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AUSTRALIANS AT MAFEKING

T

he garrison which defended Mafeking during the
217 day siege included many Australians although
no Australian contingent troops were involved. It should
always be remembered that about one third of the
Australians who served in South Africa were not
serving in the Australian contingents.

. Mack Gillispie of Sydney, serving in the
Kimberley Light Horse also had to content himself
with Mafeking for the 217 days of the siege.

Notable among the Australians defending the Town
was Major Gordon Wilson, eldest son of Sir Samuel
Wilson of ‘Ercildoune’ in western Victoria. Major
Wilson was married to Winston Churchill’s aunt, Lady
Sarah Spenser Churchill, who was also serving inside
the besieged town as a war correspondent. As Aide-de
Camp to Baden Powell during the siege Gordon Wilson
certainly had his hands full. In the First World War he
was killed in action near Ypres on 6 November 1914.
Sergeant Alfred Pitcher was serving in the
Protectorate Regiment Field Force in Mafeking. A
former N.S.W. policeman, he had previously served in
the New South Wales Artillery in the Sudan campaign
of 1885 and again in the Matabele campaigns of 1893
and 1896 in Rhodesia. One of his better tasks while
besieged in Mafeking was to teach Lady Sarah Wilson
(Churchill) how to shoot a rifle. Pitcher was slightly
wounded early in the siege on 1 January 1900.
As with all other theatres of the war, Australians were
to be found in most areas of the town’s defence. John
McKenna from Victoria went to South Africa in 1896
and, as a sergeant in the Bechuanaland Regiment, was
amongst those besieged in Mafeking

Maj.General Robert Baden Powell, Commander of Mafeking
during the siege and founder of the Scouting movement
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During the long months of the siege the defenders kept the Boer
cordon surrounding them on their toes with constant skirmishes and
bluffing. The Boers also kept up the pressure but their enthusiasm
tended to slacken as the siege dragged on. Late in the siege they did
actually capture a fort in the
town but finished up becoming
the prisoners of their own
captives.
Baden Powell proved to be a
master at keeping up the morale
of the garrison and the
townspeople. The garrison
became quite self supporting,
even printing their own money
and postage stamps.
The days of the surrounding forces were numbered. As Robert’s army
advanced up through the Orange Free State to occupy Johannesburg
and Pretoria, relief forces were headed for Mafeking from the north
and south. Plumer’s column from the north, which included large
numbers of Bushmen from the Australian colonies, joined up with
Colonel Mahon’s column from the south, which also contained a
generous sprinkling of Australians serving in the Imperial Light
Horse, combined and prepared for the final relief of the town.
On the night of May 16 1900 a 9 man patrol of the
Imperial Light Horse commanded by the Australian,
Major Walter Karri Davies, worked their way in to
Baden Powell’s Headquarters and the following day
the main combined relieving force entered
Mafeking. The siege of Mafeking was ended
sparking a phenomenal outburst of celebration
across the British Empire. Only 110 men of the third
Queensland Mounted Infantry received the ‘Relief of
Mafeking’ bar on their Queens South Africa medal.
Other Australian Bushmen contingents were just outside the arbitrary
line which determined who got the bar. Other Australians also
received the bar serving in units other than the Australian contingents.

Some of the Australians in the defence of Mafeking during the siege
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PRESENTATIONS to
YOUR CLUB or
COMMUNITY GROUP
The Association can provide a
most interesting presentation for
your social group. This covers
Boer War history, where to find
information on family veterans
who served, details of the new
memorial etc.
If you belong to Rotary, Lions,
RSL, sporting club etc. and
w o u l d l i ke t o h a v e a
presentation (speaker, DVD etc)
at one of your meetings please
contact us at the address or

phone number on the front
of this newsletter or 9802
0926
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Promotional Merchandise

WHEN ORDERING PLEASE USE FORM ON NEXT PAGE
AND COMPLETE ALL DETAILS
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Boer War Day Badge $8
Key
Rin

$8

Vinyl Car Sticker
10mm X 10mm, $2.00

Metal Lapel Pin 25mm $2

Key
Rings

$48

Quality Pens—
Burgundy & Gold

See
back
page

$10 each

Clear Crystal Glass Memorial—Laser Etched

Attractive Wooden Plaque:: Please provide details below.
The central motif can be replaced with a photo or a badge if
arranged when ordering. Price $60 (+ $15 if photo used).
Phone 03 98902465 for more details and order form.

VETERAN INFORMATION

130mm X 155mm X 30mm….Weight 880 grams
In lined presentation case. (Image has been shown with
dark background to highlight engraving. Please provide
details below with order. Can be supplied without badge or
with the April 1902 pattern ACH Badge instead of that
shown. $120 +PP&I $22 in Victoria (may be slightly
higher in other States).

(Please print)

Given Names ..................................................................

Surname:.............................................

Rank:......................................................

Regimental number: .........................

Unit: .............................................................................................................................

Second tour if applicable
Rank:...................................................... …………

Regimental number: .........................

Unit: .............................................................................................................................

Post & Packaging extra (see over)

All prices include GST

Allow 3 to 4 weeks delivery for Plaques
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Merchandise Order
…Pens - Maroon & Gold @ $10 each $...................
…..Car Stickers @ $2 each
$...................
…..Lapel Pins (circular metal) @ $2 $..................
…..Enamel BW Day badge $8
$...................
…..Key Ring $8
$..................
Book (use order form) $48
$..................
…..Wooden Plaque
Supply details as per reverse page $..................
…..Crystal Glass Memorial $130 each
Please complete details on reverse $..................

.

ANZAC DAY
MARCH

Descendants and supporters please assemble 9.00am
in Swanston Street on the Station side and opposite
Federation.Square. See where the banner is shown on
the map below. We look forward to meeting up with
you there.

POSTAGE
Badges (up to 4) $2.50
Pens (up to 2) $2.50
Stickers only $1.00
BOOK (up to 2) $12
Crystal Glass Memorial $22.00
Wooden Plaque $10 (+ $5 for each
additional if mailed together) $....................
(if purchasing multiple items contact
03 98902465 for
P&P savings)
Sub-total
$...................
__________________________________________
(Circle one) Mr Mrs Dr Ms Miss
Other ...................................
Given Names:
..........................................................
Surname: ..
.................................................................
Address: .
....................................................................
Suburb: .......................................State :.........
Postcode: ...................H Phone: .........................
Mobile: ........................................
Email: ..............................................................
I enclose a cheque for $ .........................
Payable to:
National Boer War Memorial Association- Vic,
P O Box 2006, Blackburn South, 3130.
Please do NOT send cash in the mail
Office Use Only

Date Received: ..................................................
Despatched………………………………….

BOER WAR
DAY
SERVICE
The annual Boer War Day Commemoration Service
at the Shrine of Remembrance will take place on
Sunday 25th May this year. The march will leave
from the bottom of the Shrine forecourt and all our
descendants and supporters are asked to line up at
12.15am behind the band and the horses so we can
move off promptly to the Eternal Flame. We look
forward to meeting you there and thanks you for
your valued support.
SCOUTS & GUIDES : Our theme for 2014
is the Defence and Relief of Mafeking; a most
important event for the whole scouting movement.
The magnificent defence of the town under Major
General Robert Baden-Powell was also the genesis
of the scouts. As happened last year we will be
presenting a special certificate to every Scout and
Guide attending the Service in uniform and a framed
certificate to each scout or guide group with six or
more at the service. We understand that attendance
at this service counts towards an individual’s
‘Heritage Badge’. Members or Group Leaders please
provide a list of names and groups attending.
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An
interesting account of life
during the siege was written by
Lieutenant J.C. McKenna of C
Company,
Bechuanaland Rifles.
This account was sent from the
Mafeking Club to his relatives in
Castlemaine, Victoria, under date
26th March 1900. [Source: The
Argus, Thursday 24th May 1900]

Still beleaguered and happy. It is now some
time since I had an opportunity of writing to
you but as the Boers have retreated out of rifle
range of the town, and the pressure of the
siege considerably relieved, we have instituted
a system of postage, and there is a possibility
of our letters getting through by our kaffir
runners who are now not afraid to go out. I
hope you have received some of my messages.
I sent letters in October, November and
December, a letter and a cablegram in
January, and several letters since, but I don’t
think that all of them got through, but I hope
the cable did, as that was to inform you that I
was raised to commission rank, a fact you will
be pleased to hear, especially as it was while
my regiment was on active service.
As you know we will have been under constant
rifle and shell fire since October 14th last year.
In another fortnight it will be a six month’s
siege, and although we have finished all
resemblance of bread, we have still got plenty
of other food. I know you will sympathise with
me when you know I cannot get bread or
potatoes - my principal food. We understand
our little garrison is becoming heroic. Good old
Mafeking. I have had a lot of outpost and other
exciting work. I spent a week at the
Brickfields, a strong strategical position, about
half a mile out of the town, which has been the
Hugoumont of this place. I had a nice little
command of about 40 odd, and had part of
them stationed in the bed of a river near a
waterfall. I used to have my morning swim in
a sheltered little place where the bullets went
zipping overhead, adding a zest to the
entertainment.
Tomorrow I am taking over the northern
outlying works for a week. The convent,
although flying the red cross flag, has been
shamefully shelled and shattered about.

You would be surprised to see the Mother and
the Sisters sitting in an underground dugout,
making cartridge cases for our old 7
pounders, haversacks, putties, and other
warlike paraphernalia. By the by everyone
has a dugout to sit in when shelling is on, and
all the rails have been used up to make roofs
for them, which are then piled up with earth
for about 6 feet. All the officers of the A.S.C
and pay officers are underground. We have
connecting trenches leading to most of our
outlying works, and various other aids for
dodging fire. When we are to be relieved
goodness knows. Still, it might be any day
now. I don’t want to be relieved; I’ve never
had a jollier time in my life. Our mess is a
very jolly one. Captain Cowan is a fat and
jolly Scotchman. Minchin, of A Company, a
solicitor, is clever and witty. You know the
sort of chap Gemmel of B Company is, and
then there is myself of C Company.
Every Sunday the Boers stop fighting and we
join in, and don’t worry them. So all the
women come up from the laager, and we have
concerts,
sports,
polo,
bicycle
races,
agricultural and baby shows, and everything
we can think of. This afternoon we are having
a siege competition, and I am competing in
sketches, anecdotes and verse sections. Don’t
think I shall get any prizes. Colonel Baden
Powell is too a swagger artist, in fact the
most versatile man I have ever met. He was
most entertaining at a smoke-concert we had
last Sunday to celebrate St.Patrick, bedad.
I was slightly wounded in December. A 1lb
Maxim shell came into my room as I was
getting into my bath, and one of the
fragments, after it burst, cut me slightly
across the back of the neck. I am sorry to say
it was not deep enough to leave a scar. I also
had my hand scratched looking over a
Brickfields trench, when one of the Boers
fired an explosive bullet, which burst on the
bags. I am afraid these wounds will fade
away too. We have a fine lot of officers here
with us - Colonel Baden Powell, Lord Edward
Cecil, D.S.O., Captain Wilson, son of Sir
Samuel Wilson, and ever so many other good
fellows. [Captain Wilson’s wife was Lady
Sarah Wilson, who wrote an account of the
Mafeking siege, South African Memories, in
1900]
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Sergeant James Frederick Stebbins was a
Victorian who served with A Squadron, the
Protectorate Regiment. He later received a
commission in the 5th Victorian Mounted
Rifles. The extract below is from a letter to
his parents from Mafeking dated 28th May
1900, ten days after the siege had been
lifted. He outlines what living conditions
were like during the siege. [Source:
J.F.Stebbins, State Archives, Victoria, ref.
MS 12759/Box 3543]
Just a few lines to let you know that I am safe and
sound as the day I was born. Well, you know Mafeking
is relieved at last, thank God, relieved on the 17th May,
but only today, the 28th that we are getting a little
more bread and food. For the last nearly three months
we have been living on sewers, dum dums or medals,
that is a biscuit 4oz. made of our horses oats crushed
up and sifted, and also our horses had all to be turned
into sausages, of which each man had ¾ lb per day.
Well I can tell you we got pretty thin and weak on it
and having to do duty night or day just the same, but
still even on the food I believe we could have hung out
much longer if we had enough of it, although I can
assure you all us Mafeking Defenders want some
nourishing food now our systems have completely run
down, although most of us are in pretty good health.
Myself, I have not had one day’s sickness, only felt
very weak, but many a poor fellow has given in over it
with fever and other things. Our Regiment looks like
the scrag ends or a job lot now, so many have dropped
out of the ranks. Oh, about the sewers above
mentioned, they are the tailings or siftings of the oats
steeped in water until it has turned sour and the
husks floating to the surface are cleared off. The
remainder is boiled up when fermented and dished out
as porridge. It is perfectly bitter and sour, and is just
like thin flour water with absolutely no substance. It
took a little while before we could manage to eat it, but
when you get up hungry and shut your eyes to it, it
goes down with a little screwing of the mouth to get rid
of the sourness. Of course we have no sugar - ½ an oz a
day was our allowance, but you couldn’t find it if you
let it drop on the porridge.
In this letter I am not going to give accounts of all the
fights, engagements, hairbreadth escapes, shell
dodging and the grand finale of the siege where about
from 15 to 20 of us surrounded Eloff and 126 of his
clan, who had Colonel Hore and other officers and
servants of our regiment prisoners in our own fort.
However, at 7 o’clock in the evening we were back in
our own fort and 126 prisoners being marched off by
20 troopers. I think I was second or third man to get
back into the fort, Lieutenant Feltham, Sergeant
Ritcher an Australian and myself, but it will take me
too long to tell you all, the sights that met us, the
destruction they had done and the effects our rifles
had on them. They shrank from our bayonets like one
going to be tossed into a fire, they abhor the very sight
of them. So the Colonel whispered “Unfix your
bayonets boys, the poor fellows are frightened. They’ll
faint and we’ll have to carry them away.” I must say it

was the funniest 24 hours fighting I had seen from 4
a.m. to 7 p.m. Then 3 hours hard graft getting things
straight and ‘what ho’ the Boers had smashed open the
officers’ pantry and wines; it was civilization once more
gazing us in the face, one bottle of wine so satisfied me
that I went and had a good sleep and slept the sleep of an
angel with a wounded Boer lying on the bed next to me
under my charge and debris all around. 4 a.m. the next
day and we were at it again clearing away dead horses,
putting the wounded in hospital etc. I have been most
lucky and fortunate all through.

Another Australian with the Protectorate
Regiment was 398. Trooper John E.R.King,
who was in C Squadron. This letter,
containing a mish-mash of information, was
forwarded to his father, Alderman Moses King
of Jamberoo, N.S.W., from Mafeking Hospital,
31st March 1900. [Source: The Sydney Morning
Herald, 14th June 1900]
You will be wondering what has become of me. The Boers
are still around us here - almost six months now. Last
Tuesday was the record day for shelling us - 81 94pounder shells, about 100 20-pounders, 100 9-pounders,
a lot of 5-pounders, and scores of 1-pound shells from
their Maxims, and two ordinary Maxims on the go. But
the brutes wont come within rifle range.
In October last I was wounded in the arm, but soon got
over it. I then volunteered for sharpshooting. I got all my
own back and a little to spare. We get out to within 200
or 300 yards, and if one shows his head we nail him or he
nails us. We lost a few men, but the stretchers were very
busy on the other side. I have been in some warm corners
here. On November 7th we made a sortie and tickled
them up a bit, their ambulances being busy for four
hours. The B.S.A. Police fort was attacked in October,
but they gave the Boers so much that the latter always
keep 2,000 yards off and fire volleys into the town.
We made a sortie on December 26th. It was a bad day for
all of us. We went out to take a fort, but we found it too
strong, and then they shot us down like sheep. I have
been in the hospital ever since. I got shot through the
arm and knee-cap - right through the joint - but am
getting on splendidly; just a little lame that’s all. But
there is a good time coming, when we will all get our own
back. [398. Trooper John Ebenezer Russell King,
w.i.a. Game Tree Hill, Mafeking, 26th December
1899]

BOER WAR MEMORIAL
ASSOCIATION TIES
These quality ties in the colours of the
Queens South Africa medal ribbon are
available at $25 each plus postage. Please
contact Paul Lenehan 02 94273781 or
by email
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PINK HILL and LIEUT AHERN
The early Victorian volunteers were sent to strengthen the
Cape Colony defences in the Colesburg area. On 10th
February 1900 they were ordered to take a position known
as Pink Hill where an action was fought on 12 February
near Hobkirk’s Farm. Here 75 Victorian Infantry and 100
British infantry found themselves facing a combined Boer
force numbering thousands. The Boers were able to bring
up several cannons and direct a devastating fire on to the
hill. The Wiltshire Regiment was sent up to relieve the
Victorians but by 12 noon the enemy fire was extreme and
it was decided to abandon the position. The Victorians were
sent back in on horseback to cover the withdrawal of the
British soldiers but on seeing their move the Boers pressed
home their attack. The Victorians lost six men killed and 23
wounded and 10 of the wounded were captured as prisoners
of war by the Boers.
Lieut Albert P. Ahern was involved in the action that day.
Born in Fitzroy in 1873; he had trained as an accountant and
also served in the Victorian Military Forces Ambulance
Corps. With the outbreak of war he enlisted in the 1st
Victorian Infantry Company and sailed for South Africa
aboard the ‘Medic’ on 28 October 1899. He was quickly
promoted to Corporal and, on 1 December to Sergeant.
On arrival in South Africa the Victorians were sent into
camp at Maitland near Cape Town for reorganisation before
boarding trains for the front. In early January they were in
camp at Rensburg where they completed their training as
Mounted Infantry. The night before the battle Sergeant
Ahearn was in the Victorian bivouac at Pink Hill. He
bedded himself down near the horse lines. Major Eddy
woke him just before dawn and suggested the he shift his
position as the Boers would target the horses. A short time
later the first shell landed close to where he had been
sleeping. The fourth shell burst near them almost hitting
Surgeon Captain Hopkins and the horses were hastily
moved back to the rear. An officer remarked that “every
man showing himself became a mark for the enemy’s
bullets”.
Captain Hopkins constantly risked
his life attending to the increasing
casualties. Sgt. Ahearn carried a
wounded comrade 150 yards under
fire until a horseman lifted the
burden from him. When the action
ceased Captain Hopkins and Sgt.
Ahearn busily attended to the
wounded and the dying but only
after negotiating their access to
them with the Boers. Using an
ambulance which was already
damaged from shellfire they moved
Lieut Ahearn
all the wounded to a nearby farm
house. Here the Boers allowed them to get eggs and chicken
to feed the suffering men. Pink Hill was a sad ex Using an
ambulance which was already damaged from shellfire they
moved all the wounded to a nearby farm house. Here the
Boers allowed them to get eggs and chicken to feed the
suffering men. Pink Hill was a sad experience for the
Victorians.

The last page contains some photos of the model for the
first bronze Mounted Infantryman for the National Boer
War Memorial. The photos were taken late February
and in about two months there will be a stunning model
for the foundry to start work on.

WORK IN PROGRESS

BOOK: THE AUSTRALIANS AT THE BOER WAR
Many thanks to our readers who have already purchased this great 465
page Memorial Edition and contacted us expressing their enthusiastic
satisfaction with it. We also apologise to those who have had to wait for
their book. We have received the new print run and can now supply the
book from stock. FREE CERTIFICATE To those who have or can
register with us a Boer War veteran from their family tree, a free
certificate as shown below will be included which will make your copy of
“The Australians at the Boer War” a permanent memorial to your
relative who served. All proceeds from this Memorial Edition go towards
the National Boer War Memorial. Please order on the form below.

by

R.L.WALLACE

Price $48
Plus Postage
$12 for up to
2 books

TO NBWMA(Vic), PO Box 2006, Blackburn South, VIC. 3130
Please send me a copy of ‘The Australians at the Boer War’ Enclosed is a
cheque / postal order for $60 for the book and postage. My postal address is:
Name………………………………………………Street……………………………………….
Town / Suburb……………………………………State………………...Postcode……………..

I will require the Memorial Certificate:
Name of ancestor…………………………………………………………………..
Unit served in……………………………………………………………………..
PLEASE DO NOT SEND CASH IN MAIL

