficulty obtained permission to go into the front fighting 

line. To get there we had to cross an open plain that was swept by 

shot and shell. We drove the spurs into our horses and a fierce joy 

swelled our hearts with the knowledge that we were going to meet 

our ancient foe once again in pitched battle and prove their masters. 

When about half way across a shell burst within a few yards of me, 



11 
 

throwing myself and my horse to the ground. Immediately Sergeant 

Major O’Reilly rode forward and offered me his horse. I ordered him 

on, as he had planted himself beside me straight in the line of fire in 

order to screen me by exposing himself. The brave fellow absolutely 

refused to go, and an Irish Colonial boy of thirteen – young Willie 

Smith of Johannesburg – galloped up fearlessly through the shell 

storm and offered me his horse also, which of course I refused. 

Incidents like that make one feel proud that he is Irish. We got safely 

to our position and spent hours pumping lead into them, or as O’Reilly 

called it, giving them a “taste of South African snow,” until they fled 

in their usual fashion, leaving eleven of their cannon in our hands. 

HOW THE GUNS WERE CAPTURED. 

Some of the incidents at Colenso of which I was an eye-witness 

were really remarkable. At one time the English galloped their 

ambulance right in front of the firing line to cover the retreat of one 

of their regiments. Again, when the English infantry wavered about 

advancing, the English guns were turned on them and scores of the 

unfortunate wretches were shot down by their own comrades. Later 

in the afternoon I had the pleasure of being amongst the first twenty 

men to cross the Tugela and take possession of the English cannon; 

Lieutenant Coetzee and myself placed Lieutenant Colonel Bullock 

under arrest. Bullock was a brave man and fought as long as he 

possibly could. In connection with the taking of the cannon I may 

mention that Lieutenant Roberts, son of Lord Roberts, was the only 

man in Buller’s enormous army that made any attempt to save them. 

The bulk of the British officers showed themselves on the day of 

Colenso and afterwards to be absolutely incompetent. The burgher 

army of Colenso barely numbered 4,000, not one-third of whom were 

actively engaged against Buller’s immense army of 40,000. General 

Botha had achieved a great victory which placed him at once in the 

front rank of generals, and there was jubilation in our camps that 

evening. The cry was raised by the Irish and the Boers, “To Durban! 

To Durban! They are on the run now; let us keep them on the run!” 

was the universal opinion. But General Joubert said “it was against 

the Bible to smite a flying enemy.” 
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II. 
After the victory we returned to our camp outside Ladysmith, 

where we spent the Christmas Holidays in good old Irish fashion. 

During that period Mrs. Fannie Trichard, wife of Commandant 

Trichard, formally presented the Brigade with the flag sent us by the 

Irish Transvaal Committee. Mrs. Trichard in presenting the flag 

made a sturdy little speech, in which she said: - 

“I hope every man of the Irish Brigade would prefer death before 

dishonour to this flag, and I hope it may yet float in triumph above Ireland itself.” 

The brigadiers were drawn up for the presentation, and they 

made the kopjes echo their cheers for Miss Gonne, the Irish Transvaal 

Committee, Green Erin of the Streams, the South African Republic 

and Mrs. Trichard herself. The big flag was planted in the middle of 

the camp, and seeing its green folds playing fitfully in the night wind, 

we sent our voices rolling far over the veldt, all our hearts deeply 

stirred by thoughts of the old country and the associations of home. It 

was with deep emotion that at the end we sang the Transvaal national 

hymn and drank the toast of “Ireland a Nation,” Irishmen and Boers 

alike saluting the emblem of our country. 

A few weeks afterwards we took part in the Platran fight, and 

later on a section of the Brigade participated in the victory of Spion 

Kop, where Fahy, Brennan, and Richardson were killed. 

The Brigade took a conspicuous part in all the fighting round 

Pieter’s Hill, covering itself with distinction and again earning the 

praise and commendation of our commandants and generals. 

COVERING THE RETREAT. 

At two o’clock on the morning of the 28th of February General 

Lucas Meyer sent me orders to leave my position and cover the retreat 

of the guns with the Irish Brigade. I listened to the order in 

amazement, but it was peremptory and could not be disobeyed. We 

knew the Britishers had taken Pieter’s Hill, but that did not make us 

feel any way uneasy as we could have retaken it as easily or easier than 

we took Spion Kop a short time before. We could not understand what 
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was wrong, nor the excitement and depression visible among the 

Boers. It was only afterwards we learnt what caused it. The news of 

Cronje’s surrender had reached them and they could not be induced to 

continue the fight. Cronje’s surrender gave Ladysmith to the British. 

Shortly afterwards the Boers returned, but for the time being they 

were certainly demoralised, and if Buller’s cavalry had been able to 

follow up, we would certainly have lost three-fourths of our waggons. 

ST. PATRICK’S DAY. 

We fell back to Kiip River and stood by the guns until all danger 

was past. The weather was awful, the rain deluging the country. All 

through that miserable night the burghers trekked from Ladysmith, 

we remaining at the post of honour covering the retreat of our guns. 

It was a terrible time. For five days and nights, until we reached 

Glencoe, our horses had not been unsaddled. At Glencoe we celebrated 

St. Patrick’s Day, without Queen Victoria’s permission, with speech 

and song and prayed that God would grant us strength and life to 

strike a blow in our native land. A short time previous the men sent 

out by the Dublin Transvaal Committee arrived and were received 

with a cead mile failthe.  

From Glencoe we were sent to guard Helpmakaar Pass. At 

Helpmakaar Pass, much to our delight we received orders to proceed 

to the Free State, so we started off joyously, for the comparative 

inaction in Natal had grown wearisome to us. We arrived in the Free 

State, in time for the fighting at Brandfort, where Captain O’Connor 

and the Irish-Americans who had joined us, received their baptism of 

fire and got an opportunity of showing the metal they were made of. 

There is no occasion to give you a description of the fight around 

Brandfort; sufficient to say the Irish Brigade was the last commando 

to leave the field. 

JOHN BOYLE FROM DONEGAL. 

During the retreat from Brandfort I missed one of the men, John 

Boyle, a Donegal man and a Gaelic singer. A little later he rejoined us. 

He had gone back to the town after the English entered, and kneeling 

down deliberately shot three of them and then solemnly rode away. 
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Some of the Boers who had witnessed from a kopje Boyle’s daring feat 

afterwards closed round him and gave him such tokens of their 

admiration as soldiers have to give – a pull at a flask, a pair of boots 

and a sore-needed campaign hat. 

In all the battles thence to Pretoria we took part, the Brigade 

having the honour of being chosen with another Boer commando to 

cover the retreat. At Zand River, Ritspruit and Kroonstadt, we gave 

the advancing English a pretty warm time of it. As we retired 

Lieutenant Gaynor and Sergeant Major O’Reilly blew up the bridges 

and destroyed the railway line, leaving messages for the British posted 

up which, I fear they did not take too kindly. 

BRANDFORT TO PRETORIA. 

From Brandfort to Pretoria, the Irish Brigade had the English 

always pressing hard on it. Time after time we beat back their advance 

guard, and gave them an example of what Irishmen could do when 

they were earnest in their efforts. We were kept so busy that when the 

British were entering Johannesburg at one side we were leaving by 

the other. If we had had a day to spare in Johannesburg some of the 

mines would have gone sky high. 

Around Elandsfontein and Irene, the Brigade inflicted heavy 

damage on the English. We would have liked to put up a hard fight 

within the capital, but it would have been a foolish waste of from two 

to three thousand men, who could do more effective work on the open 

field than couped up, perhaps, for many months, or even for years, in 

the defence of the city. In the big fight of Donkerhoek, which occupied 

the 10th and 11th of June, we drove the enemy back twice, the Irish 

Brigade under General Delarey doing considerable execution. All 

during the retreat from Donderhoek, through Bronkerspruit, 

Balmoral, Middleburg, to Belfast, the Brigade was doing all the 

scouting and outpost duty, for which arduous and dangerous task our 

methods of fighting made us more apt than the Boers. 

WAR ON WOMEN AND CHILDREN. 

At Belfast we had an opportunity to form some idea of the 

peculiarly British method of making war upon women and children. 
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The wives and little ones of the burghers fighting for their country’s 

freedom had been transported from Krugersdorp, Johannesburg and 

Pretoria to Belfast in open cattle trucks, herded together for 15 or 16 

hours in the most painful way. They arrived very late in a bitterly cold 

night, after suffering agonies from fear and from the cruel weather. As 

they came off the train they looked the most miserable collection of 

human beings one could possibly imagine – the women overwrought 

and wearied to death, the poor little children crying pitifully, quite 

unable to understand why they had been flung out of their homes so 

suddenly and sent away so far in such discomfort. Many of the women 

learned then for the first time that their husbands or sons had been 

killed, and there were terrible scenes at the station when they heard 

the bad news from the comrades of the dead. The soldiers were very 

good to these miserable people. The whole Irish Brigade tried to help 

them and comfort them, making warm coffee to set the blood stirring 

again in their veins, and doing a thousand little things to relieve their 

distress. 

A GLORIOUS STAND. 

On the morning of the 24th of August, McCormick and Hay 

brought me word that the English were advancing on Belfast. The 

town was deserted, no one there except a handful of the Irish Brigade. 

But for hours we held them in check by fighting from kopje to kopje, 

till General Viljoen came up with reinforcements. The advance of the 

English was stopped, and both sides suspended fighting in preparation 

for the great battle of Bergendael and Dalamnutha, which commenced 

next day. Generals Botha and Viljoen, with barely 2,000 men under 

them held their position for two days against the combined forces of 

Buller, Pole-Carew, French and Lyttleton. In this battle it was that 

the Johannesburg police made a glorious stand, sixty-nine of them 

astonishing both the burghers and the British army by holding a kopje 

for six hours against five batteries of artillery and thousands of 

English troops. The kopje was enveloped in the thick smoke and the 

shells and portions of solid rock flying all over. About fourteen were 

killed or wounded. Finally the brave holders of the fort wearied to 

death and sick from the fumes of lyditte, were obliged to leave the 
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position, having performed that day as brave a feat as ever man 

performed. 

DEATH OF BRAVE LIEUTENANT O’HARA. 

When retreating from Bergendael we noticed that one of our big 

guns was in rather a tight corner. The British were making a desperate 

effort to capture it, hurrying up their light artillery, they started to 

shell it with a vengeance. We perceived their little move and wheeled 

into position under a raking fire and succeeded after some hard 

fighting and the loss of one man, Jack Mullins, in putting their 

cannons on the run. Between Nooitgedacht and Waterval Onder we 

lost O’Hara and Luther, two gallant fellows, especially the former, 

who gave his life to save the Brigade from an ambuscade. On a 

scouting expedition, we fell between two hills held by the British, 

whom, however, by a mistake our men took to be the Johannesburg 

commando. O’Hara, who was going in advance, got quite close to them 

before his suspicions were aroused. Suddenly noticing the yellow 

khaki against the sky above him he sang out, “Who are you, anyhow?”  

The answer came back, “We are the English. Hands up!” 

“Hands up be damned!” yelled O’Hara. “Run, corporal; run and 

warn the boys!” 

As he spoke he threw himself between the corporal and the 

British and he fell pierced by a dozen English bullets. The Brigade was 

saved. Who will despair of Ireland while she can produce such gallant 

fighting men. 

FACING THE BRITISH. 

At Komatipoort we had hoped to make a last stand, but the 

Portuguese authorities sent up word asking the Boer generals not to 

fight so near the frontier. The President was at Lorenzo Marques at 

the time, a guest of the Portuguese Government. The request 

amounted to an order. There was a large British force in our front and 

on our flanks, and the Portuguese in our rear. It was therefore a 

question whether we were to be taken by the English or the 

Portuguese, so we chose the latter. King blew up the last of our “Long 

Toms,” and we crossed into Portuguese territory with sad and weary 
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hearts and drooping heads. We had fought from border to border. The 

proudest day of my life was the day we faced our British foes with guns 

in our hands; the saddest the day the Brigade smashed their rifles and 

said good-bye to the gallant comrades we had fought side by side with. 

FROM BOTHA AND REITZ. 

I cannot in the limits of a lecture give anything like a history of 

the Brigade. The war from the time the British reached Komatipoort 

changed. Regular warfare ceased and guerrilla fighting took its place. 

This mode of warfare required that its upholders should be thoroughly 

conversant with the country, should operate in small bodies and have 

good horses. Unfortunately by the time the Brigade approached the 

border three-fourths of the men were on foot. All of the burghers who 

had horses and who could still be of service remained, determined to 

fight to the last, several Americans being amongst the number. Before 

leaving the South African Republic I received on behalf of the Boer 

Government letters of commendation of the Brigade from 

Commandant General Botha and General Ben Viljoen, and State 

Secretary Reitz. 

Botha wrote as follows: - 

Hectorspruit. 

“Major MacBride.  

Irish Brigade. 

Dear Sir – Hereby we have much pleasure in expressing our deepest 

gratitude towards you and your Irish Brigade for all the military services 

rendered during the past twelve months, in which we are engaged in a war 

against Great Britain. 

We appreciate very highly the assistance which you have so sincerely 

rendered to us during this war. 

We wish you and your men a hearty farewell on your return voyage. 

Sincerely yours, 

LOUIS BOTHA, 

Commdt. General. 

B. VILJOEN, General.” 

State Secretary Reitz’s letter read: - 
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“In the name of the Government of the South African Republic I hereby 

express my hearty thanks to Major MacBride of the Irish Brigade for the 

valuable services rendered to our country during the war. 

F. W. REITZ, 

State Secretary. 

Hectorsprait, S. African Rep.” 

THE END. 

During the war the Brigade took part in all the pitched battles 

in Natal, in all the pitched battles from Brandfort in the Free State to 

Pretoria in the Transvaal, and from Pretoria to Komatipoort, and 

about forty or fifty minor engagements and skirmishes. It lost over 50 

per cent in killed, wounded and prisoners. It won the golden opinion 

of the Boers. Our greatest regret during the war was the death of that 

brave and dashing French officer, General Villebois-Mareuil.  

The Brigade has left many of its members in soldiers’ graves, but 

it kept aloft proudly and unsullied the flag of Ireland. The sword has 

dropped from our hands at present, but we hope to pick it up in our 

own island home and never let it drop until we sweep away every 

vestige of the “Empire of Hell.” 
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THE IRISH BRIGADE IN SOUTH 

AFRICA 
Published in serialised form in The Freeman’s Journal and 

Dublin Evening Telegraph from 1906 to 1907. 

I.  

THEIR DANGERS AND DARING 

It is now exactly seven years since the outbreak of the South 

African war, and the details of that great struggle are, of course, 

familiar to most of your readers. But, with the permission of the Editor 

of this journal, I will try and set forth, as briefly as possible, some facts 

in connection with the formation of the Irish Brigade and the part 

taken by it in the campaign, which are scarcely likely to be generally 

known, and the knowledge of which, I cannot help thinking, should be 

welcomed by every liberty-loving son and daughter of a race whose 

renown for bravery and chivalry dates from the time before his history 

came to be set down in written permanent form. 

It was shortly after the Jameson Raid that my own attention was 

first turned seriously to the course of events developing in the South 

African Republics. I common, I am sure, with the majority of my 

countrymen, I read with pain and indignation the news that a body of 

Irishmen had been organised in Johannesburg to fight with Jameson 

against the brave burghers of the Transvaal, a circumstance which, of 

course, was hailed with acclamation by the loyal upholders of the 

Empire. As I afterwards learned in South Africa, the number of those 

Irish “heroes” did not exceed 50, and their “loyalty” to the Crown and 

Constitution had been purchased by the so-called “Reform 

Committee” for the gift of a rifle and a pound a day for their valuable 

services. These services were supposed to lie in the direction of 

protecting house property in Johannesburg, but after the ignominious 

failure of “Dr. Jim” they got notice that their services were no longer 

required, and they, one and all, had once more to turn their attention 
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to less picturesque and, I think also, less lucrative modes of making a 

living. 

My own views as to the manner in which Irishmen should act in 

such a crisis ran, of course, on altogether different lines, and although 

the Jameson business fizzled out in so contemptible a fashion, I felt 

convinced that the English would not allow it to be their final attempt 

on the rich Republics of the Vaal; and I was also very anxious that our 

countrymen in South Africa should not on the next occasion be found 

on the side of the would-be grabber and oppressor. 

When, therefore, some time in the middle of 1896 I found myself 

on South African soil, I immediately set to work organising meetings 

of the Irish residents, at which the duty of Irishmen not alone to help 

on the fight of their own people for independence, but to safeguard the 

liberties of other peoples as well, was always insisted on. In the 

beginning these meetings were generally convened to help on the 

Amnesty movement at home, and as the Centenary of ’98 drew near 

we determined to form a committee to co-operate with the central 

body in Ireland in whatever manner might be taken to worthily 

honour the names and memories of Wolfe Tone and his gallant 

associates in the great movement of the United Irishmen. 

 

 
John MacBride pictured in uniform. 
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In the beginning of 1898 our organisation was in admirable 

working order, and it will be remembered that Mr. Solomon 

Gillingham, of Pretoria, represented us at the home celebrations, 

whilst we also held several celebrations in Johannesburg and Pretoria 

in commemoration of the different stirring events. It may be as well 

to mention here that shortly after the taking of Pretoria, Mr. 

Gillingham, who, although born in South Africa, is intensely Irish in 

all his sympathies, was taken prisoner and help a captive in Ceylon 

with numerous other prisoners until long after the termination of the 

war. Mr. Gillingham, I am happy to say, is once again established in 

Pretoria, where I sincerely hope he may live long and prosper as he 

deserves. 

Early in 1899 it became quite evident that England was 

determined to force a war on the two Republics at all costs; and I was 

determined that on this occasion the Irishmen of the Veldt should not 

be deprived of an opportunity of taking a stand by the side of the 

Republics against the hereditary enemy and oppressors of their own 

race. I knew that most of the boys, like myself, would have preferred 

to meet the English on Irish soil; but as that desirable consummation 

did not seem to come within the range of practical politics at that time, 

we were glad to be afforded an opportunity of meeting our enemies on 

any field, more especially under the circumstances that the Boer cause 

was one that strongly appealed to our sympathies, and that the brave 

burghers were numerically very much inferior to the common enemy. 

Through the agency of Mr. Gillingham I was brought in touch 

with the Boer Government, and offered to bring as many Irishmen 

from Ireland and America as the Government could arm. This offer 

was, however, declined mainly on the ground that as the English could 

not put more than 100,000 men into South Africa, there would be no 

necessity for any considerable augmentation of the Boer forces, as they 

felt quite sanguine of being able to dispose of that number of British 

soldiers themselves. At the same time, the authorities declared they 

would be glad to have the aid and co-operation of such Irishmen as 

were actually residing in the Transvaal. It is not by any means 

necessary that I should well here at any length on the means resorted 

to by the Unionist Government to precipitate what the civilised world 
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regarded as a most unequal conflict, or to more than refer to the 

preliminary campaign of slander entered on against the gallant Boer 

people. 

According to the English Unionist Press, the Boers had been 

guilty of every crime under the sun. They were held up to public 

odium as a barbarous, ignorant, and swindling community, who were 

totally adverse, not alone to progress in any direction, but who had no 

respect for the most elementary principles of hygiene, or even for 

ordinary personal cleanliness. They were also represented as being an 

intensely bigoted people, who remorselessly persecuted everyone who 

differed from them in religion, whereas, as a matter of fact, educated 

Boers are just as tolerant in these matters as men of a similar class in 

any country in the world. The Uitlanders were represented as living 

like dogs or serfs under the iron rule of President Kruger; and the 

world was also informed that the Boers were such a cowardly lot that 

at the firing of the first shot they would throw down their rifles and 

immediately start whining for a pardon they did not deserve. 

The most effective answer to all these aspersions is to be found 

in the fact that all the Uitlanders in the S.A.R. with the exception of 

the English and the Scotch, organised themselves into corps to fight 

under the banner of their “bigoted” and “unscrupulous oppressors.” So 

far from being oppressed, there was, I honestly believe, no country in 

the world where the working man had an all-round better time, or was 

paid on a more generous scale. Very few white men in the Transvaal 

had been earning less than £1 per day; and I had quite a number of 

ones in the Brigades who had been earning £100 a month before the 

outbreak of the war. My personal impression of the Boers is that of a 

kindly, hospitable, and chivalrous people passionately devoted to the 

ideal of freedom and intensely religious, without being intolerant of 

the beliefs of others. 

When we knew war to be inevitable I issued a manifesto to my 

fellow-countrymen calling on them to join a Brigade to assist the 

Boers in the coming struggle. The issuing of that manifesto greatly 

annoyed the English residents, who immediately began to make 

things pretty hot for me in various ways. I did not, however, hope or 

expect to please these good folk by my call to arms, the first response 
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to which was made at a vast meeting in Johannesburg, which was 

attended by the Irishmen of that city, by representatives of the 

Pretoria Irish, and by numbers of Irish employed on the mines. I, as 

permanent president of the organising committee was moved to the 

chair, and I have never witnessed a more striking sense of enthusiasm 

than was presented when I referred in my opening remarks to the 

opportunity that was about being presented us of meeting the English 

face to face in the heat of battle. I was offered the position of 

commander right away; but that high honour I had to decline on 

account of my lack of military training and experience. 

Much to my satisfaction at the time, Mr. Gillingham announced 

to the meeting that he knew of an American named Blake in Pretoria 

who had served as a Lieutenant in the United States army, and whom 

he thought would be willing to undertake the command of the 

Brigade. I asked Mr. Gillingham to send Lieutenant Blake to me so 

that we could have a talk over the matter. This he accordingly did, and 

I was so pleased with the interview that I took Lieutenant Blake to the 

next meeting, where, on my strong personal recommendation, he was 

elected to the chief command. Colonel Blake afterwards stated publicly 

in America that he accepted the command on the condition that none 

of the men would “expect” or “accept” money for their services during 

the campaign, in the matter I can only assume that Colonel Blake’s 

recollection is at fault, as no such stipulation was ever made, the 

occasion for it not arising in any way, it never being even remotely my 

intention to bring into existence a mere band of mercenary 

adventurers. Every man who joined the Irish Brigade, to his honour 

best said, was a soldier of freedom, and the consciousness that he was 

serving in the sacred cause of liberty, and above all against the enemy 

of his own race, was in itself an ample and all-sufficing reward. 

In my next article I will tell of the Brigade’s start for the front 

and our first experience under fire. 
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II. 

START FOR THE FRONT – ACROSS THE 

BORDER. 

On the 2nd October, 1899, the officers selected at the 

Johannesburg meeting went to Pretoria to receive their commissions 

from the hands of the venerable President Kruger himself on the stoep 

of his house. I have a copy of mine before me, and it reads: “Majoor van 

het Iersche Corps en tevens Speciale Vrederechter” – which means “Major 

of the Irish Brigade and Special Justice of the Peace.” It was necessary 

for me to become a J.P. in order that I might have the power to 

administer the oath of allegiance to recruit myself, as a civil magistrate 

was not always conveniently at hand. During the ensuing four days I 

was kept busy swearing in the men and in making general 

preparations for as early a start for the Natal border as possible. It was 

an anxious and a trying time, what with the many details attendant on 

making arrangements for an adequate commissariat and the efforts to 

keep in check the exuberant eagerness of the men to get to the front. 

Many of them could not be quite got to understand the necessity of 

waiting for the perfecting of mere commissariat details, and wanted to 

start off right away, leaving the foodstuffs to look after themselves. 

Such things are amusing to think of now, but they were worrying 

enough at the time, when there were so many vitally important 

matters to be attended to. 

And here again it is necessary to refer to the invaluable services 

rendered by Mr. Solomon Gillingham in helping to arrange for a 

suitable commissariat. But for him and his colleagues, Messrs. Louw, 

Focks, and Coetsee, our Brigade would never have reached Volksrust 

in time for the beginning of the war – a circumstance which would 

have saddened and annoyed us all very much. Mr. Gillingham 

cheerfully took on himself the burden of making these arrangements, 

and I can assure my readers that of all the duties attendant on the 

conduct of a campaign, whether in the preliminary steps or during its 

progress, those relating to the commissariat department are of the 

most worrying and thankless character. Yet a commissariat officer is 
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popularly supposed to have a particularly easy billet. There could 

hardly, however, be a greater error; and, from my own personal 

experience and observation, I can truly assert that the work in 

connection with the commissariat department is of the most difficult 

and onerous description. Its importance is, of course, obvious, as the 

well fed soldier is naturally a much more effective fighting unit than 

the half-starved one. Thanks to our efficient staff, the Brigade was 

always well looked after in this respect. There were times, no doubt, 

when were on short rations for two, three, or four days, especially 

when on outpost duty; but such a contingency is more or less 

inevitable, in every campaign, and, as a general rule, we had every 

reason to feel very well satisfied with the arrangements made. 

On the afternoon of the 6th October, the anniversary of Parnell’s 

death, the Brigade was ready to start for the front. The bulk of the 

men were of pure Irish blood; but we have several Irish-Americans 

and about a dozen Frenchmen with us. A few gallant Americans who 

had never seen Ireland also accompanied us, amongst these being 

Captain MacCallum, than whom a better or more loyal comrade never 

existed. It would be impossible to convey any idea of the exultant 

enthusiasm which swelled the hearts of all the men, and beamed from 

their eyes, as amidst surging, cheering crowds of spectators we 

marched to the station. At the head of the Brigade a green flag which 

had been specially made for the expected rising in Connaught in ’67 

was held proudly aloft by Sergeant Joe Wade, of Balbriggan, and the 

sight of its green folds fluttering in the breeze thrilled every heart 

with thoughts of what might have been, and still more with hopes of 

what might be in a not too distant future, when yet another fight for 

Irish freedom would be waged. The cheers of the assembled burghers 

were deafening as we marched into the station, and, with many a 

hearty handshake and many a good wish and prayer for our welfare 

and safe return, the heavily-laden train steamed off for the front. I 

should mention that groups of Boer ladies came to the station to wish 

us Godspeed and to bestow lavish gifts of flowers, fruits, and cigars 

on the men who were going to help their country in its fight against a 

foreign aggressor. 
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At one of the missions on the way to Sandspruit an incident 

occurred which caused some annoyance at the time. Colonel Blake and 

a dozen or so of the men left the train to “stretch their legs” and have 

their canteens replenished. Unfortunately they did not get back in 

time, and the train started without them. However, they re-joined us 

on the following day. But, apart from this, our journey was 

accomplished in the best of good humour, all of the boys who could 

sing, and even a few who couldn’t contributing songs which were 

mostly of a patriotic nature. We arrived at Sandspruit on the afternoon 

of the 7th, where, under the superintendence of Captain Laracey and 

Sergeant Pat Malone, the horses were taken from the waggons, and 

by evening time we had our camp pitched and the fires blazing 

brightly to cook our first meal on the veldt. At first we thought we 

should have to be content with a supper of bread and coffee; but the 

Middleburg commando, which was camped close by, came to the 

rescue with a generous gift of a bullock and half a dozen sheep, and so 

provided us all with a substantial supper, which we heartily enjoyed 

after the long journey. That night I went to sleep with the strains of 

“God Save Ireland” and of “O’Donnell Abu” ringing in my ears. 

After a couple of days at Sandspruit we proceeded to Volksrust, 

where General Joubert reviewed the Brigade. He contributed the men 

on their fine soldier-like appearance and made a very sympathetic 

reference to the long struggle which Ireland had carried on against 

overwhelming odds. Naturally, these encouraging words from the 

veteran General were heard with pride by the men, and his kindly 

references to Ireland’s long struggle for freedom were also highly 

appreciated. 

A “Krygsraad” was held on the 11th October, at which a plan of 

campaign was adopted, and on the same evening war was officially 

declared. A Krygrsaad, it may be explained, is a war council composed 

of all the commandants, field cornets, and senior military officers. On 

the following day the Irish brigade received the order to saddle up and 

march into English territory, and never was order heard and acted 

upon with greater enthusiasm. On the day this welcome order was 

issued we were expecting the arrival of between 30 and 40 additional 

recruits from Johannesburg, and Colonel Blake, having decided to 



27 
 

wait for them, suggested that I should push ahead with the greater 

portion of the men. In less than an hour the men were in their saddles 

– the waggons inspanned – and we were off in a gallop for the border. 

I had received orders to pitch camp on the Natal side of Laing’s Nek 

to await the arrival of Colonel Blake with the remainder of the men; 

but in the rush and excitement I seem to have forgotten the order, and 

as we rode past Majuba the cheers of the Brigadiers echoed and re-

echoed around that historic old hill. It was easy to see by their bright, 

flashing eyes; by the manner in which they patted the necks of their 

horses, by the determined way in which they clutched their rifles and 

looked at their flag, carried by young Tommy Oates, that the men 

were thinking of the old land, and were eagerly anticipating the hour 

that would bring them face to face with their hereditary enemy. Their 

only source of anxiety was the fear that a blow might be struck before 

they caught up with the advance body of the Boers. By dint of hard 

riding, however, we picked them up before Newcastle was reached; 

and we had the satisfaction of entering that English town on October 

the 15th in the van of the Boer army. The Union Jack was flying over 

the town when we entered; but it was quickly hauled down and the 

Vierkleur set proudly flying in its place, while over our own camp we 

hoisted the green flag of our country. 

The day before we entered Newcastle I, for the first time, met 

Commandant Trichard, who had command of the States Artillery – a 

magnificent body of trained and disciplined young Boers. Mr. 

Gillingham had brought me to the commandant’s camp, and in the 

course of a general conversation, after being introduced, I said that I 

feared I had somewhat overstepped others by advancing so far; but, to 

my great delight, he only laughed, and said he would take all the 

responsibility for my action on his own shoulders. From that day 

forward Commandant Trichard proved himself a true friend of the 

Irish Brigade; and there was not one of the men who did not love and 

respect that brave and loyal soldier, who, with his two sons, Carl and 

Luke, fought so nobly to maintain the freedom of the South African 

Republics. His son Luke was at this time a mere boy of fifteen, but a 

splendid horseman and an excellent shot. After the war Luke came to 

Dublin, where he is at present a student at Trinity College. 
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He left Newcastle on the evening of the 15th and pitched camp 

some two hours’ ride from the town, where we were joined in a few 

days by Colonel Blake and his detachment. General Joubert did not 

seem to be in a hurry to advance, and for a man of his prestige 

conveyed the impression of being unnecessarily cautious, if not timid, 

in his tactics. The result was that we only covered between 60 and 70 

miles within a week, notwithstanding that we were in no way 

hampered by the enemy. Joubert, with all his fine qualities, had not 

sufficient dash for the position he occupied at the time, and, I think, it 

is now generally admitted by everyone familiar with the details of the 

campaign that if Botha, Steyn, Delarry, or De Wet had been in 

command at this stage, the English would have been driven headlong 

out of Natal, a considerable force of burghers would have crossed into 

Cape Colony, with the result that the Republican army would have 

been strengthened by the addition of at least 20,000 fine fighting men. 

Camp was struck on the 18th, and on the following night in the 

midst of drenching torrents of rain we marched on Dundee. On the 

morning of the 20th the attack commenced, and the Brigade received 

its first baptism of fire. We were with the artillery, under 

Commandant Trichard, Blake, of course, commanding the Brigade, 

and at withstanding the thrilling novelty of their situation, the men 

behaved splendidly. There was no shrinking or shirking of duty. 

Every man was alert, active, and determined, the one thought 

uppermost in all their minds being that of upholding the honour and 

dignity of their beloved country. The marksmanship of the English 

gunners were wretchedly poor, and their shells of very defective 

quality, many of them sinking into the veldt with a heavy thud without 

exploding. I had an idea before the outbreak of the war that if a shell 

exploded anywhere within a hundred yards of me I would either be a 

dead man or horribly maimed and mutilated, and it was, therefore, 

with anxious eyes that I watched the flight of the first shell in our 

direction. It was with a considerable feeling of relief that I saw it sink 

harmlessly into the soil a few hundred yards short of the mark. After 

this a few sailed right above our heads, falling well beyond us, and 

quite by accident I am certain one flopped right into our midst without 

so much as turning a hair on the head of any man in the Brigade. That 
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was sufficient to prove that English shell fire was not of much account 

in the eye of the Brigade. 

During the course of the battle of Dundee, the boys had, for the 

first time, the satisfaction of pouring a few volleys into the enemy’s 

ranks. On the same day, some thirty or forty of the boys were with 

Commandant Trichard’s men at the Navigation Collieries, when 

Colonel Moller and his Dublin Fusiliers and Irish Fusiliers were 

driven into a cattle-kraal and compelled to surrender. A number of the 

prisoners had been at school in Ireland with members of the Brigade 

who, naturally, could not help feeling sad and humiliated at seeing 

their own countrymen and former schoolmates in such a humiliating 

position. 

At Dundee, the British showed themselves absolutely incapable, 

and if Generals Erasmus and Meyer had shown a little more 

confidence in themselves and the men under their command, General 

Yule and his men would never have been able to effect their famous 

“masterly retreat.” We were all very much amazed, some time 

afterwards, when we read the English accounts of the “glorious British 

victory,” at Dundee. So complete and glorious was their victory that 

the English troops ran clean away, leaving their wounded, including 

the gallant Penn-Symons, on the field. They also left several months’ 

supply of provisions, and a vast quantity of ammunition, including 

about 100 cases of dum-dum bullets, for the victorious Boers. Several 

trunks and portmanteaus, directed to various English officers, “British 

Army of Occupation, Pretoria,” were also left behind – perhaps in the 

excitement of so sweeping a “victory.” I fear the burghers who picked 

them up did not take the trouble of forwarding them to their intended 

destination, nor did the owners of the “lost luggage” get to Pretoria 

themselves quite so soon as they expected. 

In my next article I will deal with Elandslaagte and the Siege of 

Ladysmith. 

 

 

 



30 
 

III. 

ELANDSLAAGTE AND LADYSMITH. 

While the battle of Dundee was taking place the Johannesburg, 

Hollander, and German Commandoes, numbering in all about 700 

men, were at Elandslaagte, awaiting orders, when a train steamed into 

the station heavily laden with provisions of all descriptions. It had 

come from Ladysmith, and was going to Dundee. The burghers 

captured the train without much difficulty, and were soon regaling 

themselves on the good things which had fallen so easily into their 

hands. Among the booty was a goodly supply of intoxicating liquors 

of all kinds, which proved too much of a temptation for some of the 

men, who helped themselves too lavishly. Fortunately, however, little 

or no harm resulted from this over-indulgence; and I only mention the 

matter because it was freely rumoured at the time that the train was 

intended as a bait for the Irish Brigade, who were not present at its 

capture. I can safely say, though, that, even if they were, there was 

little fear of their making fools of themselves, as they were as reliable 

and as temperate a body of men as any commander could hope to find. 

And, in addition to all this, they were too deeply engrossed in their 

military duties, and too keenly alive to the peculiar responsibilities of 

their position as representatives of the Irish nation, to make any lapse 

of the kind even remotely possible. 

That same night General French and a strong force of the 

British moved out from Ladysmith, and the following morning 

attacked the burghers assembled at Elandslaagte, and after a stiff fight 

succeeded in getting the best of them. It was at this engagement that 

the Lancers so nobly distinguished themselves by charging the 

wounded burghers and transfixing them with their long lances as they 

lay helpless on the field of battle. This characteristically gallant 

exploit was elegantly referred to by the English themselves at the time 

as “beautiful pig-sticking.” Notwithstanding the glowing accounts of 

the dashing bayonet charges of the British troops which filled the 

columns of the English newspapers, this was the only occasion on 

which they came to close quarters with the Boers, and here it was the 

wounded and helpless they so “gallantly” charged. 
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In this fight it was that the brave General Koch received the 

wounds which afterwards proved fatal, through the shameful neglect 

with which he was treated in the English hospital at Ladysmith. The 

battle of Elandslaagte should never have been fought, and was the 

result of unfortunate dissensions among a few of the Boer leaders – 

dissensions which even the approach of the enemy could not quell or 

smother. 

We continued our march in a leisurely fashion towards 

Ladysmith on the 24th October. General Joubert would not move 

quickly, as he said “it was against the Bible to smite a flying enemy.” 

The Brigade was kept busy helping Commandant Trichard to bring 

his big guns along, and we reached the heights around Ladysmith on 

the 28th. Shortly after our arrival some of the boys under Captain 

Laracy, of Kilkenny, and Lieutenant Gaynor, of Longford, set out on 

a scouting expedition and exchanged shots with the enemy’s outposts. 

Another squad, under the guidance of Sargeants Wade, of Balbriggan, 

and Halley, of Waterford, scoured the country in another direction. 

The latter company included two other brave Balbriggan boys – 

namely, Jack McGlew and Joe Kennedy. In the course of their 

expedition they located a large quantity of dynamite, which was 

immediately reported to the General. This identical dynamite 

afterwards proved very useful in blowing up bridges, etc. 

Another remarkable incident of this particular evening relates to 

a fine North of Ireland man named McGlade, who before coming to 

South Africa had been the owner of a prosperous business in Belfast. 

McGlade, who was about 33 years old, and fully 6 feet 4 inches in 

height, strolled away from the camp, and nothing definite or reliable 

has been heard of him since. A rumour reached the Brigade that in the 

course of his ramble he stumbled on an English picket, by whom he 

was immediately shot as an “Irish rebel.” Whatever may be the truth 

of this story, one thing is certain that, so far as his comrades are 

concerned, poor McGlade disappeared completely. 

The 29th was passed very quietly, the Catholic members of the 

Brigade going to Confession and receiving Holy Communion. In 

connection with this, it is only right to mention that, although the 

majority of the men were Catholics, we had also between 30 and 40 
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Protestants in our ranks, including Captain MacCallum. Needless to 

say anything in the shape of religious differences was absolutely 

unheard of. 

At 4.30 on the morning of the 30th, as the boys were taking their 

coffee, the whizz of a shell passing over the camp gave warning that 

the English were about to make an effort to drive us from our 

positions. The cups were immediately set down, the rifles were 

grasped, and every man went off on the double to his allotted place on 

Pepworth Hill. While looking at our flag fluttering in the cool air of 

that African morning one of the Brigadiers remidned me of the words 

of Dowling’s Fontenoy: -  

“We looked upon that banner 

And our memories sadly rose 

Of our homes and perished kindred 

Where the Lee and Shannon flows; 

We looked upon that banner 

And we swore to God on high 

To smite to-day the Saxon’s might, 

To conquer or to die.” 

General White had 12,500 men under his command in 

Ladysmith, and about 50 cannon of all descriptions. The Boer 

investing force numbered 6,000 men, and 6 or 8 cannon. After the 

fight we discovered that the English gunners must have known the 

Boers would occupy Pepworth, as the number of yards from certain 

positions were carefully marked on the face of the rocks. This 

precaution, of course, considerably added to the accuracy of their fire, 

which otherwise would not have been of much account. 

Pepworth Hill is an eminence of considerable height, and, I 

should say, some 7,000 yards from the town of Ladysmith. 

Commandant Trichard was in command on the hill, and he placed the 

Earmelo commandos to the left of his guns (one Long Tom and two 

Creusots), and the Irish Brigade to the right. It was the centre of the 

Boer position, and it was on this hill that General White made his 

principal attack. We, naturally, felt very proud at being placed in so 

prominent a position in the big fight. The duty imposed on the Brigade 
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that day was of the most difficult and most trying character. It was 

our duty to lie there and protect the guns in case of a British charge. 

Lying down and doing nothing is not, a difficult or trying occupation 

at ordinary times, and any of my readers will, doubtless, call to mind 

acquaintances of theirs worthy of high distinction in this direction; but 

it is something different when the din and clash of battle is in one’s 

ears, and when a couple of dozen of big guns are pouring an incessant 

rain of shells around and about. This was the severest fire we had yet 

experienced. Shells of all kinds and sizes whizzed and burst in every 

direction – grape, canister, time-concussion shells kept the 

atmosphere pretty warm – yet the boys of the Brigade did not seem to 

mind, and whenever a slight cessation in the infernal uproar would 

allow it, the gallant fellows chatted and joked just as if they were in 

the most ordinary and everyday conditions of life. One of the boys 

voiced a very general feeling when he said that he wished their friends 

at home could see them. It was, perhaps, as well, however, that some 

of their women-folk at least didn’t. 

After about an hour’s fighting, Colonel Blake was wounded by a 

pellet from a shell, just above the right wrist, and retired to the field 

hospital. The command of the Brigade then devolved on myself, and I 

felt the responsibilities of the position keenly at the time. Sometime 

afterwards, poor Tommy Oates, who was barely twenty years of age 

and as brave as a young lion, had his skull smashed in by the casing of 

a shell. He was fully fifteen minutes dead before his comrades were 

aware of the fact.  

At 8’clock a.m. he had asked me if I would have a slice of bread 

and cold meat, to which I replied, saying, “Not just now,” as there 

seemed to be signs of a British advance. An hour later, no advance 

taking place, I called out to him to pass along the food. He was lying 

about six yards away at the time.  

Dunlop, who had been editor of a weekly paper in Johannesburg 

before the outbreak of the war, and who was lying between us said, 

“Tommy is asleep, Major.” 

“All right,” I replied, “let the young lad sleep.” 

Dunlop then drew nearer Oates and took another look at him: 

“My God,” he said impressively, “he is dead.” 
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Poor Tommy, who was the Brigade standard bearer, was our 

first killed in battle. His father came from near Killarney, and is at 

present in Brooklyn. 

About the time young Oates was killed the English received a 

much-needed reinforcement in the shape of two huge naval guns from 

Durban. The first few shots from these monsters disabled half a dozen 

young artillerymen. Remarkably fine fighters these same artillerymen 

were, too, all young Boers between the ages of 18 and 30, with any 

amount of dash and bravery, and as cool as cucumbers. A serious 

situation now arose. The ammunition for Long Tom began to run 

short, and there were none at hand to serve it. The fearful English 

artillery fire had driven everyone off the kopje, with the exception of 

the men who were working the big guns and the Irish Brigade. 

Commandant Trichard sent an aide-de-camp to me (Blake being in 

hospital) to ask for volunteers to carry up the ammunition. The aide-

de-camp first encountered Captain MacCallum, who passed the word 

to me that volunteers were wanted for this dangerous work. I 

immediately called for volunteers, stating the service required, and 

dozens of once sprung to their feet. 

I am afraid I cannot accurately remember the names of all the 

men I selected for this arduous task; but to the best of my recollection 

they were – Sergeant Wade, Sergeant O’Keefe (brave Jim O’Keefe of 

Kilkenny, died 3 years ago in the United States); Corporal Pat 

Darragh, from Derry; Corporal Dick McDonough, from the Kingdom 

of Kerry; and Trooper Thomas Hawney, Kerry; Patrick Fahey, Louth; 

P. Barrett, Meath; - Edge, Dublin; Duggan, Down; and Olsen, a sturdy 

Norwegian, who had joined the Brigade pending the raising of a 

Scandinavian corps. With a defiant cheer, which was heard in the 

English lines, the gallant Volunteers rushed to their perilous task and 

served the guns amidst a veritable torrent of bursting bombs. A few 

minutes later the big guns were talking again, the first shells brought 

up by the Irish Volunteers scattering an English infantry regiment 

like chaff before the wind. Their attention was next directed on a 

cavalry regiment, which in a short time was galloping madly across 

the plain, riding over their own infantry in their haste to get out of 

range. Two of the brigadiers, Jim McCormack, of Longford, and 
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Frank Connolly, of Antrim, got quite excited at sight of the runaways, 

and, jumping up, shook their rifles in the direction of the retreating 

English, shouting at the same time – “You are going the wrong way. 

Why don’t you come on, you damned Tommy Atkins.” 

Lieutenant Gaynor was seriously wounded, receiving two 

bullets in the arm as he stood by my side. I ordered him to retire to 

hospital, and much against his grain the brave fellow left the field. In 

half an hour he was back again, saying in the most cheerful tone, 

“Major, I’m fit for fighting now, and I don’t want to lose the fun.” 

At the same instant I had a stone knocked out of a ring I was 

wearing by the splinter of a rock. Ten minutes later Cox, a young 

Irish-Colonial of the very best type, was killed, and Hugh Carberry 

was mortally wounded. Carberry was a fine shot and in every respect 

a good Irishman. The people of Armagh did credit to themselves in 

erecting a statue to that gallant soldier of freedom. Andy Higgins, of 

Down, had his knee shattered; Olsen was wounded in the breast; 

Denny Kavanagh, of Galway, had his hand smashed – Denny was 

lying behind the same rock as “Big” Mick Ryan (we had two Mick 

Ryans – one was known as “Big Mick,” and hailed from Tipperary; the 

other came from Clare or Kerry, and was known as “Mick the Liar.” 

Why he was so nicknamed I could never understand, as he was most 

exact and truthful.) 

Denny, however, asked “Big Mick” for a drink of water, to which 

that worthy replied by saying: “I have no water, Denny, and cannot 

go for it now; but here is a piece of bread for you.” The good-hearted 

fellow, not being able to oblige his comrade in the way he desired, 

evidently did not wish to seem disobliging, and so offered him the only 

thing he had in his possession in the way of refreshment. 

We had some four or five others wounded as well, whose names 

I cannot now remember. The conduct of the Brigade that day won the 

admiration of the whole Boer Army. “Allmachtig,” said one old Boer, 

gazing open-eyed at the Irishmen, laughing and singing while the 

shells were dealing destruction in all directions, “these Irishmen fear 

neither God nor the big guns.” Plunkett, one of the boys, said to be a 

relation of the late Protestant Archbishop of Dublin, took up an empty 

English shell, washed it out, and used it to make coffee in, while the 
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battle raged, of which Joe Tully, an Irish-Colonial, remarked that he 

had often heard of shell cocos, but that he had never heard of shell 

coffee before. Altogether the Brigade suffered heavily, our killed and 

wondering numbering a dozen. We had, however, the satisfaction of 

participating in the complete rout of White and his 12,500 men. The 

English infantry threw their arms out of their hands and made a wild 

race for the town, whilst the cavalry charged blindly over the flying 

infantry, hundreds of whom they crushed to death. The retreat was 

one wild scene of panic – every man for himself, and his Satanic 

majesty take the hindmost. 

The victorious Boer Army should have entered Ladysmith that 

evening, but General Joubert would not allow us to chase the flying 

English, giving as his reasons that “it might cost another hundred 

men, and that God would not like it,” this being the second time inside 

a week in which Joubert allowed his religious scruples to hamper his 

tactics. After the battle Commandant Trichard rode round and 

personally thanked the Irish Brigade for their conspicuous bravery, 

and on the following day General Joubert thanked us on behalf of the 

Z.A.R. 

Up to this battle, which the English called Ladysmith and the 

Boers Modderspruit, the less educated burghers had regarded our 

men with suspicion, because, hearing them speak nothing but English, 

they considered that they must also be English in sympathy, and that 

they would, in fact, be only too ready to betray them at the first big 

opportunity. The Brigade’s work at Modderspruit, however, definitely 

settled the minds of those not unreasoning doubters. For the 

information of my Gaelic League friends, I should say in this 

connection that we had several excellent Gaelic speakers and 

traditional singers in the Brigade, and that no evening passed without 

the olden tongue being heard around our camp fires. 

Next week I hope to be able to reach Colenso in my article. 
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IV. 

LADYSMIH STILL – A DANGEROUS MISSION. 

After the rout of Sir George White’s large force, as described in 

last Saturday’s Freeman, the Brigade advanced in the direction of 

Ladysmith, and by four o’clock in the afternoon was within easy 

distance of the town. Here we halted, awaiting the expected order to 

storm the town along with the other commandos – an order which 

unfortunately never came. The tedium and anxiety of waiting behind 

the rocks was enlivened by the flight and bursting of an occasional 

shell from the naval guns in the town.  

Suddenly Captain MacCallum sprang to his feet and shouted, 

“By Jove, Major, we are surrounded. It’s all up now!” 

This abrupt announcement naturally startled me, and I asked 

him what were his grounds for it. I had scarcely asked the question 

when, after a second look through his field-glass, MacCallum threw 

his hat in the air, at the same time giving a war-whoop that would 

have done credit to a Red Indian. He had been scanning the field very 

closely, and his sharp eye detecting a thin khaki line winding round 

the edge of a kopje some few miles away on our right flank, he at once, 

and quite naturally came to the conclusion that the Brigade was being 

surrounded, as flanking movements were in much favour with the 

British Generals. The second look through the glasses, however, 

which caused him to much jubilation, revealed the fact that though the 

thin khaki line was winding round the kopje, the men of whom it was 

composed had no arms in their hands, and were, in fact, a batch of 

prisoners who were being rounded in by a few dozen Boers. We were 

all as much pleased as MacCallum himself at this welcome 

intelligence. 

Our duties in guarding the guns on Pepworth Hill had so 

completely engrossed our attention that we had no means of knowing 

anything of the doings in other parts of the field. We could hear the 

incessant short, sharp crack of the rifles away on our right, and the 

deadly hiss of the Pom-poms on our left; but as to how our friends 

were faring we had not the slightest idea. The men whom Captain 

MacCallum at first had suspected of turning our right flank turned out 
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to be the 817 men whom the dashing De Wet had captured at 

Nicholson’s Nek. A lot of rubbish had been written about the stampede 

of the mules, and about English ammunition having run short; but, as 

a matter of fact, neither the one nor the other was the cause of the 

English surrender. General De Wet had written an account of the 

affair, which is accurate in every detail, and tells how his commando 

of 300 burghers arrived at Nicholson’s Nek and found it occupied by 

the English. They immediately proceeded to storm the kopje, which 

they succeeded in doing in the face of a terrific rifle fire which the 

English were enabled to pour on them from their strong positions. 

The fight was very fierce while it lasted, and so telling was the Boer 

fire and so undaunted their advance that, although the English 

outnumbered them by four to one, and occupied a commanding 

position on the hill, they at length had to surrender into the hands of 

the valiant burghers. 

Referring to this engagement in his “Three Years’ War,” 

General De Wet says, with regard to the number engaged: - 

“I took careful note of our numbers when the battle was over, and I can 

note with certainty that there were not more than two hundred burghers 

actually engaged. Our loss amounted to four killed and five wounded. As to the 

losses of the English, I myself counted two hundred and three dead and 

wounded, and there may have been many whom I did not see. In regard to our 

prisoners, as they marched past me four deep I counted eight hundred and 

seventeen.” 

So much for Nicholson’s Nek and the alleged responsibility of 

the mules for the disaster. It is a wonder the English did not make one 

of their dashing bayonet charges. 

That evening, when we returned to our camp, or, rather, to the 

place where our camp had ben, we were astonished to find nothing but 

a scene of disorder and destruction. Nothing was as it had been in the 

morning. Our tents were simply flying in ribbons from their poles, and 

all our belongings were scattered about in confused battered heaps. 

One would imagine that the English gunners knew it was the camp of 

the Irish Brigade, and concentrated their most venomous fire on it, as 

the place was literally cut to pieces by their shells. Of the tent which 

Colonel Blake and I had occupied the night before the battle nothing 
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was left but a ragged strip of canvass flying like a forlorn-looking 

banner from the pole. A bucket, half full of coffee, out of which our 

breakfasts were being served early that morning, had two bullet holes 

in it, whilst a tin cup I had been using was battered out of all shape. 

All the other tents were in an equally tattered condition, so that for 

many a day after, we had to sleep behind rocks, with the blue sky as 

our covering. 

A few days after the battle of Modderspruit I received orders 

from General Joubert to take half a dozen men with me and go to 

Colenso to blow up the bridge there. The order rather astonished me, 

chiefly because Colonel Blake, being wounded, and I in sole command 

of the Brigade, I did not think it right that I should be asked to leave 

the men in order to superintend the blowing-up of a bridge. Besides 

this, the most advanced body of the Boer army at this time had not 

penetrated further than eight or nine miles south of Ladysmith, and 

Colenso at that period was occupied by the English. I must confess 

that I was not much impressed with the wisdom of sending half a 

dozen men on a mission that seemed to have such a slender chance of 

being successful. General Joubert, I know, did not like me. I had 

spoken rather hotly and impatiently to him after the battle of 

Modderspruit, when he refused to allow us to follow up our undoubted 

advantage and smash the flying English enemy, and I fear he never 

forgave me my hastiness. 

Nevertheless, I determined to carry out the order, although I 

was convinced it meant certain death for all of us. I selected for the 

perilous enterprise Sergeant MacCallum, Jim O’Keefe, Pat Fahy, Joe 

Tully, Joe Wade, and Tom Balfour – all, well-known dynamitards on 

the Rand. 

An hour after receiving the order we were in the saddle, taking 

three days’ rations with us, and cantering towards the General’s tent 

to get the dynamite and receive final instructions. Having procured 

our material and instructions, I asked the General for guides, as none 

of us know the lie of the country. He replied by saying that he was 

sending two guides with us as far as the Wakkerstroom commando, 

and that the commandant of that commando was to furnish us with a 

guard of fifty men to protect us while we were blowing up the bridge. 
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Towards nightfall we reached the Wakkerstroom burghers. The 

Commandant informed us that he could not send out the men that 

night, and that we had better remain where we were and start at 

daybreak. At four o’clock in the morning I accordingly woke up the 

Commandant and asked him for the guard; but he informed me that 

he could get none of his men to go as it was “too dangerous a job.” I 

answered that I must fulfil my orders at all costs, and that I would 

push ahead with my own six men and the two guides. But alas! when 

the guides heard that no guards would accompany us, they also 

refused to come, and actually jumped on their horses and rode back to 

the head lager. The Commandant, seeing my predicament, said that 

Commandant Botha (afterwards the world-renowned General Botha) 

would be in the vicinity in a few hours, and that I had better see him. 

As I could not possibly push ahead without guides, knowing nothing 

of the country or the positions occupied by the English, I could do 

nothing but wait to consult Commandant Botha. 

At eight o’clock that morning Louis Botha arrived, and to him I 

explained the fix I was in. Before answering he smiled quietly, and 

then informed me that the order had been countermanded during the 

night; but that there was a bridge near at hand which he would like to 

have destroyed; and we accordingly set out for it, accompanied by a 

guard of two hundred men. MacCallum and his “dynamitards” were 

not long about blowing it up; and I could not help regretting that the 

job had not been done four days earlier, as in that case the naval guns 

could not have been brought to Ladysmith. General Botha is such a 

famous man that it would be quite superfluous for me to say much 

about him here. I ever found him most courteous and sedate, but a man 

of inflexible will who never seemed to be in a hurry about anything. 

He also appeared to have a frame of iron, and could get through an 

amazing amount of work in a day. It is a matter for great regret that 

he had not supreme command in Natal from the start, as the course of 

the campaign would then have been quite different. I will have a good 

deal more to say about this great general and leader of men as this 

narrative proceeds. 
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Louis Botha, pictured in uniform. 

We returned to camp that evening, and I at once made my report 

to General Joubert, who, although characteristically taciturn, seems 

to have arrived to the conclusion that the mission on which he had 

despatched me was an impossible one under the circumstances. The 

following day the Brigade took part in an abortive attack on 

Ladysmith. In fact, hardly a day or night passed for the next three 

weeks that we had not some sniping at the English. The Brigadiers 

were always on the lookout for a fight. Some of them when off duty 

and hearing the sound of rifle firing miles away would immediately 

jump on their horses and make at full speed for the place where the 

skirmish was going on, and return in the evening with marvellous 

tales to excite the envy of their comrades. In the hours in which we 

were not so occupied I devoted my attention to getting our camp once 

more into order. A new supply of tents was sent down from Pretoria, 

and these we erected behind a small kopje some few hundred feet high, 

which we had been told off to hold in the event of the English making 
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a dash for the railway, which was about a mile and a half in our rear. 

Before the end of the month our camp was in model condition, and our 

Brave lads were as happy and comfortable as it was possible to be 

under the circumstances. The roll was called punctually at 5.30 every 

morning; and in this connection I may say that it is a matter of sincere 

regret to me that I have not a complete list of the names now, as I 

think they should one and all be known and remembered in Ireland. 

Next week I will deal with the attack on the Rooi Kopjes, and 

the events leading up to the Battle of Colenso. 
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V. 

ATTACK ON THE ROOI KOPJES – TWO 

DASHING ENGLISH SORTIES FROM 

LADYSMITH. 

On November 26th we got word that another attack was about 

being made on Ladysmith, and on the following day I received orders 

to take 100 of the men to a position situated about a mile in front of 

Lombard’s Kop. At midnight we accordingly started off. It was a good 

four hours’ march from where we were stationed, as we had to make a 

detour in order to conceal our movements from the English, for at this 

time Sir George White used to work his flash lights all night. Shortly 

after we had reached the position appointed us we partook a hearty 

breakfast, which was over by 5 o’clock a.m. The expected attack did 

not, however, take place; but at about 9 o’clock Lieutenant Coetzee 

rode round to us and said he had been sent by Commandant Trichard 

to ask if we would make a reconnaissance towards the Rooi Kopjes just 

to ascertain their strength. I gladly consented, and divided my small 

force into two bodies, one of which I put under the command of 

Captain Mitchel, giving him instructions to take up a certain position 

from which his fire would have covered us in case of accident, but this, 

through overzeal, no doubt, he failed to do. Among the fifty men who 

accompanied me on this occasion were Captain MacCallum, Gaynor, 

Wade, McGlew, Kennedy, O’Keefe, Murphy, of Kilkenny (a bright 

young fellow, who died eight weeks later at the hospital in 

Modderspruit), Joe Tully, Frank Dunlop, fiery old Pat Malone, Jim 

French (a plucky lad from Cork’s Own City, who had been at the 

carriage-building trade in Dublin before his departure for the 

Transvaal), and Bob McKibbin and Pat Quinn, two daring lads all the 

way from Co. Down. 

With characteristic impetuosity, the brave fellows dashed at the 

English positions, two of which were captured, one right after the 

others, before the English had begun to realise what was happening. 

We advanced up to within twelve hundred yards of Ladysmith that 

morning, and if our numbers had been five hundred instead of fifty we 
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could unquestionably have pushed right on into the town. As it was, 

we approached so near that we were able to shoot men on the outskirts 

of the town, and the very audacity with which the whole affair was 

carried through astonished Boer and Briton alike. After forty minutes’ 

stiff fighting the English were getting around us on all sides, and as 

we saw no signs of the Boers coming to our assistance, I gave the order 

to the men to make for their horses and to get back under shelter of 

the big guns as quickly as possible. Some half-a-dozen of us remained 

on the little kopje, and kept the enemy’s attention engaged answering 

a brisk fire whilst the bulk of the men were getting on their horses. 

Then, when they were safely off, we started to clear away ourselves. 

It was about time we did, as the English in overwhelming numbers 

were within five hundred yards of us at the time. When I reached the 

base of the kopje I found to my consternation that “Fenian Boy,” a 

beauty of a pony, had smashed his bridle and bolted. MacCallum’s 

horse had bolted also; but Jack Hinton (no relation of Lever’s hero) 

dashed right across the enemy’s fire, succeeded in capturing him, and 

brought him back to his owner. It was a brave and kindly act. All this 

time the English were pouring lead in our direction at the close 

quarters mentioned; so that when MacCallum, seeing my plight on 

foot, endeavoured to pull up his horse with the object of taking me up 

behind him, the animal was so excited by the frightful snaping of the 

maxims and rifles that his plucky owner was unable to control him for 

the purpose. I had no coat on, and my soft white shirt and green sash 

afforded a good mark for the English – if they had been able to hit 

even a haystack except by pure accident. They must have known I was 

an Irishman, and for that reason I did not like to give the satisfaction 

of seeing me run, and was just discreetly rounding a kopje at a brisk 

walk when I happened to glance round and saw Frank Dunlop in the 

open trying to mount his horse. Dunlop had been wounded in some 

engagement in South America and had a wooden leg. It was easy to 

see he was in serious difficulties with his horse, which was prancing 

madly under the hail of bullets. There was nothing to do but to rush 

to his assistance as quickly as possible. Having helped him to mount 

he wanted me to get up behind him, but I declined, and was marching 

back to cover when Pat Darragh galloped out with “Fenian Boy,” and 
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we were soon out of all danger. I heaved a deep sigh of relief when I 

heard the shells from Commandant Trichard’s big guns rushing 

overhead to their destination in the English ranks. But for this gallant 

artillery officer’s keen discernment of the plight we were in and the 

timely intervention of his big guns we would most probably have fared 

very badly at the hands of the English that day. 

A word of praise is due to Corporal Dick MacDonough for his 

soldierly action on this occasion. He had been left in the rear with 

some fifteen men on foot, when with the keen eye of an old campaigner 

he noticed the fix we were in, and at once advanced to our assistance. 

From the shelter of some neighbouring rocks he with his fifteen men 

poured a deadly volley into the ranks of the advancing English that 

considerably hampered their advance and immensely eased our 

position. Dick is at the present time a lieutenant in the First Brigade 

of Irish Volunteers in New York, and I trust he may be a Captain in 

the army of Irish Independence in the near future. 

On the same evening Lieutenant Malan, of the artillery, asked if 

we could remain with him as a guard for his guns; but much as we 

appreciated the compliment, I was obliged to tell him that it was 

impossible to do so unless under special orders from the General, as 

the Brigade had its own position to hold, and it would never do to have 

it split up into two divisions. A week later the English made the first 

of their two famous sorties from Ladysmith. Portion of one regiment 

succeeded in climbing Lombard’s Kop, and in inflicting some damage 

on the Long Tom that was situated there. This gun was under the 

charge of Major Erasmus and Lieutenant Malan, and seems to have 

been badly guarded, although no blame attaches to either of the above 

officers in the matter, as they had frequently reminded their General 

that they had not a sufficient number of men to guard the gun. They 

had only a dozen men altogether, so that it is scarcely to be wondered 

that the English were almost successful in seriously damaging this 

formidable artillery monster. On the night of Dec. the 8th, six hundred 

Britishers moved silently out of Ladysmith, cautiously ascended the 

kopje, and put a charge of dynamite in Long Tom’s muzzle. It was, 

undoubtedly, a plucky attempt to destroy the gun, but from over-

excitement or incompetence they only succeeded in temporarily 
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disabling it. The following day Long Tom was hauled down off the 

kop, placed on a train and sent to Pretoria, where after having six 

inches taken off its muzzle it was again fit for active service, and in a 

fortnight was once more vomiting shells into Ladysmith. 

Four or five days after the attempt on Long Tom the English 

made another attack on the guns, which were under the care of the 

Pretoria commando, and succeeded in blowing a howitzer to pieces. 

On their way down the hill, however, they encountered about one 

hundred of the commando, when a fierce fight ensued, in which State 

Secretary Reita’s two sons highly distinguished themselves. The 

English lost on this occasion ninety men, between killed and wounded, 

while 15 or 20 were taken prisoners, so that the destruction of the 

howitzer was a costly business after all – too costly to be repeated. 

These two attacks on the guns were undoubtedly characterised by 

much pluck and daring, and were the only redeeming features in the 

whole conduct of the English troops during the Siege of Ladysmith. 

Immediately after this encounter Commandant Trichard made a 

request to have fifty men of the Brigade sent to Pepworth Hill every 

night to guard his guns, as he said “he could sleep in peace so long as 

he knew the Irish were on guard.” Another remark which the gallant 

Commandant made more than once was, “Before the Rooinecks get 

my guns they will have to kill all my Irish.” 
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Commandant Stephanus Petrus Erasmus Trichard, pictured in uniform. 

One of the first nights the men were on guard over the guns big 

Mick Ryan strayed away looking for English surprise parties. Mick 

stumbled on a Boer picket, and, when challenged in the usual form, 

answered that he was “a poor unfortunate Irishman.”  

The Boer sentry, who had almost shot Mick in mistake, asked in 

surprise, “Why did you not call out ‘Friend’?” 

To which the big Tipperary lad, in all sincerity, but none the less 

comically, rejoined, “Sure, devil a friend I have in the world, so I’ve 

been down trying to shoot my enemies.” 

Another rather amusing incident which occurred some time after 

we had been re-established in our old positions may be recounted here. 

Sergeant Pat Malone, an old ’67 man hailing from the County Louth, 

and as sturdy a man as ever stepped in shoe-leather, went out from the 

camp to the small kopje near at hand, from which he discerned signs 

of an advancing body of Lancers.  

The old fellow at once rushed back and called out breathlessly, 

“Come along here, five or six of you boys, till we drive away the 

damned Lancers.” Pat always did estimate the Lancers at their true 

value. 
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At this particular time the men were more anxious than ever to 

get to close quarters with the British, as a rumour had reached the 

Brigade that Maurice Quinlan, of Kilkenny, and John R. Whelan, of 

Dublin, had been shot by order of Baden-Powell at Mafeking, and they 

wished to avenge their deaths. A month later we heard the rumour 

was unfounded. 

My next article will deal with the Battle of Colenso. 
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VI. 

COLENSO. 

Colonel Blake, having recovered from the effects of his wound, 

returned to camp on December 12th to resume his duties, and was glad 

to find the men in such splendid condition and first-rate fighting form. 

All sorts of rumours had been afloat for some time as to the exact date 

on which General Buller was likely to make a start for his Christmas 

dinner at Pretoria; and there was a considerable amount of impatience 

among the Brigadiers at the delay in being sent down to Colenso. The 

men had been on the tip-toe of expectation ever since it had been made 

known that I was to take a body of men in that direction, although the 

exact number to be taken was a mystery to myself at the time. The 

matter was definitely settled, however, between seven and eight 

o’clock on the evening of the 14th, when Commandant Trichard sent 

word to Colonel Blake to the effect that “Major MacBride and thirty 

men were to get ready immediately to accompany him to Colenso.” 

The undoubted satisfaction that this definite order aroused in 

the Brigade was considerably modified, however, by the smallness of 

the number, and there were heart-burnings “go leor” in the ranks as 

to who would be among the fortunate thirty. I fear I made some 

enemies that evening when the rather ticklish business of selecting the 

men had to be tackled, as the Brigadiers who services had to be 

refused, naturally enough, found it hard to understand on what 

grounds they were rejected. Nevertheless, by the time that 

Commandant Trichard, his two sons, Karl and Luke, Lieutenant 

Coetzee (chief of the staff), and some others arrived at our camp we 

were in the saddle waiting impatiently to make a start. It is impossible, 

unfortunately, to remember the names of all that accompanied me on 

that occasion, but amongst them were: Captain MacCallum, Sergeant-

major Frank O’Reilly, little Mick Halley and Bill Power, of Waterford; 

Jim O’Keefe; the Balbriggan trio, Dunlop, Fitzgibbon; long Jack 

O’Connell, from Cork; Dick Hunt, of New York State; Maurice Joyce, 

from Clare; Jim MacCormack, and that great, big, sturdy fighter, 

Paddy Lennon from Down. 
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Although the month was December, it was a beautiful mid-

summer night when we started quietly off on our twenty-five mile 

ride. We reached our destination shortly after midnight, off-saddled, 

gave our horses a feed, spread our rugs under the shelter of a low wall, 

and, with our saddles for pillows, were soon fast asleep. At half-past 

three that morning Lieutenant Coetzee awakened me and said that 

Commandant Trichard was going to have a look at the positions, and 

wished me to accompany him, so that he could point out where the 

fighting was going to take place. After a refreshing cup of coffee with 

the Commandant we proceeded to a high hill, where he had two of his 

guns posted under the command of Captain Pretorius. When he had 

pointed out the different positions to me he sent me back for the men, 

whom I was instructed to post on the hill where we stood. On 

returning I found that MacCallum had started the boys at breakfast 

immediately on my departure, so that they had nothing to do but 

saddle their horses and be off.  

I was considerably surprised, however, to find nearly sixty men 

where I had only left thirty; but soon learned that twenty-five of the 

lads had stolen out of camp an hour or two after our departure and 

followed us down. It was too late to send them back, and, to tell the 

truth, I was secretly glad of the addition to our numbers.  

But when I felt it my duty to upbraid them for leaving camp 

without Colonel Blake’s permission, Joe Tully most effectually 

silenced me by saying, “Sure we may all be dead before evening, and 

then you will be sorry for saying anything to us.” 

There was no answering this, but to move out at once to our 

positions, which we did in a canter, and had the satisfaction of 

occupying them before the first shot was fired. 

The Boer army along the Tugela numbered between four and 

five thousand men; and their guns consisted of two 15-pound 

Creusots, two pom-poms, and two small Krupps. This tiny force had 

to cover a front of some nine or ten miles. General Lucas Meyer, who 

was to have command, had gone back sick to Pretoria; and the active 

command therefore devolved on the indomitable General Louis Botha. 

General Botha, who knew every inch of the ground, had disposed his 

small force with marvellous skill, and he gave strict injunctions that 
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no man was to fire on the enemy until they came to within seven or 

eight hundred yards. It was on this occasion that General Botha first 

had the opportunity of displaying those superb qualities which have 

since made his name world-famous as one of the greatest natural born 

leaders of men that ever lived in any period. 

It was a magnificent spectacle that bright, sunny South African 

morning to see the British forces, 35,000 strong and with seventy 

guns, deploying into their positions on the opposite side of the Tugela 

River. It was nearly five o’clock in the morning when we first caught 

sight of the vast masses of men and horses moving steadily across the 

plain in our direction. The division of the Irish Brigade was posted 

with the artillery on a high kopje some distance behind Fort Wylie, so 

that we had a splendid and uninterrupted view of the stirring 

panorama. The men, of course, would have preferred being in the front 

fighting line, and I asked permission of Commandant Trichard to take 

them there; but he replied that we would have to remain where we 

were for the present, until he could see where our services would be 

most required. A feature of the English advance, much commented on 

by our lads at the time, was the complete absence of both bands and 

standards. They did not seem to be possessed even of a tin whistle to 

play “Britons never shall be slaves”: and as for the flag “that braved a 

thousand years, the battle and the breeze” – it was conspicuous by its 

absence. 

General Botha’s army, which numerically was not quite one-

seventh of Buller’s, and which in the matter of heavy guns was 

practically unarmed, was at the same time in no way undaunted by the 

deploying of this huge and heavily armed force against them. Calmly 

and impassively they watched the approach of the foe, awaiting the 

order to fire. 

Suddenly the roar of Buller’s seventy cannon breaks the serenity 

of that beautiful summer morning, and lyddite and shrapnel shell come 

shrieking and tearing in every direction. The method adopted by the 

English gunners was to concentrate the fire of one or two batteries on 

a single kopje, commencing at the base, and gradually sweeping along 

the side, right up to the summit, about which the fire would play for a 

few minutes, when with deadly thoroughness the shells would be 
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dropped right over the crest of the kopje, the back of which would thus 

be as effectually shell-swept as the front had been, so that there would 

be not a square inch of the kopje left untouched. Of course, if there had 

been any Boers on the kopjes subjected to this drastic shell 

shampooing, it would have been very bad for them; but I have seen 

kopje after kopje so bombarded, with not a sign of a human being 

about them from base to summit, so that, beyond sending sundry 

pieces of rock flying about in all directions, the English guns might as 

well have been firing at the sun. 

Firing of this thorough but harmless character went on for an 

hour or more, making the more hideous with its infernal racket, and 

all the while there was not a sound from the Boer lines. On the English 

side of the river noise and fury – signifying, indeed, nothing – on the 

Boer side – the silence of the grave. The shells tore big holes in the 

veldt, and split the rocks into fragments, while the stench of the 

lyddite was sickening. And yet the burghers made no sign. The 

General’s order was being obeyed scrupulously. The men in khaki 

advanced gallantly in close formation – quarter-column, I think, they 

call it – and they looked so spick and span, and marched with so much 

precision, that from a spectacular point of view nothing could be finer 

or more effective. But all at once from the Boer left and right, the 

short, sharp hiss of the deadly mauser is heard, as its little leaden 

messengers fly on the wings of Death, and at the same moment our 

two creusots open fire and commence to drop their shells right into 

the midst of the advancing English troops. It was magnificent. Mick 

Halley, Joe Wade, Paddy Lennon, and Long Jack, with their coats off, 

are carrying shells to the guns; Commandant Trichard and Captain 

Pretorius are busy superintending, and the gallant young artillerymen 

are working like demons, with the joy and fire of battle in their eyes. 

But what a transformation in the British ranks! They are not 

now marching to the attack “as cool as if on the parade ground.” They 

are not now marching against savages untutored in the ways of war, 

although their opponents know nothing of dressing ranks or “quarter-

column formations.” But they know how to obey orders and to shoot 

straight, and in this latter respect enjoy an undoubted advantage over 

the enemy. The Anglo-Irish mercenaries, with the fighting courage of 
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their race, make a desperate effort to hold their own; but as for the 

others, one would imagine that some terrifying volcanic eruption had 

taken place in their midst. 

My next article will continue by description of the battle of 

Colenso, and the active part played therein by the Irish Brigade. 
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VII. 

COLENSO – CONTINUED. 

It is undoubtedly difficult to make people realise the condition of 

absolute panic into which the cool, steady fire of the burghers threw 

that enormous force of Britishers on the morning of Colenso. Even 

that glowing Imperialistic writer, Mr. Conan Doyle, who wrote a 

fanciful and highly imaginative account of the war, finds it hard to 

explain the plight into which his khaki heroes were thrown on this 

occasion, as on many others, and ingenuously puts it that “they were 

unable to advance and unwilling to retreat.” At the first volley from 

the Boers they lost their heads so completely that they were too 

terrified to run away. In plain English, the British simply got into a 

state of blue funk, and I doubt if in the whole history of the world’s 

war there is to be found a similar example of so enormous a force 

becoming so absolutely helpless and demoralised in the face of a body 

of men so much their inferiors in numbers and equipment. It was 

certainly a glorious privilege to be able to look on at the “flower” of 

England’s army being reduced to such a condition before a force of 

hardy farmers only about one-seventh that number. It was also a 

tantalising sight for us as well, on account of our not being allowed 

just yet to take a hand in the great game. 

Shortly after the opening of the Boer reply to Buller’s 

thunderous shelling, General Botha, accompanied by his staff, arrived 

on the kopje where the Brigade was posted. A little while previously 

Colonel Long had pushed his two batteries of artillery right up to 

within a thousand yards of the Boer trenches, with the result that the 

well-directed fire of a few hundred Mausers soon made it impossible 

for the Tommies to handle their guns, which were literally peppered 

with lead. All this time our lads were chafing under their enforced 

inaction, and I again went to Commandant Trichard to get permission 

from General Botha for the Brigade to go into the front firing line. 

This time, to our great satisfaction, permission was granted, and we 

were ordered to reinforce the Krugersdorp commando at Fort Wylie, 

near the railway bridge. 
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There were two ways of getting to our destination – one, by far 

the safest, was by making a detour of between four and five miles 

behind the shelter of some neighbouring kopjes; the other, ever so 

much shorter, was to make a dash across the open plain, about a mile 

wide, right in front of us, and in full view of the enemy, whose shot 

and shell incessantly tore across it. I was not very long in making up 

my mind on account of the impatience of the men to get using their 

rifles, and chose the latter and more direct route. Every man tightened 

his horse-girth, took a double supply of ammunition, and then, 

accompanied by that cool and brave Boer fighter, Lieutenant Coetzee, 

we swung round the kopje in full gallop, riding in open order some 

ten yards apart. O’Keefe, Gaynor, Sergeant-Major Frank O’Reilly, 

Mick Halley, Lieutenant Cootzee, Captain MacCallum, and myself 

were in the first line; while MacCormack, Dunlop, Wade, Hunt, Tom 

Belford, Joyce, and the others came thundering along after. Both men 

and horses were on their mettle. We afforded a splendid mark for the 

English artillerymen, and they pounded us with shot and shell all the 

time. Lyddite and shrapnel ploughed the ground in all directions – 

before, behind, and round about us, the bursting shells shrieked and 

roared. No man who participated in that thrilling and dashing ride is 

ever likely to forget it. As one of the boys remarked afterwards: “It 

banged Banagher all to fits.” 

The foe we were galloping to encounter, and whom every man 

of the party would gladly have given ten years of his life to meet on 

Irish soil, was before us, and to help to pay back some at least of the 

long-overdue debt of vengeance was the one burning thought in the 

minds of all the men as they rounded the kopje on that heart-stirring 

occasion. 

When about half way across the plain a big 4.7-inch lyddite shell 

burst a few yards in front of me, killing my horse and sending myself 

somersaulting in the air. The boys all thought I was killed, and 

MacCallum tried to rein in his horse to come to my aid, but the excited 

animal was too much for him. The captain smashed his bridle in the 

attempt to pull up, so that his horse simply bolted with him, and long 

before he had him in hands again I was on my feet shouting to the men 

that I was all right, and to ride on to their positions. A hearty cheer 
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from the brave fellows expressed their satisfaction at seeing me 

uninjured, and not, as they one and all thought, blown to atoms. 

In the midst of this rather exciting experience, what was my 

astonishment when a little chap named Willie Smith, from 

Johannesburg, who had attached himself to the Brigade, but to whom 

I had given strict injunctions not to attempt to come along with us, 

galloped up to where I was standing, a target for the British gunners, 

and generously offered me his horse. To the present day I feel ashamed 

of the language I used to that fearless boy. I was dumbfounded to see 

him on the field, and soundly rated him for his disobedience to orders 

– a nice return, surely, it must have seemed to that gallant little chap 

for his daring and generosity. But it was really concern for his welfare 

that annoyed me, at the fearful risk he was running and to refuse his 

proffered assistance. He hesitated a moment, and then rode into 

position with the men. He was only 13 years of age. An instant after 

young Smith’s departure, Sergeant-Major Frank O’Reilly galloped 

back to me on the splendid charger he had captured from the British 

at Ladysmith, and jumping out of the saddle, asked me to mount in his 

place. I flatly refused, and ordered him on to his direction. He just as 

flatly declined to go, saying “Major, this time I must refuse to obey 

your orders,” and actually insisted on riding between me and the line 

of fire until we got safely to our position. In thus exposing himself and 

sheltering me Frank O’Reilly accomplished as heroic a deed as the 

bravest soldier could be capable of on the field of battle. 

When we got to our destination we had a delightful time of it, in 

O’Reilly’s own words, giving the English “a taste of the South African 

snow.” The English gunners continued their attention to us in the 

shape of lyddite and shrapnel shells; but they really did very little 

damage, and contributed not a little to the enjoyment of the situation. 

Our lads returned these English compliments tenfold, and certainly 

made up for their previous inaction by the rapidity of their rifle fire. 

The firing of the British all through the campaign was admittedly, 

very bad; but at Colenso it must have reached the lowest point. The 

fact of the matter is that the “flower” of England’s army had so bad a 

fit of the “shakes” during that morning that the men were scarcely able 

to use their rifles at all, not to speak of firing straight or accurately. 
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Of course, nothing of this appeared in the British Press at the time, 

and one of the explanations given by the correspondents to account 

for the delay in crossing the Tugela was to the effect that the Boers 

had covered the bed of the river with barbed wire – a yarn for which 

there was never even the shadow of a foundation. 

It is only fair to say that General Botha was reported at the time 

as having praised the Connaught Rangers and Dublin Fusiliers for 

their fighting qualities; but it is, indeed, only poor consolation for an 

Irishman to know that some of his misguided countrymen wasted 

their fine soldierly qualities in helping the great vampire Empire, 

which had fattened on the best blood of their own country, in 

destroying the lives and liberties of the brave burghers of South 

Africa. 

The two batteries of Colonel Long’s artillery, which I have 

already mentioned, continued to be a source of great anxiety to the 

English Commander. They were unworkable and practically 

undefended, as our fire was kept up with such intensity in their 

direction that any man who attempted to come near them was 

immediately doomed. General Buller asked several times for 

volunteers to rescue the cannon from their dangerous position, and 

surely if English bravery is anything like what it is vaunted to be, at 

least a thousand men might have been expected to volunteer out of 

that mighty force to try and rescue the imperilled batteries. Something 

less than fifty volunteers responded for the dangerous but glorious 

work, and among these brave soldiers was young Lieutenant Roberts, 

son, as is well known, of Lord Roberts. This small band of heroes made 

a gallant attempt to save the guns; but they were too small in number 

to be able to hold out sufficiently long against the deadly fire of a few 

hundred carefully aimed rifles. I saw young Roberts fall mortally 

wounded myself, but, of course, did not know who he was till 

afterwards. At almost two o’clock in the afternoon the British began 

to tire of the unequal combat (the overwhelming preponderance of 

numbers and guns was on their side), and commenced one of those 

“masterly retreats” for which they are so deservedly famous. In fact, 

so great was their hurry to get away that their cavalry repeated their 

Modderspruit tactics, and rode over the retreating infantry. Once or 
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twice the English galloped their ambulances right across the line of 

fire in order to protect their running soldiers. When they got out of 

range, we had to sit inactive on the kopje looking at them flying helter-

skelter over the veldt. 

General Botha had obtained a notable victory over an immense 

British force, commanded by a valiant and hard-fighting General; but 

unfortunately he was not allowed to utilise that magnificent victory. 

Although Botha was in command at Colenso, still Joubert was the 

Commander-in-Chief, and he would not allow him to follow up his 

well-deserved success. It was heart-breaking to have to sit on the 

kopjes looking at the flying English, and to be unable to make their 

retreat still more “masterly.” It was a great opportunity lost. Once the 

British started to run they should have been kept on it till Durban was 

reached, and then driven into the sea. 

In my next article, I will tell of our race for the English cannon, 

and of the capture of Colonel Bullock. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



59 
 

VIII. 

CAPTURE OF COLONEL BULLOCK – “BOER 

HIGHLANDERS.” 

About three o’clock in the afternoon a few hundred Boers made 

a dash for the eleven guns which the English had practically 

abandoned. Lieutenant Coetzee had gone to the trouble of borrowing 

a horse for me, so that I was once more in the saddle. Fortunately it 

was not “Fenian Boy” I had with me on that morning. 

Notwithstanding the “barbed wire,” of which the English made so 

much, we crossed the Tugela near the bridge without encountering 

any difficulty, and Lieutenant Coetzee, myself, and a dozen of the 

Brigade had the good fortune to be amongst the first fifty men to get 

to the guns. During the early part of the fight Colonel Bullock and a 

small body of Devons had made a determined effort to protect Long’s 

cannon; but the Boer marksmanship had proved so sure and deadly 

that they were obliged to seek the shelter of a friendly dongs near at 

hand. When we arrived at the fateful spot we found that a rather 

unpleasant incident had just occurred between Colonel Bullock and a 

youthful burgher. On inquiring into the matter we discovered that an 

altercation had arisen out of some misunderstanding between the two, 

and that the young Boer had precipitated matters by hitting Colonel 

Bullock under the eye with the butt of his rifle. Unfortunately we were 

a few seconds too late to prevent this, but we were in time, however, 

to prevent any further unpleasant developments. 

Our first duty was to place Colonel Bullock and some four or five 

other officers who were with him under arrest. The names of those 

other officers I cannot now remember. Bullock was a thorough soldier 

in every sense, and fought so long and as well as any man could under 

the circumstances. His soldierly qualities were only exceeded by his 

gentlemanly behaviour after arrest. The captured guns were given in 

charge to Cherry Emmet, Chief-of-Staff and brother-in-law to General 

Botha. He is said to be descended collaterally from our national hero, 

Robert Emmet, and I could not help thinking it a significant thing that 

day to find one of the name so honoured in Ireland taking a leading 
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part in an enterprise that would have appealed so strongly to his 

illustrious ancestor. 

On our way to camp Colonel Bullock chatted freely about the 

events of the day, and was careful to lay stress on the point that he did 

not hold the Boer army responsible for the rather rough treatment he 

had just experienced at the hands of the young burgher. He told me 

that when called on to surrender he had simply asked for a Boer officer 

to whom he might do so, as he clearly saw that there was no other 

course open to him. The burgher had evidently misconstrued this 

quite natural request into a refusal to surrender, and so put the law of 

force into operation. This was Colonel Bullock’s own view of the 

incident, and I merely give it as an illustration of the man’s character 

and his fair way of viewing things. He then expressed a wish that the 

other captured officers and men would be properly looked after, as he 

said they had no provisions with them, and had been without food 

since early that morning. I replied that I had no idea how they would 

be likely to fare that night, as I had only arrived myself very early the 

same morning and had been without food all day. I felt safe in 

promising him, however, that next day he and his comrades would 

have no fault to find with the Boer commissariat. After some further 

talk on this topic, he pulled two hard biscuits out of his pocket, and 

asking me if I would mind sharing a soldier’s fare, offered me one of 

the biscuits, which I accepted. He continued talking about the battle 

we had just been through, and said “that for a long time they did not 

know what to do or where to go,” and, further, “could see no enemy to 

fire at.” I replied that that was very noticeable shortly after the 

opening of the battle. He then asked me how long I had been in the 

country. I told him, and in addition told him of my position as Major 

of the Irish Brigade. This piece of information seemed rather to 

disconcert him, and he became remarkably silent for the remainder of 

our journey to the camp. Probably he would have preferred being 

taken prisoner by almost anyone than an officer of the Irish Brigade. 

Before reaching the camp we witnessed the rather amusing spectacle 

of a number of Boers straggling along on foot, in twos and threes, 

towards the captured cannon in what was certainly a most annual kind 

of “dishabille.” They had their ammunition belt strung around their 
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shoulders, their rifles in their hands, with their shirts hanging down 

under their coats, and not even the semblance of a breeches among the 

whole party. This particular style of “undress” parade was amazing 

and amusing. They had taken off their pants on the other side of the 

Tugela in order to facilitate their crossing, and had concealed them 

behind some rocks until their return a few hours later. They did not 

seem to be in the least degree aware of the comical figure they were 

cutting, and went their way laughing and chatting like a lot of 

schoolboys out for a lark. Our English prisoners could not conceal 

their amazement, and at last one of them, more inquisitive than the 

rest, asked Lieutenant Coetzee who and what they were. To which 

Coetzee responded by telling him, with gravity, but with a decided 

twinkle in his eye, that they were “the Boer Highlanders going out to 

protect the guns in case of another attempted English rescue.” The 

Englishman did not seem quite satisfied with this explanation. 

Outside General Botha’s brilliant tactics, one of the most notable 

incidents of the very remarkable day was the easy manner in which 

the gallant Cherry Emmet was allowed to take away the English 

cannon. Surely if four or five hundred farmers a few hours previously 

were able to prevent the English from rescuing those guns, ten or 

twelve thousand Britishers ought to have been able to keep Emmet 

and his small commando from hauling them across the Tugela, which 

they were successful in accomplishing in the broad, clear light of day, 

without as much of a shot being fired to hamper their progress. That 

such could have happened is incomprehensible to the ordinary man, 

unless he comes to the conclusion – which is, I think, inevitable – that 

the English army was demoralised – that they could think of nothing 

but of putting as many miles as possible between themselves and their 

sturdy opponents. I may be allowed to mention here that one of the 

most valuable trophies in my possession is a bullet-marked portion of 

a sight belonging to one of those same cannon. 

One of our lads – Paddy Lennon, whom I have mentioned before 

– fell into chat with one of the captured officers in the evening, and 

casually asked him how he liked South Africa. To which the officer, 

drawling, answered that he liked it fairly well, that it was not half bad, 

etc. 
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“But,” persisted Paddy, “don’t you find it too hot here?” 

“Oh, not at all,” replied the officer; “not at all!” 

“Well,” interjected Paddy, “there’s a big difference anyhow, 

between the sort of work ye have here and turning poor, unarmed 

tenants out of their holdings in Ireland.” 

To this remark the officer made no reply. 

Paddy was himself captured later on in the campaign and sent to 

Ceylon. Whilst in Ceylon he was sentenced to two years’ hard labour 

for striking a soldier who had treated him with insolence, but owing 

to the American Consul’s intervention, Paddy being an American 

citizen, he was released after a few months. The treatment to which 

he was subjected in prison, however, was so severe that his health 

broke down completely, so that when the peace articles were signed 

he was unable to leave the island. 

Sergeant-Major Frank O’Reilly, who so gallantly came to my 

rescue on the field of battle, was also amongst those captured and sent 

to Ceylon. He was born in South Africa, and was a bit of a genius in 

his way, being capable of turning his hand to anything, from doctoring 

a horse to cooking a good meal. 

On the following day General Botha granted a twenty-four 

hours’ armistice to General Buller to enable him to bury his dead. One 

of General Botha’s despatches to Pretoria three days after the battle 

reads: 

“The English Red Cross officials told me that on the one battlefield there 

were alone 760 wounded, and that when the roll-call took place yesterday 

morning 3,000 of the enemy failed to answer to their names.” 
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IX. 

BACK TO LADYSMITH – PLATRAND. 

We were all naturally in good spirits after the big battle of 

Colenso; and after a couple days’ resting the men were in excellent 

form for some further fighting in company with their comrades under 

Colonel Blake, whom they fully expected would be allowed to rejoin 

us at this time. But much to the disappointment of us all, General 

Joubert would not allow Blake to leave his position, and, to add further 

to our disappointment, sent orders that we were to return at once to 

our old position outside Ladysmith – not a very cheerful or 

invigorating prospect in view of our former experiences there. 

However, there was nothing for it but to obey; and so in a couple of 

days after the glorious excitement of Colenso we were obliged once 

more to resume the monotonous and tedious work of laying siege to 

Ladysmith. A few desultory shots early in the morning – a few more 

during the afternoon – and a half-dozen parting shots before night fell, 

were all we had to remind us we were engaged in the great game of 

war, and not merely participators in a vast picnic outside the little 

town. Occasionally also at night there would be an alarm raised about 

a sortie party; but it invariably turned out that the alarm was a false 

one, much to the disgust of the boys, who, as I have said already in a 

previous article, could stand anything better than inaction, and were 

never in such good form and spirits as when there was plenty of stiff 

fighting to be done. But bad as were the week-days at this time, 

Sunday was infinitely worse, on account of the Boers’ aversion to 

breaking the Sabbath by firing even a single shot. 

An incident which occurred at this period is worth referring to 

here, more especially as some British General, speaking in Trinity 

College a few weeks ago, mentioned it as an illustration of the superior 

“defensive tactics” of his countrymen during the siege. It will be 

remembered that during the first stages of the campaign a good deal 

of criticism was indulged in by superior British folk to the effect that 

the Boers would not or dare not fight in the open; that if they did they 

would be very soon made mincemeat of, and much more vain-glorious 

talk of this effect, some of which reached the Boers and caused 
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considerable amusement. As a gentle bit of satire on this style of 

criticism, a waggish Boer gunner one day fired a shell into Ladysmith 

which had painted on its convex surface the query, “Why don’t you 

come out and fight us in the open?” It is quite evident from the 

aforesaid British General’s remarks that this was regarded as a deadly 

serious question from the Boer lines, instead of the joke it really was 

intended for; and the incident may very well be quoted as a striking 

example of the almost complete absence of humour from the British 

character. 

Some time in November General Joubert gave General White 

permission to establish a hospital camp for his women and children 

quite close to Bulwana Kop, a proceeding which somewhat mystified 

us at the time, as the new camp was right over near the Boer lines, and 

thus afforded a good position from which to make observations of our 

movements. As the camp was visited nightly by numbers of British 

officers, it is fairly obvious that they must have acquired a good deal 

of useful information by the opportunity so unwisely afforded them. 

As the season of Christmas drew near, the thoughts of the lads 

quite naturally began to dwell more deeply and fondly on the old 

homeland and the dear ones there; but as I have already written an 

account of our Christmas doings at Ladysmith in the Christmas 

number of the “Weekly Freeman,” there is no need that I should dwell 

further on the matter here, beyond saying that we made ourselves as 

happy as possible under the circumstances, and were all very much 

delighted at the Xmas gift of a flag sent us by the Dublin Transvaal 

Committee. In a future article I will have something more to say about 

that flag, and of the men who gallantly prevented it from falling into 

the hands of the enemy. 

The observance of the great Christmas festival had the effect of 

enlivening the dull inaction of existence for the men; but when all the 

festivities were over they began to get restive again, as things grew 

more dull and monotonous every day, and as if to aggravate the 

situation and tantalise them still further we could plainly hear the 

sound of Buller’s big guns thundering away at the Boer lines down at 

Tugela. To give an illustration of the spirit of impatience that 

prevailed – I need only mention that hardly a day passed without five 
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or six of the brigadiers stealing away in the direction of Colenso, 

where, after fighting for two or three days, they would return to the 

camp, more or less peaceful and satisfied for about another week. Such 

conduct was, of course, a serious breach of discipline; but Colonel 

Blake was quite powerless to prevent it, as the spirit of discipline all 

round among the commandoes was anything but strict, and 

constituted, I think, the most serious defect in the Boer army as an 

effective military organisation. 

Things went on much in this fashion up to the 6th January, 1900, 

when the attack on the Platrand was made. The Platrand is a long flat 

hill, some 600 feet high, and situated to the south of Ladysmith. Its 

position made it of great strategic importance, as if the Boers could 

only have obtained possession of it the town would have been 

absolutely at their mercy. A determined attack was therefore decided 

to be made on it; and among the principal attackers were a few 

hundred Free Staters and Transvaal burghers, chosen from the 

Heidelberg, Harrismith, and Utrecht commandoes. The attack was 

most gallantly made, and the contest on the whole was the most 

stubborn that took place since the end of the previous October. The 

gallant burghers would unquestionably have gained possession of the 

hill, and thus led up to the surrender and capture of the town of 

Ladysmith, but for the unfortunate fact that General Erasmus did not 

send the necessary orders to some seven or eight hundred men who 

had come up specially from Colenso to take part in the attack. This 

failure, or neglect, of General Erasmus, was regarded as quite 

inexplicable at the time, and has practically remained a mystery ever 

since. The fight, however, was a marvellous one, and, considering 

their numbers, the attackers, led by the undaunted De Villiers, 

accomplished wonders. 

The part taken by the Irish Brigade in the affair was 

comparatively small and uninteresting. The Brigade received orders 

to support a few of Commandant Trichard’s field guns which had been 

despatched to the north of the town near the Pretoria commando. We 

reached our positions between 3 and 4 o’clock in the morning, and 

before the break of day we could hear the music of the burghers’ rifles 

rattling away towards the south. The Pretoria burghers held a 
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position in a sluit some distance in our front, and made a desperate 

effort to storm an English fort, but, after a dashing and determined 

attack, they were compelled to retire. The field guns were then trained 

on the forts, the fire being directed over the heads of the lads from 

Pretoria, and, after a few shots, an English battery sent their shells 

flying amongst us, without, however, doing any serious damage. After 

their experience at Modderspruit, the Brigade had lost all respect for 

English shell-fire, and the whizzing of the rather invisible missiles but 

anything but a disconcerting effect. Firing was kept up vigorously 

until about 5 o’clock that evening, when we were ordered back to camp 

in the midst of a terrific rain-storm. From our point of view, the 

engagement was a most unsatisfactory on, as the men did not get a 

chance of using their rifles all the day; and the few hundred heroes 

who had made the desperate attempt on the Platrand to the south 

failed, unfortunately, through not receiving the support which should 

have been given them. The fact that the Boer losses in killed and 

wounded amounted to near 200 men, and that the English lost over 

500, may give some idea of the severity of the fighting. 

Another spell of inaction succeeded this sharp attack, with the 

result that the boys began to grow more impatient and discontented 

than ever. Our chief duty was in guarding Commandant Trichard’s 

guns; but this sort of duty was altogether too tame for the Brigadiers. 

We sent several petitions to General Joubert asking to be allowed to 

proceed to the front; but his invariable reply was that he could not 

spare any more men from Ladysmith. As a result of all this Colonel 

Blake and myself had, I think, the hardest time of our lives trying to 

keep the men in countenance and check. 

It was a matter of no small astonishment to us all that General 

White made no attempt to break through the Boer lines with four or 

five thousand men and take General Botha’s small army in the rear, as 

sometimes that marvellous General had little over 3,000 men at his 

disposal to hold a frontage of over 20 miles. At no time did his greatest 

fighting strength exceed 6,000 men; yet, in face of this, General White 

pursued his policy of “masterly inactivity” with his enormous garrison, 

and has received all sorts of honours and decorations for doing so, 

while General Buller, whom the Boers recognised as the only fighting 
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man of first-rate importance on the British side, was practically 

deposed, if not disgraced. 
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X. 

SPION KOP – ANOTHER FLAG. 

I can only refer incidentally to the important engagement of 

Spion Kop, as the Irish Brigade were not there, and in any case it has 

been so often described that its main features are fairly familiar to the 

public. Of course, like most of the other actions of the war, it has 

almost invariably been written from the purely British point of view, 

and consequently held up before the world as a marvellous example of 

British pluck and endurance. That the unfortunate soldiers who were 

driven like sheep up the hill in the small hours of the morning on the 

23rd January, 1900, showed great endurance during the time they were 

penned up there, and suffered very acutely, is true enough; but the 

conduct of the whole affair is admitted even by pro-British writers to 

have been almost criminally stupid. Yet to read some of these 

accounts, one would imagine the British performed some daring feat 

of arms in capturing the hill on that January morning. As a matter of 

fact there were only a dozen burghers on the hill at the time of the 

British advance, and they naturally did not offer a very formidable 

resistance to the couple of thousand of English troops who came 

tramping up the hill before daybreak. Word was, however, quickly 

conveyed to General Botha that the British were on the Kop, and, by 

the time day had fully dawned, that resourceful commander had 

hastily brought together about one hundred volunteers, whom he sent 

to check the English troops, and, if possible, drive them off the hill. 

The English troops when they reached the summit of the kopje 

had evidently stayed their march until daybreak, and made no attempt 

to take up an entrenched position on the Boer side of the hill; a piece 

of carelessness of which Botha was not slow to take advantage. The 

hundred volunteers scrambled up the hill in twos and threes, while 

Botha placed a pom-pom to the right of the Kop, and another to the 

left. Had the British continued their advance and strongly posted 

themselves on the Boer side of the hill, instead of foolishly halting 

midway, they would have been in a far better position to meet the 

checking movement of General Botha. By their delay they gave the 

latter the opportunity of disposing of his small force to the best 
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advantage, an advantage which told in the most disastrous fashion 

against the English, as the appalling record of killed and wounded on 

their side only too eloquently shows. 

When, after daybreak, they continued their advance they were 

met by a steady fire from the hundred burghers, while the pom-poms 

did deadly execution on both their flanks. It was a struggle in the 

beginning of 2,000 to 100, and Thorneycroft, who commanded the 

British, soon began to realise that the burghers, even though so much 

inferior to his force numerically, were yet more than a match for his 

overwhelming numbers. Supports were hurried up to him, until he had 

4,000 men under his command, the Boers meanwhile receiving 

reinforcements that brough their small body up to between four and 

five hundred men. The British still had a tremendous numerical 

superiority; but it was the only thing in which they were superior, and 

the style in which the handful of burghers faced such fearful odds is 

worthy of the highest admiration. Time after time they charged right 

up to the English positions, some of which they succeeded in 

capturing, and when it is remembered that the Boers never carry 

either swords or bayonets, the truly heroic and dashing character of 

such exploits can be more readily understood and appreciated. 

Altogether the fight lasted for fifteen hours without cessation, 

and on the night of the 24th Thorneycroft began to think that he and 

his troops had quite enough of the encounter, and turning their backs 

on the corpse-strewn summit of the top, they retreated along the line 

of march they had followed when coming up, leaving 2,000 in killed, 

wounded and prisoners behind them. The total Boer loss was about 

150 men. The battle of Spion Kop will ever remain as an example of 

how superior generalship, even with a mere handful of troops, can 

triumph over an overwhelmingly large force where there is no 

competent generalship to lead and advise. It certainly was a great 

personal triumph for General Botha, and immensely strengthened his 

prestige among his countrymen. 
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Boer burghers at Spion Kop, circa 1900. 

Three days after the battle, Father Van Hecke, Lieutenant 

Coetzee, Sergeant-Major O’Reilly, and I visited the scene of the fight, 

and we were profoundly impressed with the horror of the spectacle 

presented to our eyes, whilst we almost became physically sick at the 

abominable stench which arose from the numberless half-buried 

corpses, whose positions were firmly indicated by numerous legs and 

arms protruding up through the soft clay of the kop. It was an 

appalling and a disgusting scene, from which we hurried away as 

quickly as possible. 

As I have not mentioned Father Van Hecke before, it is necessary 

to say that he was our new chaplain, sent to replace Father Baudry, 

whose increasing infirmities rendered him unfit for an active 

campaign. Father Van Hecke was a Belgian, and only about twenty-

five years of age. He soon endeared himself to the men by his kind and 

gentle manner, and he also earned the wholehearted admiration of the 

Boers by the way in which he endured all hardships in order to 

perform his duty. The English were very fond of referring to the 

bigotry of the Boers, but, like most of their charges against that sturdy 

race, there was very little foundation for such statements, and I never 

knew a burgher to pass our chaplain on the veldt without lifting his 

hat in courteous salutation. 

When referring to this matter of the behaviour and demeanour 

of the Boers, as well as the scene after Spion Kop, I may be excused 
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for giving the following quotation from a report sent to General 

Warren at the end of January, 1900, by Father Reginald F. Collins, 

Chaplain to the English forces. Father Collins, after giving an account 

of an interview with General Botha relative to the interment of the 

fallen English soldiers, goes on to say: - 

“I venture to think it a matter of considerable importance to draw 

attention to the attitude of the Boers when we met during the carrying out of 

our duties on those three days. After collecting all the identification papers, 

letters and personal property of the fallen, and whilst waiting for the graves to 

be dug, we chaplains were unoccupied, and therefore had plenty of time to talk 

to the Boers around us. For my part, I confess that the deepest impression has 

been made on me by these conversations, and by the manly bearing and 

straightforward, outspoken way in which we were met. There were two things 

I particularly noted. As there was no effort made to impress us by what was said 

(they spoke with transparent honesty and natural simplicity, and in nearly all 

cases the conversations were begun by us), so there was a total absence of 

anything like exultation over what they must consider a military success. Not a 

word, not a look, not a gesture or sign, that could by the most sensitive of 

persons be construed as a display of their superiority. 

Far from it, there was a sadness, almost anguish, in the way in which they 

referred to our fallen soldiers. I can best convey the truth of this statement and 

show that there is no attempt at exaggeration in using the wfvord ‘anguish,’ by 

repeating expressions used, not once, but again and again by great numbers of 

them as they inspected the ghastly piles of our dead, ‘My God! What a sight!’ ‘I 

wish politicians could see their handiwork.’ ‘What can God in Heaven think of 

this sight?’ ‘What a cursed war that brings these poor fellows to such an end?’ 

‘We hate this war. This war is accursed. Every day, on our knees, we all pray 

that God will bring this war to an end.’ ‘It is not our war; it is a war of the 

millionaires.’” 

On the evening of the day on which we had visited Spion Kop, 

O’Reilly and myself were going the rounds of the different 

commandoes when we came across a dozen burghers seated around a 

fire amusing themselves with three unexploded English shells which 

had come into their possession. Their method of deriving amusement 

from these rather dangerous toys consisted in putting them on the fire 

and watching the sparks fizzle up something like a small display of 

fireworks. The first one fizzled away quite harmlessly, much to the 

delight of the simple-minded burghers, and they then repeated the 
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process with the second shell, which started fizzling away like the 

first. I did not quite realise what they were doing; but O’Reilly, with 

the instinct of an old campaigner, quickly seeing the risky nature of 

their pastime, called out to me to come away at once. Amidst cheers 

and laughter, they put the third shell on the fire, when it almost 

immediately exploded, killing one of the unfortunate men and 

wounding three or four others. I record this incident because it is one 

of many experiences which showed me that, shrewd and experienced 

as these sturdy burghers undoubtedly were, yet in some respects they 

were for all the world like a lot of big children. 

Although the Brigade was not present as a body at most of the 

fighting along the Tugela, individual members of it took part in most 

of the battles, four splendid young fellows losing their lives in this 

way. Their names were Brennan, Richardson, Lasso, and Paddy Fahy. 

General Ben Viljoen, speaking to me later on in the campaign about 

poor Fahy, paid his memory a very high tribute, saying he was one of 

the bravest young fellows he had ever come across. 

We were only able to spend one day in the neighbourhood of 

Spion Kop, as we had only three days’ leave from Ladysmith. When 

we got back to camp an incident which occurred to one of the boys 

caused considerable amusement at the time. The hero of the incident 

was out from camp, engaged in the laudable occupation of trying to 

raid some of the enemy’s horses, and in the course of his proceedings 

came across a Kaffir spy from Ladysmith, whom he promptly captured 

and brought back to camp, where he received instructions to bring his 

prisoner to General Joubert. This he accordingly did, and, after 

handing up his captive, evidently felt that he had fully discharged his 

duty in the matter, and was starting back for camp again, when, to his 

disgust, he was ordered by the General to mount guard over his 

prisoner all night. There was, of course, nothing for it but to obey, and 

he carried out his vigil as patiently as possible under the 

circumstances; but when he got back to camp in the morning he 

registered a solemn vow that it would be the last prisoner he would 

ever take. 

Somewhere about this period the Brigade was presented with a 

second flag by the Transvaal artillery. It was a very handsome flag, 
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made of green cashmere, by the wife of one of the artillerymen, and 

had a harp worked in yellow silk thread in the centre. The 

presentation of this flag was a kindly and thoughtful act, which met 

with high appreciation by the members of the Brigade. We had it with 

us for the remainder of the campaign, and were always uneasy about 

its falling into the hands of the English. On Sundays it used to serve 

as an altar-cloth for Father Van Hecke; and on our way back to Europe 

we presented it to that devoted little priest as a memento of the 

Brigade. 

 

 
   Picture of Irish Brigade holding aloft the flag (green background, with 

yellow harp.) 
Shortly after Spion Kop I received a letter from Sol Gillingham, 

of Pretoria, informing me that Arthur Lynch had just arrived there 

and was setting about organising a second Irish Brigade. 

I wired at once in reply: “Before doing so, come down; Bring 

Lynch and Oates with you.” 

We thought the starting of a second brigade an unnecessary and 

a foolish move at the time, as in reality we had not enough of men for 

the first. Arthur Lynch I had met at home in Ireland, and from what I 

knew of him was rather anxious to have him with us. But he was 

evidently determined on carrying out his idea of a second corps, and I 

regretted very much at the time, and regret still, that he did not join 

us. They did not come down to Ladysmith in response to my telegram, 

but set to work organising their brigade, which, when it was ready to 

start for the front consisted of about 100 men, of whom half-a-dozen 
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were Irish and about another half-a-dozen Irish-Americans. The 

remainder was made up of men of various nationalities. Colonel Lynch 

had as his officers Major Mitchell and Captain P. J. Oates; and 

certainly no men could have done more with the material at their 

disposal than they did. 
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XI. 

PIETER’S HILL – THE RELIEF OF LADYSMITH. 

Hitherto I have nothing but scenes of victory and the enthusiasm 

which followed success to record. But darker days, bringing test and 

trial of every man in the splendid volunteer army of the Boers, came 

with the closing days of February. 

On the 23rd of that month, seventy men of the Irish Brigade were 

ordered to the fighting line close to Colenso. Fighting round 

Ladysmith had slackened off, and the men of the Brigade were getting 

tired of the camp life and the monotonous sentry and outpost duty; so 

that there was the keenest competition amongst them all to secure 

selection for the Colenso continent. Indeed some of them had even to 

be placed under temporary arrest to prevent them stealing out of camp 

to join those selected. Colonel Blake was still suffering from the effect 

of his wound, and had to remain in camp with the balance of the 

Brigade, while I took charge of the picked men for the fighting line. 

An hour after the order had been received we stood ready waiting, as 

Commandant Trichard rode into camp to inspect the men and give us 

the order to proceed. At once the men swung into the saddle and with 

a hearty cheer from both sides we were off. 

Four hours’ hard riding brought us into close proximity to the 

Artillery Camp, where we off-saddled for the night. Captain 

MacCallum made a special inspection of the men to see that they had 

given more than ordinary attention to the horses and to the rifles, for 

none of us knew what time our orders would arrive. We had a quiet 

night, however, and slept soundly until the call came at four o’clock in 

the morning. Quarter of an hour later we were on the march across 

the kopjes to the position assigned to us on the right of Pieter’s Hill, 

and above five hundred yards from the British lines; our neighbours 

being the Middelburg and Ermelo Commandoes. The horses were 

sent back to a grazing ground about a mile in the rear, the men rushed 

through a hearty breakfast and sought their positions amongst the 

rocks; and as daylight broke over the hills the sniping of the British 

lines started. The three days’ fighting at Pieter’s Hill had begun for 

the Brigade. Night and day the sniping went on between the two lines; 
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our men taking turns in sleeping and eating at stray intervals, and 

throughout the rest of the twenty-four hours watching for the chance 

of a shot at a British head, arm, or leg in the opposite line. The 

arrangements for an unlimited supply to the skirmishing line of 

ammunition and provisions were splendidly carried out, and when the 

27th broke bright and sunny our lads were still in position, as cheerful 

and eager as ever. Nothing showed more the Celtic spirit of the men 

at any time during the campaign than the merry joke and laugh which 

went from rock to rock even after those three days’ hard work in the 

active fighting line. 

Before the day was well on us, it became clear that the British 

were preparing for an advance on Pieter’s Hill. Cannon fire was 

concentrated on it, and for hours the roar of the heavy guns, the 

bursting of shells, and the splintering of rocks made up a deafening 

noise, while the fumes of the lyddite were absolutely sickening. 

Opposite our own position the enemy’s lines were being pushed 

forward gradually until barely two hundred yards separated us from 

the British. Upon the hill there lay an insignificant body of thirty or 

forty brave burghers; but for hours all efforts to dislodge them failed 

utterly. More than once the British force advanced to the foot of the 

hill under the protection of a heavy shell fire; again and again the 

plucky band of burghers drove them back. Reinforcements were 

pushed forward from the British regiments in the rear, and towards 

evening a force of 3,000 men attacked the hill, and, though they 

suffered severely, they worked from point to point for nearly two 

hours till they reached the top, when the gallant little burgher band 

was forced to retire. 

The Brigade was kept busy all this time endeavouring to hold 

the forces opposite our own line in check. A particular chance came to 

our marksmen at one time, when, as the main body of the British 

climbed Pieter’s Hill, the skirmishers incautiously stood up to cheer. 

It was the last cheer on earth for many of them. As evening 

approached it looked as if an attempt would be made to rush our 

position; and Captain MacCollum, Sergeants MacDonough and 

Higgins (Higgins was wounded at the battle of Modderspruit, but 

insisted on returning to his duty at Christmas, and was never happier 
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than when – to use his own phrase – he was “hitting her up”) were 

moving busily up and down the line, keeping a sharp look-out ahead, 

and seeing that the men had their revolvers ready. The excitement 

grew to such a high pitch that we could scarcely restrain the lads from 

jumping up and firing standing out in the open.  

“For God’s sake, Major,” cried one young lad, whose grandfather 

was out in ’48, and whose father had to fly from Ireland in ’67, “let us 

get at them with the butt of the rifle!” 

A moment after his arm was shattered by a stray bullet, and as 

he was helped to the rear, the only remark of the brave lad was, “I 

wouldn’t mind if it was only for Ireland.” 

As darkness fell, the fire slackened on all sides. So far from the 

capture of the hill having in any way disheartened the Boer advance 

lines, they were full of the idea of repeating the Spion Kop episode; and 

all through the early part of the night we were expecting an order to 

advance to the recapture of the hill. But at two o’clock in the morning 

an aide-de-camp from General Lucas Meyer came to us with orders to 

fall back and protect the cannon. This was disheartening for our lads, 

who had fought hard to maintain their position, but worse was to 

follow; for the aide-de-camp whispered to us officers that Cronje had 

surrendered, that the Boers were momentarily panic-stricken, and 

that all General Botha’s noble influence was unable to prevent a 

retreat. It was not Buller and all his army that relieved Ladysmith and 

drove the Boer army from around Colenso, but Cronje’s surrender. 

Though our men were not told the disastrous news, they fell in 

at the word, thinking at the time that the retrograde movement was 

but part of the preparation of a general advance on Pieter’s Hill. But 

as the sun appeared over the kopjes we could see the entire Boer army, 

with the exception of two or three commandoes, in full retreat. The 

cannon had been removed back to Klip River, and our men followed 

back with sad hearts. There was but one welcome relief in our 

backward march; when at the river our good chaplain, Father Van 

Hecke, met us with a trolley-load of good things, which he distributed 

to the lads with many a hearty word and pleasant smile to rouse them 

from their gloomy feelings. 
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Long Tom was still up on Lombard’s Kop, and the Brigade was 

drawn in to support Major Wolmarans, which held a position to the 

right of the road near the foot of the kop. The Boers and the Irish 

altogether barely numbered 150, but the advance of the British cavalry 

towards Ladysmith was held in check by them till darkness fell. Close 

upon midnight reinforcements from one of the other commandoes 

arrived. Our lads had scarcely had a moment’s rest for over twenty 

hours, and for the last five or six of these were under a heavy downfall 

of rain; so I decided to take them back to camp for rest and 

refreshment. We could scarcely mount our horses, and the poor 

brutes, from cold, wet, and hunger, were nearly as bad as ourselves. 

But we had not gone more than 100 yards when we met a party of 

twelve and stopped them with the usual challenge. It was General 

Botha and his staff. I have often heard that the greatness of a General 

shows itself more in defeat than in victory, and never could have been 

seen a more notable or more saddening example of it. On the day of 

the Colenso victory, when I had last seen General Botha, his face wore 

a proud, bright smile, not so much that of a mere successful tactician 

as of a single-minded patriot whose entire heart was devoted to the 

cause of his country, and who saw that day at Colenso the fulfilment 

of his highest hopes. Now there was the same noble look, but with it, 

instead of the old bright smile, there was grim determination, and a 

sad sternness that almost brought a lump to one’s throat to watch. For 

thirty hours the great General had been in the saddle, moving from 

point to point, ordering, appealing, and arguing, in an almost hopeless 

effort to stop the deplorable effect of what had already become known 

as the Cronje fright. 

And here let me interpose to say that I trust my remarks with 

regard to the great body of the Boers will not be misunderstood. It is 

not sufficiently recognised that the forces of the South African 

Republic were entirely made up of volunteers, and that instead of 

ordinary regiments, in which strict discipline could be maintained, the 

commandoes simply represented districts, and the men who came in 

without inducement, or pay, or reward of any kind, were merely held 

together by local companionship and with more or less looseness, 

working to a great extent in accordance with self-made rules. They 
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had been led to expect great things from General Cronje; had he even 

been defeated in a fair, open fight, in which he gave a good account of 

himself, it would have comparatively little effect on the burghers 

around Ladysmith and the adjacent country; but the sudden and 

appalling news of his compete surrender came with such a shock that 

for the moment it brought but one impression – that the whole cause 

was lost. So it was that district after district started to move until, 

despite the influence of our great General, three-fourths of the army 

was in retreat. Many writers have told how nobly and how quickly 

they returned to the call of duty, and fought with magnificent pluck 

and endurance to the end; and therefore anything I have to say in 

record of the Brigade’s experiences of that sad day of Pieter’s Hill must 

not be taken as any reflection on those who proved their right to stand 

in the front rank of the noblest patriots of the world’s history. 

“Where do you go?” demanded General Botha. Despite his long, 

weary day and night he was on his way to see for himself the fate of 

the guns. 

I explained that, the Boer reinforcements having arrived at our 

position, I was taking our men back to camp for a short rest until 

morning, and that our horses were absolutely done up. 

“We and our horses are nearly finished, too,” he said. “But,” he 

added, in an inexpressibly sad tone that went straight to the hearts of 

us all, “there are so very few to look after the guns.” 

“Right you are, General,” went up from the Brigade, and, 

without waiting for the word of command, round went every man and 

back to the positions near the guns. The rain was still falling in 

torrents, and all round was pitch darkness, relieved now and again by 

flashes of lightning. Hour after hour we stood there, waiting anxiously 

for the rumbling sound that would tell us that “Long Tom” was on the 

move. Delay after delay kept our attention fixed on Lombard’s Kop 

that night; but at last word came that the big gun was in safety, and 

the order to retire was obeyed with as much alacrity as our worn-out 

bodies were capable of. 

Colonel Blake, as soon as the Boer retreat had commenced, set 

the men in camp to pack up calmly and quietly, and by the time we got 
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back everything was cleared off, in good order without a sign of 

confusion.  
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XII. 

ARRIVAL OF MICHAEL DAVITT – BATTLE OF 

BRANDFORT. 

On arriving at the place where our camp had been we made the 

unwelcome discovery that there were no provisions of any kind either 

for men or horses, and proceeded at once to the station, where we were 

just in time to procure a supply from a train that was just starting with 

all the provisions that had been left behind by the different 

commandoes. Our horses having been provided with a good feed of 

corn, we sat down on the veldt ourselves and did ample justice to a 

meal of tinned beef and bread, which was the first food any of us had 

tasted for over twenty-four hours. An attempt was made by a small 

body of English cavalry to get out of Ladysmith, but it was a half-

hearted affair at best, and a few well-directed rifle shots sent them back 

in double quick time. 

We were soon on the march again in the rear-guard of the Boer 

army, proceeding in a leisurely fashion, our food largely consisting of 

the fresh young corn which we pulled right out of the fields as we 

marched along. The venerable President of the Transvaal Republic 

came down to Elandslaagte, and personally addressed the burghers, 

imploring them to keep cool and to keep on the fight for their nation’s 

existence. The Brigade was not present on this historic occasion, but 

I was told afterwards that the President’s speech made a very deep 

impression, and considerably heartened the burghers, more especially 

when he offered to lead the army in person, a course from which he 

was only dissuaded with much difficulty. Personally I think it a pity 

that he was not allowed to have his way in this matter, as the burghers 

were so devoted to him that his actual presence at their head would 

have been a constant source of inspiration and encouragement. 

Just before arriving at Glencoe I beheld the famous trek of the 

whole army, one of the most remarkable sights that it is possible to 

imagine. Across the seemingly illimitable veldt hundreds and 

hundreds of wagons, laden with provisions, tents, medical appliances, 

and all the innumerable appurtenances of an army on the march, were 
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struggling along in a procession of colossal and most imposing 

dimensions. Above the lumbering of the ponderous, heavily-laden 

vehicles was to be heard the cracking of innumerable long whips, and 

the voices of the Kaffir boys expostulating with or cheering on the 

mules or bullocks under their charge. It was about this time I first 

meet Commandant Riccardi, who was in command of the Italian 

Scouts, and who afterwards married a grand-daughter of President 

Kruger’s. Riccardi was a brave and daring fighter, who was much 

beloved by his men, and he was a genuine admirer of the Irish Brigade. 

We delayed some time at Glencoe, where we celebrated the 

National festival in a very pleasant fashion, and with many thoughts 

of the dear old land and the beloved ones there. It was about this 

period that we were joined by the contingent that came from Ireland, 

and right glad we were to welcome these brave fellows into our ranks, 

and to hear some news straight from home. Martin MacDonnell 

D’Arcy, Jack Donnelly – who brought me a letter and some shamrock 

from the late and much lamented Ethna Carberry (Mrs. MacManus), 

Owen O’Kelly, who had been an assistant in Egan’s, Talbot street – 

Jim McGuigan, and Jack Daly, of Belfast, and young Harold, from 

Kingstown, were among the recruits. Jack MacArdle, another Belfast 

boy, joined us at the same time, and proved a very valuable soldier. 

Poor MacDonnell D’Arcy was killed in San Francisco about three 

years ago by an electric tramcar, after passing unscathed through the 

trials and dangers of an arduous campaign. He came of a rebel stock, 

and was a grandson of “Big Joe” MacDonnell, who fought with great 

bravery with Teeling and the French at Carrignagat in 1798. It was 

from these brave lads that we first heard of the permission which 

Queen Victoria had given to her Irish hirelings to wear shamrock in 

their caps on St. Patrick’s Day. That night Colonel Blake and myself 

sent a joint letter to the Freeman’s Journal protesting against this 

degradation of the national emblem; but unfortunately our letter never 

reached its destination. 

From Glencoe we moved on to Helpmakaar Pass, where we 

made friends with the German commando. A few days previously I 

went to Pretoria to see if permission could be obtained for some of the 

Irish soldiers, who were prisoners, to join our ranks; but the Boer 
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Government would not allow it. Just as I was about starting back for 

camp I got a wire from Solomon Gillingham saying that Michael 

Davitt was expected that evening and not to go without seeing him. I 

accordingly took the first train back to Pretoria, and met Davitt for 

the first time. We had a long talk about Irish affairs, during the course 

of which he told me that he had resigned his membership of the House 

of Commons ostensibly as a protest against the Boer war, but that his 

chief reason was that he saw the hopelessness of expecting anything 

like justice from an English assembly. He then went on to tell me how 

I had been nominated for South Mayo, but that he did not approve of 

my nomination, as I had not been selected at the Convention. At the 

same time, he said, he thought it a pity I should be opposed, as my 

election at the time would focus the attention of the world on the Irish 

struggle. I then explained my views to him, saying that under no 

circumstances could I be induced to become a member of the English 

House of Commons, as I did not believe that Ireland’s freedom could 

be gained through the good graces of the English Parliament and 

people; but that as I had been nominated I should have been returned 

unopposed. Not, of course, I was careful to explain, on personal 

grounds, but simply on account of the position I held, which would 

have made my election a very significant sequel to his (Davitt’s) 

resignation, and pointed the moral of the political situation between 

Ireland and England very emphatically and, I thought, effectively. 

There was practically no difference between us on this point, and we 

then indulged in a long talk about our numerous common friends. I 

gave him a cordial invitation to come down to our camp and address 

the boys, which he at once accepted. On my return to camp I made 

arrangements to send a guard of honour, consisting of twenty men 

under Lieutenant Gaynor, to meet Mr. Davitt at Glencoe, about 25 

miles from camp, while Blake and myself were to meet him a mile or 

two from Helpmakaar Pass with all the available men not on active 

duty. Unfortunately, however, he was not able to come down at the 

time appointed, and when he again visited Natal we had been 

transferred to the Orange Free State. 

At Pretoria I heard that an Irish-American ambulance corps, 

consisting of some 60 men, was on its way to join us; and on my return 
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informed Colonel Blake of the fact. He at once decided to go and meet 

them, and during his absence news of the Queen’s visit to Ireland 

reached us. We decided to celebrate the event by looking out for 

Englishmen to shoot. On the very day of her arrival seventy men of 

the Brigade, accompanied by the same number from the German 

commando, set out on a scouting expedition in search of the enemy; 

but although we scoured the country from Helpmakaar Pass to the 

Tugela we had not the good fortune to come across even one. The 

following night, on our way back to camp, the German commandant 

and myself were riding side by side at the head of the troop, when our 

horses unconsciously quickened their paces to such an extent that we 

soon found ourselves tearing along the road in a regular gallop, and 

the men behind naturally followed suit. It was a glorious moonlight 

night, and the road was in excellent condition, so that we did not check 

our headlong gallop until we came near the outposts, my horse 

“Fenian Boy,” being full six lengths ahead of the crack German horse. 

The result of this gallop was that on the following day I received a 

friendly challenge from the German to race “Fenian Boy” against his 

horse. The challenge was at once accepted, the course was marked out, 

and, amidst the cheers of the Irishmen, the gallant little horse, with 

O’Reilly in the saddle, even bettered his performance of the previous 

night. 

Although Helpmakaar was a beautiful spot, the boys soon got 

tired of it on account of the unwillingness of the English to show fight, 

and we accordingly sent on a petition to headquarters asking to be 

sent to the Orange Free State, where all the fighting was now being 

done. This was in April, and four days after sending the petition we 

had a wire from Colonel Blake from Pretoria saying that we were to 

pack up immediately and start off for the Free State. The men were 

much elated at this, and lost no time about making ready. We said 

farewell to Commandant Trichard and his sons; and General Lucas 

Meyer, who was in command of the district, asked me when saying 

good-bye to convey his thanks to the men of the Brigade for their 

bravery and vigilance. We started off by a special train, and arrived in 

Johannesburg about the 25th April, where we were joined by the Irish-

American contingent under Captain Patrick O’Connor, of Moylough, 
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Co. Galway, and Lieutenant Hugh Ryan, of Tipperary. After three 

days’ rest in Johannesburg we entrained for Smaldeal, in the Orange 

Free State. I met Davitt for the second time in Pretoria, in company 

with Sol Gillingham, and we again had a long and pleasant talk. He 

was anxious to secure some souvenirs of the Brigade for the proposed 

National Bazaar in aid of the Wolfe Tone Memorial, and I promised 

to let him have a small Mauser rifle and an English shell, which, 

however, he afterwards found he was unable to take home. 

We arrived at Smaldeal in good form, and proceeded at once to 

Brandfort, which we reached the night before the battle, and camped 

within a mile of the British outposts. The following morning we took 

up a position, while awaiting definite orders from General Delarey, on 

a hill outside the town. General Delarey had only a few thousand men 

under his command to hold Lord Roberts in check. The Russian and 

American attaches were watching the English advance from the hill 

which we occupied; and just before orders reached us to go to the 

support of one of the other commandoes I heard one of the attaches 

say to the other that the massing and marching of troops on the 

English left was only a “feint,” and that the enemy would probably 

enter the town through the open plain in front. I immediately told this 

to Colonel Blake, and advised him to take up a position in a shoot that 

intersected the plain about a mile in front of the town; but he said that 

he had just received orders to go to the support of the Heidelberg 

commando, and there was nothing for it to obey. Accordingly Colonel 

Blake, Captains MacCallum and O’Connor, and myself placed 

ourselves at the head of our men and set out for the position assigned 

us. We had four hours’ hard fighting before the British entered the 

town in the identical manner the attache had forecasted. 

This was the first occasion on which the contingent from Ireland 

and the Irish-Americans came under fire, and right bravely did they 

come through the ordeal. 

Just before taking up our position, one of our recruits, John 

Dunne, was accidentally wounded by one of his comrades. The poor 

chap was obviously suffering great pain; yet his sole response was to 

my sympathetic remarks was: “O Major, I would not mind in the 

slightest if I even had got one shot at them.” Dunne was taken prisoner 
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afterwards and sent to India. He is in Dublin at present. We were the 

last commando to leave the field and, while retreating, one of our men 

Johnny Boyle, of Donegal, evidently not quite satisfied with his day’s 

work, rode back towards the town, and when quite near it dismounted 

from his horse and in the coolest and most deliberate fashion shot 

three of the enemy. He then remounted his horse, and on his way back 

to us was surrounded by a party of burghers, who showered all sorts 

of favours on him in recognition of his daring exploit. Boyle is at 

present in the United States, I think, where I trust he is doing well. 
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XIII. 

THE LAST STAND – FOUGHT FROM BORDER 

TO BORDER. 

After the battle of Brandfort we pitched our camp about six miles 

from the actual battlefield; and the following morning, while 

snatching an early breakfast, were attacked by the advance guard of 

the English army. It took us about an hour to send them to the right-

about, immediately after which we returned with renewed appetites to 

finish our morning meal. 

General Delarey took up a new position at Vet River, only, 

however, to be outflanked after a few hours’ fighting. From this on to 

Kroonstad we were incessantly engaged in rearguard fighting both 

day and night. While retreating, General Botha ordered a detachment 

of the Brigade, under the command of Lieutenant Gaynor and 

Sergeants O’Reilly and Hally, to destroy the railway line and blow up 

all bridges, a task which they performed entirely to the General’s 

satisfaction. 

On arrival at Kroonstad we had the pleasure of seeing and 

meeting for the first time that indomitable patriot, President Steyn. 

The burghers were in retreat, broken and disheartened, and in their 

midst I saw a big, imposing looking man, arguing and expostulating 

with them – to no effect, however, at the time. I was not long in 

ascertaining the big man’s identity, and was gratified a having a few 

minutes’ conversation with him after we had been assigned our 

positions. Colonel Blake, Captain O’Connor, and thirty of the Irish-

Americans had been sent on an expedition an hour before, Captain 

MacCallum and myself remaining in command of the main body. 

As we were jogging along, President Steyn came towards me, 

and asked us in Dutch where we were going. I replied in English that 

we were simply following the rest.  

“You are the Irish?” he inquired, and, on hearing our reply, told 

us to go back and stand by the cannon which occupied a position some 

distance away. After getting some further instructions from him we 

returned to take up our new duty, the President sending a guide with 
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us, and later on he sent us out a huge, well-stocked wagon, drawn by 

14 oxes, as we had not our own wagons with us. Towards evening, as 

we were retiring in charge of the guns, General Botha was standing 

in the centre of the square, surrounded by his staff, watching the 

retreat and hurrying the burghers out of the town. 

Notwithstanding the fact that we passed through Kroonstad 

without halting even for a second, some libellous English papers, of 

the “Globe” type, asserted that the Irish Brigade got drunk on that 

occasion, a characteristic species of slander which is perhaps scarcely 

worth refuting, even when repeated in a more disgusting form by a 

Church of Ireland clergyman. From Kroonstad, past Rhenoster River, 

and on to the Vaal we had many a fierce encounter. On one occasion a 

rumour reached Pretoria that the whole Brigade had been captured or 

killed, and Jim French, of Cork, although seriously ill in hospital at 

the time, was so excited when he heard this that he insisted on getting 

out of bed and starting for the front, where the brave lad joined us, 

looking more like an animated skeleton than a living man. In answer 

to the inquiry as to why he rejoined us when in such a condition, he 

gamely replied that when he heard we had suffered such a mauling he 

thought it his duty to rejoin us at once. 

We had scarcely time to rest at Vereeniging when it was up-

saddle and off again towards Johannesburg, near which I first 

encountered the celebrated scout, Captain Dannie Theron. A dozen of 

us happened to get out off from the main body during one of the night 

retreats, when we had the good luck to stumble across Theron’s scouts 

in the darkness. It is a marvel how we escaped being riddled with 

bullets, as they mistook us for English at first. However, when Theron 

discovered who we really were, he suggested that we should attach 

ourselves to him until we came across the main body again. I accepted 

his proposal, and we had two splendid days’ sniping with Theron and 

his fearless men. 

On the morning of the 31st May we passed through 

Johannesburg, and as many of our men had their wives and families in 

the town they slipped away to see them. Others went to look after 

certain little valuables and possessions, expecting to rejoin us in a few 

hours. Unfortunately the English were too close on our hells to allow 
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of their doing so, and in the attempt they were one and all made 

prisoners; amongst those so captured being Gaynor, Dunville, 

O’Reilly, Lennon, “Butch” Wilson, F. Connolly, Thompson, Duffy, 

Tully, and several others whose names I cannot recall. Lieutenant 

Dunville was the best commissariat officer on the Brigade’s staff, and 

we were very sorry to lose him. 

Pretoria, about 30 miles to the north, was our destination, and 

that night we camped within a dozen miles of it. Col. Blake took the 

main body of the Brigade into the town on the following morning, 

leaving ten men behind with me to keep a look-out. A few hours later 

our chaplain, Father van Hecke, arrived on a bicycle. He had been 

captured the previous night at Johannesburg, and told that he would 

not be allowed to leave the town until Lord Roberts interrogated him. 

He was to have been taken to the English commander at 8 o’clock; but 

the little Father, who was ever fond of early rising got up at five that 

morning, mounted his bicycle, and gave the English “leg bail.” 

We entered Pretoria that evening, and were much surprised to 

find it practically deserted. General Botha and the Government at 

once came to the conclusion that the burghers could be utilised to 

better advantage on the open veldt than couped up in the city; and so 

we turned our backs on the former capital after a brief visit. The seat 

of Government had been shifted to Machadodorp. In the early stages 

of the retreat the Brigade flag had been sent to Pretoria in charge of 

Duffy, to be placed under the care of State Secretary Reitz, and as that 

important and highly patriotic official had gone off with the 

Government I was naturally uneasy about our treasured flag. Neither 

Mr. Gillingham nor the official in charge of the Government Buildings 

could give me a shred of information about it, and I was horribly 

uneasy lest by any evil chance it should fall into the hands of the 

English. 

Having made inquiries at every likely place in the town, I at last 

went to the telegraph office, accompanied by some of the boys – Jim 

McGuigan and Jack Donnelly, from Belfast; Hubert O’Hara, from 

Mayo; Mick Davy, from Sligo, and poor Tommy Naughton, from 

Ardare, Limerick. Armed with their rifles, the four Brigadiers stood 

around while I asked the English operator to find State Secretary 
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Reitz. He hesitated – said it was impossible – and then, seeing the boys 

casually fingering their rifles, said he would do his best. He set to 

work, and after about an hour the welcome reply came clicking back 

from the State Secretary: “Tell Major MacBride make his mind easy. 

I have his flag safe.” On hearing this we took our departure, to the 

obvious satisfaction of the telegraphist. 

Gallant Tom Naughton died, like the heroic Irishman he was, 

some months later fighting against his country’s enemy. Even when 

wounded to death he still kept firing away, and did not cease until he 

sank down from sheer exhaustion. 

When I heard the flag was safe I commandeered all the 

necessaries our wagons were capable of holding, and pitched camp 

about five miles outside the town. Our horses had suffered terribly 

during the constant fighting and retreating, more especially those of 

the newly-arrived Irish-Americans, who did not know how to care 

them so well as the more seasoned campaigners, with the result that 

we had sixty dismounted men on hands after leaving Pretoria, only 

about fifty being mounted. Colonel Blake also left the Brigade at this 

time, attaching himself to one of the artillery commandoes. The 

command of the mounted men was undertaken by Captain MacCallum 

and myself, whilst Captain O’Connor took charge of the unmounted. 

The following morning orders came to take up positions at Irene, 

where we had a few hours stiff fighting, after which the army was in 

retreat again. That night Commandant Blignaut (the celebrated 

runner) and some twenty Boers and Irishmen slept calmly in an 

archway in Pretoria, and the following morning we rode out of the 

town, our small party departing at one end of the city whilst the 

British were entering at the other. From this on to Komatipoort there 

was no fight that we did not take a hand in, as well as doing our ample 

share in skirmishing and outpost duty, in conjunction with 

Commandant Blignaut’s and Captain Karl Trichard’s famous scouts. 

An important engagement was fought on 10th, 11th, and 12th of 

June between Pienaar’s Poort and Kameel Drift in which the Brigade 

took its usual active part. The skilful and gallant Delarey was in 

command, and we had the satisfaction of assisting in driving the 

English helter-skelter before us on two occasions. Bitter 
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disappointment filled all our hearts when on the 12th we received 

orders to fall back. We retreated slowly, fighting through Elands 

River, Balmoral, Bronkhorst Spruit, past Middelburg, and on to 

Belfast. While there we had an opportunity of witnessing one of the 

most painful spectacles of the campaign – namely, the deportation 

from Krugersdorp, Johannesburg, and Pretoria of the helpless wives 

and children of the burghers who were engaged in defending their 

country’s independence. These poor creatures, after being torn out of 

their homesteads, some of which were burned before their eyes, were 

thrown on to open cattle-trucks to be carted away they knew not 

wither. They were half dead from hunger, cold, and fear. It was, 

indeed, an eloquent and terrible illustration of the infamously brutal 

methods to which England does not hesitate to stoop to in her 

methods of conquest. We did our best to relieve the misery of the poor 

homeless creatures, and all our cooks got busy making steaming-hot 

coffee, for which they were extremely grateful. 

On the morning of the 24th of August MacCormack and Hayes, 

who were on special outpost duty, brought me word that the English 

were advancing in force on Belfast. I immediately wired headquarters. 

The town was deserted, except for a handful of the Brigade and 

Captain Trichard’s scouts. Notwithstanding our small numbers, 

however, we kept the English in check for several hours, fighting from 

kopje to kopje till the hard-fighting General Ben Viljoen arrived with 

much-needed reinforcements. MacCormack, like most Longford men, 

was full of grit and courage. Hayes, who was familiarly known as 

“Tottie,” was one of the “boys of Wexford,” and in every way a credit 

to that gallant county. He was in hospital in Mafeking at the outbreak 

of the war, and on his recovery escaped to the Boer lines. He it was 

who afterwards led Sarel Eloff into Mafeking, and when that officer 

surrendered to Baden-Powell, Hayes with 30 burghers succeeded in 

cutting their way through the English lines, after which dashing 

exploit he joined the Irish Brigade. After the encounter at Belfast the 

big battle of Bergendal and Dalmanutha commenced. For two days 

Generals Botha and Viljoen, with scarcely two thousand men under 

them, held their positions against the combined forces of Buller, Pole-

Carew, and French, under the supervision of Lord Roberts. Here it 
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was that that magnificent corps of great fighting men, the 

Johannesburg Police, won fresh distinction by the great valour they 

displayed. Some sixty of them held a kopje for ten hours against 

thousands of English troops and five batteries of artillery, who kept 

up an incessant fire on them all the time. At the end of the ten hours 

these brave fellows, sick from the fumes of lyddite and wearied almost 

to death, were compelled to vacate the position they had held in face 

of such overwhelming odds. During the retreat from Bergendal, while 

repulsing an attack the English made on one of our guns which had 

got into a tight position, gallant Jack Mullins, a draper’s assistant, was 

killed. 

Early in September, 1900, at the earnest solicitations of Botha 

and the other Generals, the lion-hearted President, Paul Kruger, left 

for Lorenco Marques on his European mission. The English of course 

lied characteristically about the old warrior’s departure; but in the 

conditions prevailing at the time his most trusted advisers considered 

he was serving the cause best by leaving. The old man felt the 

severance very keenly, and big tears streamed down his furrowed 

cheeks as he said good-bye to his faithful followers. 

As we neared Nooitgedacht we lost two fine fellows, Mick 

O’Hara, from Limerick, and Luther, an American, the former of whom 

last his life in saving the men from an ambuscade. While engaged on 

outpost duty we came between two hills held by the English, but 

which our men thought were occupied by the Johannesburg 

commando. O’Hara it was he who made the unwelcome discovery, and 

he and a corporal had ridden up quite close to them before doing so. 

Suddenly noticing a tunic of khaki, he sang out, “Who are you, 

anyhow?” and promptly came back the response, “We are the English; 

hands up!” 

“Hands up, be damned!” he yelled back; “run, corporal, run, and 

warn the boys.” 

As he spoke the heroic lad had thrown himself between the 

corporal and the British, and he fell dead, riddled by English bullets. 

Who will despair of Ireland while she can produce such gallant 

fighting men? 
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When we at length were forced back to Komatipoort we hoped 

to be allowed to make a last stand there; but the Portuguese 

authorities sent up word, which amounted to a command, asking the 

Boer General in command there not to fight so near the frontier. Of 

the remnant of the Brigade which had survived down to this point only 

six had horses, and one of these, my own, in fact, was badly lamed from 

a bullet wound received at Bergendal. 

It will easily be understood that, especially at the closing stages 

of the war, men on foot were useless to the Boer army. The tactics of 

General Botha and his colleagues at that time were entirely in favour 

of rapid movements from point to point, harassing the enemy here to-

day, and twenty miles off to-morrow; and in such circumstance would 

be less an aid than an incumbrance. 

With most of our men in this condition, and hemmed in against 

the Portuguese border, with strong British forces on three sides and a 

large detachment of Portuguese in our rear, we were driven at last to 

the selection of an alternative surrender to England or Portugal, and 

we naturally chose the lesser evil. We crossed into Portuguese 

territory on the 23rd September with sad and drooping heads and 

weary hearts, ending our fight against our country’s enemy. But we 

could claim to have fought steadily right across the country from 

border to border. 

Just before parting from our Generals at Hector Spruit we 

received the following letters, which speak for themselves. The 

translations were made by Judge Kock: - 

“In the name of the Government of the South African Republic I hereby 

express my hearty thanks to Major MacBride of the Irish Brigade for the 

valuable services rendered to our country during the war. 

F. W. REITZ, 

State Secretary. 

Hectorsprait, S. African Rep.” 

“Hectorspruit. 

Major MacBride.  

Irish Brigade. 

Dear Sir – Hereby we have much pleasure in expressing our deepest 

gratitude towards you and your Irish Brigade for all the military services 
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rendered during the past twelve months, in which we are engaged in a war 

against Great Britain. 

We appreciate very highly the assistance which you have so sincerely 

rendered to us during this war. 

We wish you and your men a hearty farewell on your return voyage. 

Sincerely yours, 

LOUIS BOTHA, 

Commdt. General. 

B. VILJOEN, General.” 

We were also furnished with letters from General Botha to the 

Boer representatives at Laurenco Marques, which provided for the 

men a small gift of money and the payment of their passage to 

America. On their arrival in New York they were met by John Devoy, 

on behalf of the Clan-na-Gael, and after having been well looked after 

in that city were sent to various parts of the country. I myself went to 

Paris, where I was met by my mother, brother, Mr. John O’Leary, Dr. 

Ryan, etc. Some time afterwards John O’Leary came again to Paris to 

make a presentation of a sword of honour on behalf of an Irish 

committee, while a deputation from the “Major MacBride Club” 

presented me at the same time with a handsome revolver. 

And so, although, as I have mentioned, some half-dozen of our 

men had left us to join other commandoes before the final sad but 

glorious fighting retreat, and many others were still prisoners of war, 

there ended the Transvaal Irish Brigade. It had gone through twelve 

months’ campaigning, had engaged in a score of fights, had been 

entrusted with much special and dangerous duty by the Boer 

Generals, and had reached the end, having a record behind them which 

will for many generations preserve in Transvaal homes the fighting 

traditions of the Irish race. It had shown to England that many 

Irishmen still believe that there is only one thing less dear to them 

than fighting for Ireland and her cause, and that is fighting against 

England for any good cause at all. The flag of green and gold had been 

handed to them at the beginning of their fighting career, and they sent 

it back to Ireland marked with glory. 

For those comrades who sacrificed their lives in that sacred 

cause of liberty, I pray God’s rest. To those who worked so unselfishly 
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together, who made a laugh of trouble and a jest of pain, and who are 

still living in the hope of doing as much or more for our own land, I 

pray that we may meet once more under that flag of ours in a struggle 

even nearer and dearer to our hearts. 
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APPENDIX 

I. 

A CALL TO ARMS. TO IRISHMEN IN SOUTH 

AFRICA. 

September 13, 1899. 

The Government of the Transvaal being now threatened with 

extinction by our ancient foe, England, it is the duty of all true 

Irishmen to throw in their lot with the former, and be prepared by 

force of arms to maintain the independence of the country that has 

given them a home, at the same time seizing the opportunity to strike 

a good and effective blow at the merciless and tyrant power that has 

so long held our people in bondage. 

The position of affairs in the Transvaal to-day is exactly similar 

to what it was in Ireland at the time of the Anglo-Norman invasion. 

As soon as the first English adventurers had established a footing 

there, their liege lord, Henry the Second, claimed the suzerainty, and 

from that day forward, the story of Ireland’s wrongs and sufferings 

began. Under each succeeding British sovereign the deeds of England 

in Ireland are written in letters of blood in the history of the nation. 

In the days of good Queen Bess the country was given over to fire and 

sword, and old and young, men and women, were murdered 

indiscriminately. The memory of the massacre at Drogheda, by order 

of the infamous regicide, Cromwell, is still darkly remembered in 

Ireland, and the England of that day applauded and justified the cold-

blooded butchery as a righteous judgment executed. In no country in 

the world has the family tie always been held in greater reverence in 

Ireland. To outrage this noble feeling and to cause bitter tears of 

sorrow to flow from heart-broken parents in many a lowly cabin the 

inhuman monster Cromwell caused some thousands of the children of 

the poorer people (seized in a raid like Herod’s) to be sold as slaves in 

the West Indies, and the innocent Irish girls to be sent to Jamaica, 

consigned to a fate of degradation and shame. May his memory be 

forever accursed! 



97 
 

The treaty stone of Limerick remains to this day a mute but 

eloquent witness of England’s worthless promises and broken faith. In 

the reign of Anne the Irish people were reduced to a condition closely 

resembling the bondage which black slaves endured in the Southern 

States of America. Under her successors this dreadful state of things 

continued, until 1798, that year of sad though glorious memory, when 

the people of Ireland, goaded nearly to madness by an intolerable 

tyranny, made a gallant but unsuccessful attempt to throw off the 

British yoke. Needless to recount with what cruelty the miserable 

remnant of the people were treated. Half strangulation, the pitchcap 

and triangle, were some of the mildest of the tortures, which inflicted 

such agonies that death in comparison would have been merciful. The 

Act of Union was passed by the aid of 150,000 armed men, and 

millions of corruption money. Three years later the executioner was 

busy, and the scaffold was reeking with the best blood of the Irish 

nation. All know the fate of the gallant men of ’48 and ’67. Some 

received the sentence which was to cut short the thread of their 

existence, to consign them to a bloody and ignominious death, and to 

leave their bodies mutilated corpses from which the rights of Christian 

burial were to be withheld. Against others a fate hardly less painful 

and appalling was decreed. Recent revelations have thrown a lurid 

light on the horrors endured by the Irish political prisoners who have 

languished within English prisons, but it needs far more than a half-

stifled cry from the dungeon depths to enable the outside world to 

realise the misery, the wretchedness and degradation attached to the 

condition to which England reduces her political prisoners. They are 

daily exposed to the persecution of brutal, coarse-minded men, and 

restricted to a course of discipline which blasts the vigour of the body, 

as in the case of P. W. Nally, who died on the very day of his release, 

and under whose influence reason herself totters upon her throne, as 

happened to Dr. Gallagher, Whitehead and many others. 

The present reign, so lauded as the most prosperous for other 

portions of the British possession, has been one of the most disastrous 

for Ireland, as the following statistics will show. Since the accession of 

Queen Victoria, in Ireland 1,225,000 died of starvation, 6,000,000 

were evicted, and 4,200,000 emigrated, giving a grand total of 
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10,425,000 Irish people destroyed through English misrule. If the 

scenes enacted in Ireland in days gone by have been revolting ones, 

equally as bad have been witnessed within the past few years. The 

people assembling in a peaceful and orderly manner to ask for the 

redress of their many grievances have ben dispersed, battered, and 

shot down by police and soldiers, and all can remember the famous, or 

rather infamous, telegram from an English official to his subordinate 

at Mitchelstown on the morning of an Irish meeting there – “Don’t 

hesitate to shoot.” 

With the story of Ireland’s wrongs and sufferings before them 

no wonder the Boer people refuse to surrender their cherished 

independence to the hateful sway of Britain. England has been the 

vampire that drained Ireland’s life-blood for centuries, and now her 

difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity. When the American colonists took 

up arms in defence of their liberties amongst the comrades of the brave 

Lafayette some of the most conspicuous were members of the Irish 

Brigade, and in a short time the ominous words were heard in the 

English Parliament – “America has been lost through the Irish.” May 

not history repeat itself in South Africa? 

Irishmen, you are called upon to join in the defence and the 

assertion of a people’s liberty, and the sword is blessed in that sacred 

cause! The ashes of those who have died on the scaffold and in exile 

for Ireland repose in many lands, and to you, the inheritors of their 

name and heroic spirit, their martyr blood cries aloud for vengeance. 

Let your arms be ready to strike, your spirit ready to sacrifice for the 

accomplishment of that object. Guiltless millions of your countrymen 

have perished unavenged. The time is at hand to avenge your dead. 

Irishmen! England’s hands are red with the blood, and her coffers are 

filled with the spoil, of the Irish people, and we call upon you to rise 

as one mass, and seize upon the present glorious opportunity of 

retaliating upon your ancient foe. Act together and fight together! 

Prepare! The end is in view! The day of reckoning is at hand! 

LONG LIVE THE REPUBLIC! 

IRISHMEN TO THE RESCUE! 

GOD SAVE IRELAND! 
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By order of the Transvaal Irish Volunteers’ Association. 

For particulars apply to Secretary, Box No. 3956, Johannesburg. 
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II. 

MACBRIDE’S TRIBUTE TO CAPTAIN BLAKE. 

To the editor of the Evening Telegraph, published 26 January, 1907, two days 

after Blake’s death at the age of 50 at his home in New York from a suspected 

suicide. 

Sir – The news of Colonel Blake’s death comes with a terrible 

shock to all who knew him. If the circumstances mentioned in the 

cablegram are true, it does not say much for our countrymen in 

America, that they should let a man like Blake die in their midst 

practically of starvation. 

Those who knew him will readily understand why he may have 

hid himself away in a quiet corner of the great American city, for he 

was of a very reticent disposition, and probably never disclosed his 

true circumstances, to those who, I am sure, would have helped him 

had they known of it. Doubtless, many will be glad to do honour to 

him now; but the untarnished records of his stand for freedom in the 

South African Campaign form the noblest wreath of laurels that could 

be placed on the grave of an Irishman. 

 

 
John Blake pictured in uniform. 
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I first met Blake in Johannesburg towards the end of ’98. In 

September of that year the Irishmen on the Rand met in 

Johannesburg, and decided in forming an Irish Brigade. As Chairman 

of the Committee I was asked to accept the command, but having no 

military experience, I, of course, declined. Solomon Gillingham, who 

was present, then informed us that there was an Irish-American in 

Pretoria named Blake, who had been a lieutenant in the American 

Army, and that he thought he would be willing to accept the 

command. Gillingham was asked to bring Lieutenant Blake to 

Johannesburg. He did so on the following Sunday, and we met for the 

first time on the stoep of the Central Hotel. Blake was a splendid type 

of a man – about 6ft. 1in. in his stockings, and of a very genial 

disposition. I fell under his influence at once, and was so captivated by 

him that I proposed him at our next meeting to command the Brigade. 

He accepted the command, and performed his duty in the most 

praiseworthy manner. He was in active command of the Brigade till 

he was wounded at Modderspruit on the 30th October, 1899. He was a 

man of great thoughtfulness and consideration, and I shall never 

forget his kindness to myself the week before we reached Ladysmith. 

In my ignorance I started off with one rug; the Colonel had two, and 

he insisted on sharing his rugs with me every night. In fact, he was 

the type of man that would give the shirt off his back if he thought one 

needed it. 

About 6 o’clock in the morning of the 30th October he was 

wounded, and had to retire to hospital. Two or three days after all the 

wounded men were ordered back to Pretoria, but Blake refused to go, 

as he wanted to be near the Brigade; and although not fully recovered 

from his wound he returned to our camp on the 14th December. For 

some time after he was not able to take an active command in the 

different engagements of the Brigade, but he remained with us until 

we were driven back to Pretoria, where he attached himself to one of 

the artillery commandoes, and fought with it to the end of the war. 

On behalf of the men of the Old Brigade, I wish to pay a tribute 

to his memory, and so express my regret at the tragic circumstances 

of his death. 

JOHN MacBRIDE. 
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III. 

ROLL OF HONOUR FOR THE IRISH MARTYRS 

WHO GAVE THEIR LIVES FOR THE BOER 

REPUBLICS 

“Always it is the many who fight for the evil thing, and the few who fight for 

the good thing; and always it is the few who win. For God fights with the 

small battalions.” – Pádraig Pearse. 

Tommy Oates, K.I.A, Ladysmith 

Cox, K.I.A, Ladysmith 

Hugh Carberry, K.I.A, Ladysmith 

Pat Fahy, K.I.A, Spion Kop 

Richardson, K.I.A, Spion Kop 

Brennan, K.I.A, Spion Kop 

Jack Mullins, K.I.A, Bergendal 

Mick O’Hara, K.I.A, near Nooitgedacht 

Luther, K.I.A, near Nooitgedacht 

 

 

 


