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PREFACE

O
n a busy street in the Wellington suburb of Johnsonville, a wrought-iron 
street lamp stands incongruously as a reminder of a largely forgotten war. 
Awkwardly wedged between a medical clinic and a real-estate agent, its 

design is in stark contrast to the architecture of its surroundings. Although its 
concrete base is chipped, its marble tablet discoloured and its three original glass 
globes long ago replaced by a single four-sided lantern, the lamp nonetheless 
hints at its former grandeur. Its unveiling on an autumn day in 1905 presented 
a very different spectacle.

Arriving from the city by special train, Sir Joseph Ward, a senior Cabinet 
minister and member of the House of Representatives (MHR) for the Southland 
electorate of Awarua, addressed the crowd that had gathered for the occasion. 
While New Zealand’s governor, Lord Plunket, and Premier Richard Seddon 
forwarded their apologies for not attending, among those present were Defence 
Department officials, William Field, the MHR for Ōtaki electorate, the chairman 
and members of the Johnsonville Town Board, school cadets, and members 
of the public, including the parents and brother of Leonard Retter, the local 
blacksmith in whose honour the ‘very handsome’ acetylene lamp paid for by 
public subscription had been erected.1 

Five years earlier and 11,000 kilometres away, war had broken out in South 
Africa. The conflict, which continued until 1902, pitted the combined military 
forces of the United Kingdom and contingents from other nations of the British 
Empire against those of the two Boer republics — the South African Republic 

OFFW_TXT_KB2.indd   8-9OFFW_TXT_KB2.indd   8-9 9/11/20   7:46 PM9/11/20   7:46 PM



Our First Foreign War Preface

10 11

and Orange Free State. One of many young New Zealanders eager to take part, 
Retter enlisted in the Seventh Contingent in April 1901. Nine months later, he 
was among 23 Seventh Contingent men who lost their lives during a desperate 
Boer night attack on New Zealand positions on a hillside in Orange Free State. 

It was the biggest single loss of life by New Zealand troops during the war, 
and its significance was reflected in the Johnsonville unveiling ceremony. Yet, 
today, comparatively few New Zealanders are familiar with what occurred at 
Langverwacht (or the Battle of Bothasberg, as it was then known), and most 
have little more than a cursory knowledge of the war in which it took place. In 
my own case, I have no clear recollection of when I first heard of the ‘Boer War’, 
as the conflict was commonly known during my childhood, but it was sometime 
in the late 1960s or early 1970s. 

Once a week, my grandmother would visit our home and, if I was lucky, she 
would ask my mother to retrieve a battered leather suitcase from its place in 
a cupboard beyond my reach. Inside were the remaining possessions of her 
husband, a First World War veteran who had survived the horrors of the Western 
Front only to die in a car accident in 1941. Lifting the suitcase’s lid was like being 
transported back in time. Neatly arranged within were the three service medals 
of the grandfather I had never known, dulled by time, but still suspended from 
their brightly coloured ribbons. Beside them were a pair of enamelled cufflinks, 
bought in Egypt in 1916 and made in the form of sarcophagi; a faded French 
flag souvenired from a Paris street on Armistice Day 1918; and my grandfather’s 
stitched Medical Corps Red Cross sleeve patch.

After my grandmother’s death, I became custodian of the suitcase’s contents 
and, as time passed, slowly expanded the collection. At the time, it was not 
difficult to acquire military items brought back to New Zealand by veterans, but 
the oldest item in my collection came neither from France nor Egypt — it was 
a book on the Boer War published in 1900. Its spotted pages featured patriotic 
engravings, including depictions of British soldiers gallantly taking Boer 
positions at the point of a bayonet. As a child, I considered neither the accuracy 
of the images nor the book’s repeated references to the Boer War, a title that 
both downplayed British involvement and implied that the responsibility for the 
death and suffering that occurred lay solely with South Africa’s Boer population.
The war now goes by a number of names, but in an attempt to correct this bias I 

have chosen to refer to it simply as the South African War. 
The Calvinist Protestant Boers were descendants of Dutch settlers who 

had emigrated from Europe to the Cape of Good Hope in the mid-seventeenth 
century and were later joined by French and German Huguenots. Although 
these settlers mainly spoke Dutch, over time the Boers developed their own 
language, Afrikaans, which combined Dutch with elements of other languages 
in the region. The early Boer settlers established Kaapkolonie (Cape Colony), 
which was administered for approximately 150 years by the Dutch East India 
Company. Concerned by the prospect of France securing a foothold in southern 
Africa, the British first took control of Cape Colony in 1795 following the Battle 
of Muizenberg, before returning it to the Boers in 1802 and then resuming 
control again in 1806 during the Napoleonic Wars. 

Although some Boers had moved northwards in the eighteenth century, in 
1834 the British increased resentment among the Boers by abolishing slavery 
in the colony. This, together with the imposition of the English language and 
British law, saw thousands of disaffected Boers embark on Die Groot Trek 
(the Great Trek), a migration to the north-east. This took them into regions 
that were largely uninhabited due to what indigenous Africans call Mfecane 
(the scattering) — the chaos and devastation caused by Zulu attacks on other 
African tribes living in the area. Nonetheless, the Boer migration increasingly 
brought them into contact, and sometimes conflict, with the indigenous African 
population. In 1843 the British annexed the Boer republic of Natalia, which 
became the British colony of Natal. In 1852 the Boers established the Suid-
Afrikaanse Republiek (the South African Republic), followed by the adjoining 
Oranje Vrystaat (Orange Free State) in 1854.2 

Although the British initially recognised the independence of the two 
Boer nations, concerns that the expansion of German interests in Africa could 
threaten British colonies in the region saw the British annex the South African 
Republic in 1877. Tension between the British and the Boers, who resented 
British attempts to again exert control over their affairs, led to the First Anglo-
Boer War (1880–81), in which the British were defeated. The South African 
Republic, known to the British as Transvaal State, obtained full independence 
in 1884.

In late 1895, tensions again arose when Leander Starr Jameson, a colonial 
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administrator and confidant of Cape Colony prime minister (and ardent 
imperialist) Cecil Rhodes, invaded Transvaal with a small force of predominantly 
British South Africa Company police. The invasion, known as the Jameson Raid, 
was an attempt to overthrow the Boer government of Paul Kruger, the president 
of the South African Republic. The raiders aimed to foment an uprising in 
Transvaal among the ‘uitlanders’ (the predominantly British immigrants living 
in and around Johannesburg), and wrest the region’s extensive gold reserves 
from Boer control. 

The raid ended in ignominious defeat when the force was quickly 
overwhelmed and forced to surrender to Boer forces. Though the British 
government denied any involvement in the ill-advised debacle, the Jameson 
Raid nonetheless proved acutely embarrassing. The raid, together with British 
demands that the republic’s non-Boer population be granted the vote, and the 
Boers insisting on the withdrawal of British troops from the republic’s borders, 
were catalysts for the South African War that broke out in 1899.

The conflict followed a period where the supremacy of the British Empire 
was assailed on several fronts. While the United Kingdom and its allies had 
finally negotiated an end to the costly Crimean War with Russia in 1856, later 
in the century the empire suffered humiliating defeats in Africa. First, British 
forces, trained and armed with modern weaponry, were comprehensively 
routed by Zulu warriors at the 1879 Battle of Isandlwana during the Anglo-
Zulu War. Then, two years later came the defeat by Boer forces during the First 
Anglo-Boer War. Equally chastening for the British public was the death in 1885 
of Major-General Charles Gordon at Khartoum in Sudan, at the hands of the 
Muslim forces of the self-proclaimed Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad bin Abd Allah. 

Just as reports of the ‘frightful disaster’ at Isandlwana and the Boer victory at 
Majuba Hill in 1881 appeared in New Zealand newspapers, so too did stories of 
Gordon’s demise in Sudan.3 Closer to home, the competing designs of Germany 
and the United States in Samoa in the late 1880s caused consternation in New 
Zealand. With New Zealand heavily reliant on exports to and imports from the 
United Kingdom, any challenge to the British Royal Navy’s ability to secure 
trade routes had serious implications for the empire’s South Pacific colonies.

British military pride had been partly restored by the destruction of Zulu 
forces at Ulundi in June 1879, and was further reinforced by the comprehensive 

Jameson Raid prisoners under Boer guard at Volksrust following their surrender 
at Doornkop in 1896. National Army Museum, London, 1980-12-47-1
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defeat of the Mahdist forces in Sudan at the Battle of Omdurman in 1898; but in 
the South African Boers, the British Empire faced a much sterner challenge. The 
men in the Boer kommandos were largely volunteers, but what they lacked in 
training they made up for in sheer determination. Armed with modern German 
rifles and supported by predominantly French and German manufactured 
artillery, the kommandos contained a leavening of battle-hardened veterans 
who had tasted victory in the First Anglo-Boer War and fought against the 
indigenous African population.

That New Zealand would support British actions in South Africa was never 
seriously in doubt. At the end of the nineteenth century, many Pākehā New 
Zealanders either were born in the United Kingdom or had relatives there. The 
cause was writ large during a parliamentary debate two months prior to the war 
when Seddon spoke of ‘those of our flesh and blood in South Africa’.4 Although 
there were New Zealanders in South Africa at the time, Seddon was most likely 
referring to the empire’s wider European, English-speaking population.

Against this patriotic backdrop, Our First Foreign War considers the war’s 
social, economic and political impact on New Zealand society. It does not pretend 
to be a comprehensive military history of battles and tactics, though where 
military actions influenced New Zealand public opinion they are discussed. 
In many ways, it is the story of individuals told through the accounts of New 
Zealand civilians and soldiers who were in South Africa, and their families and 
friends in New Zealand. To varying degrees, their actions influenced the nation, 
and despite hostilities ending, the war continued to exert its own influence on 
their lives and the lives of those around them. 

The impact of the South African War on New Zealanders within their own 
country, including women, children, Māori, politicians, trade unions and the 
clergy, is of no less importance. When considered in the context of the larger 
conflicts that followed, New Zealand’s contribution to the South African War 
was relatively small. At the time, however, the nation’s role was most definitely 
not seen as insignificant. 

From an historian’s perspective, studying the impact of the war on New 
Zealand has distinct advantages. New Zealand’s small population, coupled with 
the limited number of men and women who played an active role in the conflict, 
has allowed me to identify and contact the families of several of those who 

served in South Africa. Through their generosity, I gained access to information 
that until now has not formed part of New Zealand’s historical record of the 
war. I have also relied on a number of other sources, including parliamentary 
reports and returns, archival records in New Zealand and overseas, letters and 
newspaper reports. The Wanganui Collegian proved an especially useful source, 
given that Wanganui Collegiate School Old Boys served in multiple contingents, 
as well as in irregular forces raised in South Africa.

Perhaps inevitably, New Zealand’s role in the South African War and the 
impact of the conflict on New Zealand society were eclipsed by the much larger 
global conflicts that followed. For years, the sheer enormity of the two world 
wars has relegated the South African War to little more than a prelude to the 
main events. With notable exceptions, the primary focus of many existing texts 
that do consider New Zealand’s involvement in the South African War is the 
actions of New Zealand men and women in South Africa, often with an emphasis 
on military operations. Until now, there has been no fine-grained analysis of the 
war’s impact on New Zealand society as a whole. Given that nearly 120 years 
have passed since the conflict ended, an in-depth examination of its influence 
is long overdue. 

Our First Foreign War seeks to address this imbalance by providing new 
insights into a number of areas, which include: the economic impact of the 
war; its influence on education in New Zealand schools; the behaviour of New 
Zealand troops (both within New Zealand and in South Africa); the role of those 
who opposed New Zealand involvement; and the role of the church. The war 
occurred at a time when New Zealanders were continuing to develop a sense of 
national identity while at the same time maintaining strong imperial links. In 
September 1899, Seddon informed Parliament that an ‘emergency’ had arisen in 
South Africa, adding that ‘the occasion now exists for us to prove our devotion 
to the Empire’.5 Two weeks later, Dunedin citizens perusing their Otago Daily 
Times learned that hostilities had commenced in an article titled ‘War at Last’.6 
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U
nder normal circumstances, Dunedin residents being roused from their 
beds by the tolling of the town hall bell and the piercing shriek of steam 
whistles would be cause for general alarm. However, the circumstances 

surrounding this cacophony on 18 May 1900 were anything but normal. If 
further proof was required, the sight of Robert Chisholm, the mayor of the 
southern New Zealand city, repeatedly discharging his shotgun into the chilly 
morning air provided it. As lights appeared in windows across the city the noise 
increased with the addition of school bells, fire bells, explosions, and rockets 
arcing across the pre-dawn sky. In response, Dunedin’s citizens spilled onto the 
streets, enthusiastically striking anything capable of producing a sound, from 
gongs to empty kerosene tins.1 

The cause of these uncharacteristic displays was neither invasion nor 
emergency. It was confirmation that after a 217-day siege the British Army had 
finally liberated ‘dusty, dirty, dilapidated Mafeking’ — a remote and ordinarily 
insignificant way station of British imperialism in southern Africa.2 A New 
Zealander who had been in the town during the siege described Mafeking 
as ‘only a small place (about the size of Patea)’, but for most its size was 
immaterial.3 What Mafeking had come to represent was far more important, 
and the celebrations in Dunedin mirrored similar rapturous scenes across the 
British Empire. The relief of this nondescript town thousands of miles from New 
Zealand shores had been eagerly anticipated. When the news finally arrived, it 
unleashed a tumult of patriotism. 
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To an anxious New Zealand public, the prolonged siege of Mafeking by 
Boer military forces had seemed interminable. As weeks turned into months, 
newspapers closely followed the town’s fortunes, with hopes of a British 
breakthrough dashed as rumours of the town’s imminent relief came to 
nothing. Admittedly, the lifting of the sieges of the two other South African 
towns invested by the Boers — Kimberley and Ladysmith — had also resulted 
in feverish public outpourings. Nonetheless, by the time the first imperial 
troops trotted into Mafeking the town had become a symbol of British resolve 
in the face of adversity. That it was besieged in the first place was undoubtedly a 
British reverse, but the empire had been spared a morale-sapping capitulation. 
Even if holding out longer came largely at the expense of Mafeking’s starving 
black African population, the refusal of the town’s commanding officer, 
Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, to surrender was seen as an exemplar of British 
determination and pluck. 

As the sieges showed, the war’s initial progress had hardly been encouraging. 
While New Zealanders familiar with Boer tenacity had initially expressed 
reservations, once hostilities broke out in October 1899 the general expectation 
was for a swift British victory. With the overwhelming might of British arms 
brought to bear on the numerically smaller Boer forces, Britain would surely 
prevail. Three months prior to the declaration of war, the Feilding Star 
optimistically predicted that within a week of war’s outbreak all of Transvaal 
would be part of the British Empire: ‘England would crush the Transvaal as a 
giant would crush a worm.’4 

But it soon became clear that Boer leaders had no intention of meekly 
accepting peace on imperial terms. Seizing the initiative, they took advantage 
of Britain’s lack of preparedness. Before vessels carrying reinforcements could 
dock at Cape Town and Durban, disgorge their khaki cargoes and turn the tables 
in Britain’s favour, the Boers hoped to use force to lever political advantage. 
For the British, the enemy’s resolve proved as disturbing as it was unpalatable. 
There were no decisive victories cast in the mould of Lord Kitchener’s 1898 rout 
of Mahdist forces at Omdurman in Sudan. Instead, in the initial stages of the 
war the British public was forced to subsist on a diet of humiliating defeats and 
inconclusive victories. At the battles of Magersfontein, Stormberg and Colenso 
in December 1899, British troops were repulsed with heavy losses. Rather than 

accept battle on British terms, the Boers engaged the enemy from concealed 
defensive positions. Their kommandos used their mobility and superior 
knowledge of the terrain to inflict British casualties and withdraw when their 
positions became untenable. 

Shortly before the war, the New Zealand premier, Richard John Seddon, 
addressed the House of Representatives. Seddon claimed it was well known 
what New Zealand was prepared to do ‘to maintain the good old British flag’ 
should necessity arise.5 He also spoke of wiping out the stains of the military 
defeats the British had sustained at the hands of the Boers at Majuba Hill and 
Bronkhorstspruit during the First Anglo-Boer War.6 There was a widespread 
belief that the British had unfinished business in South Africa. In time for 
Christmas 1899, the British children’s annual Chatterbox was sold in New 
Zealand bookstores.7 It featured an account of the ‘inglorious’ fight at Majuba 
that also spoke of ‘wiping out the stain of that defeat’.8 A reporter who visited 
a Dunedin school classroom in December 1899 said that all the children in the 
class raised their hands when asked about Majuba.9 

The New Zealand governor, Lord Ranfurly, echoed Seddon’s views, telling 
Wanganui Collegiate School students that Majuba Hill and the death of General 
Charles Gordon at the Mahdist siege of Khartoum were stains on Great Britain’s 
reputation.10 However, by the early months of 1900 the overarching desire to 
avoid further costly defeats meant that if the British public could not have 
another Omdurman in southern Africa, they at least wished to be spared the 
ignominy of another humiliating Khartoum at Mafeking. Mayor Chisholm 
informed the Dunedin crowd that the relief of Mafeking was the best news they 
had received since the war began.11 

In the preceding days the excitement had been palpable as British forces 
edged closer to Mafeking. The MHR for the City of Auckland electorate, 
George Fowlds, suggested that regardless of the hour when news of the relief 
was received guns in the city’s forts should be fired.12 Having first sought Lord 
Ranfurly’s permission, Seddon instructed Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Penton, 
the Commandant of Forces, to have ‘royal salutes’ at the ready.13 The long-awaited 
news finally reached Wakapuaka Cable Station on the Nelson coast at two in 
the morning on 18 May and was transmitted to the Otago Daily Times’ Dunedin 
offices. Despite the hour, the newspaper notified Chisholm who decided that 
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although the news was not official the city should nonetheless be informed at  
6 a.m. by the tolling of the town hall bell. The newspaper portrayed the lifting of 
the siege as much more than simply a strategic reverse for a Boer enemy forced 
into retreat; ‘Mafeking Relieved!’ screamed the oversized headline.14 

Across the empire, Baden-Powell became the ‘Hero of Mafeking’. He 
may not have delivered a decisive victory, and a New Zealand churchman 
questioned the morality of his tactics, but at least he had prevented another 
demoralising defeat and restored British military pride following the earlier 
embarrassments.15 In stark contrast to press portrayals of Baden-Powell, the 
Otago Daily Times characterised the besiegers as the ‘refuse of the Boer army, 
together with the scum of Europe’ and claimed General J. P. Snyman, the Boer 
commander, ‘and his devilish crew’ had ‘put the very savages to shame by their 
campaign of systematised savagery’.16 

After Chisholm’s declaration of a half-holiday, normal business in Dunedin 
ground almost to a standstill. Following the delivery of patriotic speeches 
marking the occasion, both the stock exchanges suspended trading, with many 
of their members retiring to the Otago Club.17 Work ceased at Port Chalmers, 
where vessels were decorated with flags and bunting, and Hillside Railway 
Workshops staff downed tools and readied their parade banners. 

As the news spread, schools joined the festivities, with Arthur Street 
schoolboys ringing the school bell continuously for two hours. After erecting an 
image of Baden-Powell featuring the words ‘British pluck for ever’, the children 
joined the throng gathering in the city. At Union Street School, President Kruger 
was burned in effigy, after which the school’s cadets fired a volley of blank 
cartridges. Noting Baden-Powell’s loyalty, the headmaster of High Street School 
advised his children to follow the officer’s example and remain loyal to their 
teachers, their school, their empire and their queen. By early afternoon, parade 
participants had gathered in marshalling areas in the crowded Octagon. The 
procession represented a cross-section of Dunedin’s citizens including bands, 
Volunteer and cadet corps, football clubs, city councillors, students, nurses, 
timber workers, jockeys, railway employees, butchers, paper mill workers, 
Fuller’s Vaudeville Company and ‘two niggers in a gig’.18 

Press photographs captured the scale of the celebrations.19 Amid the sea of  
humanity in the Octagon, boys climbed light standards to secure a better 

Crowds throng the Dunedin Octagon in May 1900 following receipt of news of the relief 
of Mafeking. Weekly Press, 30 May 1900, Newspaper History of the Boer War in South 

Africa, 1899–1902, Compiled by George Fannin, Alexander Turnbull Library, P f968 FAN
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vantage point. Others occupied the second storey of Gray’s Oban Hotel or 
peered from the windows of Mills, Dick and Co. Printery above the Edinburgh 
Dining Rooms. Still more packed the windows of the Otago Cycling Club, while 
men viewing the spectacle from the roof of Jolly, Connor and Company Printing 
Works dangled their legs precariously over the edge. 

Cheering themselves hoarse, flag-waving crowds lined the parade route. 
Students from the School of Mines carried a banner that read ‘Bravo, brave 
Baden-Powell’. Outside the Grand Hotel, a Chinese entrepreneur with a Union 
Jack wrapped around his hat sold British flags, while one patriotic reveller 
painted his dog red, white and blue.20 With a pipe band and scores of children 
in its wake, the fire brigade proceeded from the Octagon to a crowded patriotic 
meeting at the Agricultural Hall. The festivities continued well into the night, 
with Dunedin’s main street brightly lit and bands of children carrying Chinese 
lanterns roaming the city centre striking drums, blowing whistles and singing 
‘Soldiers of the Queen’. Reporters and typesetters worked furiously to ensure a 
fitting account of the day’s events appeared in the press, with the Otago Daily 
Times estimating the crowd at between thirty and forty thousand.21

Yet the public revelry and bonhomie had limits; there was also a darker 
intolerance on display. One banner depicted a member of the National Council 
of Women (NCW) embracing a Boer. The NCW had drawn public condemnation 
after members criticised the war during their national meeting in Dunedin 
the previous week.22 A letter in the Otago Daily Times the day after Mafeking’s 
relief dismissed the council’s members as ‘Boeresses in disguise’.23 People also 
gathered menacingly outside the premises of a Dunedin tradesman suspected 
of harbouring ‘pro-Boer’ views.24

In towns big and small across the nation the news was received with a similar 
combination of relief and elation, although after months of disappointment 
some remained sceptical. When the news reached the small South Island 
mining town of Reefton its authenticity was initially questioned.25 It was not 
until Saturday afternoon that the populace accepted that the siege had finally 
ended. In the central North Island town of Taihape the long-anticipated event 
reportedly caused ‘intense excitement’, but its citizenry also waited until 
Saturday to celebrate.26 Napier crowds packed the wharf and breakwater, eager 
to pass on the glad tidings to passengers on the coastal steamer Waihora when 

she docked, only to discover those on board had already deduced from the 
abundance of flags visible on shore that the siege was over.27 Wanganui Collegiate 
School’s magazine accurately captured the prevailing mood: ‘a universal burst 
of joy throughout the country hailed the news of the relief of Mafeking’.28 

Long after weary revellers cleared the streets, Baden-Powell’s star continued 
to shine. ‘The Hero of Mafeking’ was showered with gifts from a grateful empire 
and New Zealanders were determined not to be outdone. The town of Gore sent 
him an engraved, gold-mounted, greenstone paper knife; the mining region of 
Blue Spur debated over a gold trophy and a pair of gold spurs, before finally 
sending a gold medallion featuring a miniature gold spur and the inscription 
‘Our Trusty Knight of the Empire’.29 While Gore’s paper knife was engraved 
with New Zealand fern leaves, the medallion featured the rose of England, 
the Irish shamrock and the Scottish thistle. Not to be outdone, the children 
of Palmerston North’s Campbell Street School also sent a gold and greenstone 
pendant to Baden-Powell commemorating the end of the siege.30 Other patriotic 
gestures were less tangible. In the wake of Mafeking’s relief, there was a flurry 
of parents naming their children after the siege and the town’s commander. 
Mafeking Baden Powell Gunn and Arthur William Baden Powell (author of 
Native Animals of New Zealand) were just two of several New Zealanders who 
carried a lifelong reminder of the siege. 

Yet parades and patriotism told only part of the story; for some, events in 
South Africa had greater significance. Dannevirke sisters Hettie and Florence 
Tansley were singers with the Payne Family of Bellringers, a musical troupe that 
performed in New Zealand and Australian theatres.31 By 1899 the troupe had 
added South Africa to its itinerary and in June the sisters found themselves in 
Transvaal with war rumours rife.32 Despite the adventure of seeing the world, 
Florence Tansley made it abundantly clear that the appeal of her theatrical life 
had waned. In the South African Republic with war imminent, she claimed 
Dutch ‘spies’ were everywhere. Florence wrote, ‘I shall be delighted to get back 
to New Zealand where there is civilization, and, when I do get back, I think I 
shall stay.’33 

New Zealanders were also present in the towns besieged by the Boers. 
Wanganui Collegiate School Old Boys Sergeant-Major Edward Jollie and Sergeant 
Rupert Hosking were in Mafeking.34 As garrison paymaster, Jollie witnessed 
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first-hand the impact of Baden-Powell’s policy of reserving most of the town’s 
limited food stocks for Mafeking’s European inhabitants. Although stopping 
short of blaming Baden-Powell for the Africans’ misery, Jollie described the 
malnutrition of Mafeking’s black African population.35 He claimed to have seen 
emaciated Africans drop to the ground as he paid them. Jollie also said he had 
witnessed Africans attempting to ward off starvation by cooking and eating the 
soles and heels of old boots as well as consuming dogs and horses that had died 
of sickness. According to Jollie, the indigenous Africans convinced themselves 
they were gaining weight when their bodies began to bloat with disease. 
Apparently unaware of the bitter irony of his remarks, Jollie noted that Baden-
Powell had gone to Pretoria to collect tins of the queen’s chocolate — a gift from 
Queen Victoria to all imperial soldiers fighting in South Africa.36

While Wanganui Collegiate School remained strongly supportive of the 
British war effort, Jollie’s account belied a passage in W. Francis Aitken’s 1900 
book Baden-Powell, the Hero of Mafeking, which was sold in New Zealand during 
the war. Writing without personal experience of conditions in Mafeking, Aitken 

Right: New Zealander Sergeant-Major 
Edward ‘Teddie’ Jollie, who was besieged 
in Mafeking while serving in the British 

South Africa Police. In a letter home, 
Jollie described the misery of the town’s 

black African population during the 
siege. The Collegiate School, Wanganui, 
in South Africa, 1899–1900, Wanganui: 

A.D. Willis, Printer, [1901], n.p., 
Wanganui Collegiate School Museum

Opposite: Edward Jollie, his second wife 
Sarah and their children c.1912. After 

the war, Edward spent time in England 
following the death of his first wife. He 

met Sarah, a widow from Lancashire, on 
the voyage back to New Zealand. Edward 

Jollie was killed in New Plymouth in 
1925 after his bicycle collided with a 

motorcycle. Leonard (Tim) Jollie
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claimed that tales of natives dying of starvation were gross exaggerations.37 
Reviewing the book, the Evening Post claimed that ‘[p]eople naturally wish to 
know all about the man who is the hero of the day’.38 The plight of Mafeking’s 
starving Africans was less newsworthy.

Some New Zealanders saw in Britain’s African colonies and the Boer republics 
an opportunity to improve personal circumstances, while others took the chance 
to escape from their lives at home. To the south of Mafeking, New Zealanders 
played an active role in keeping the Kimberley diamond mines of Cecil Rhodes 
beyond Boer reach. Once war broke out, John Gillespie of Blenheim resigned his 
job at a Kimberley newspaper and served as a sergeant in the town’s defence 
force.39 Leaving an unhappy marriage in his wake, Willis Peat had travelled 
with his son from New Zealand to Cape Town in 1897 and reportedly served 
in the Kimberley Town Guard during the siege.40 Following his father’s death, 
contracting typhoid and seriously breaking his arm, 16-year-old ‘Trooper’ Louis 
Peat received £37 in financial assistance on Seddon’s instructions for passage 
back to New Zealand.41 Also in Kimberley, in the Kimberley Light Horse, was 
Patrick Madden from the West Coast settlement of Dillmanstown. Madden had 
been working at Rhodes’ diamond mines for four years when hostilities broke 
out.42 

Further east, in the Natal town of Ladysmith, the four New Zealand–born 
Melville brothers served in the Border Mounted Rifles during the siege.43 Like 
Jollie and Hosking, the three eldest Melvilles were Wanganui Collegiate School 
Old Boys. Also in Ladysmith were former Tīmaru residents Harry and Rose 
Shappere.44 New Zealand–born Harry served in the Royal Horse Artillery in 
India but was besieged in Ladysmith soon after his arrival in South Africa.45 
His sister Rose, formerly a nurse at Adelaide Hospital, made her own way to 
Johannesburg, where she served with the St John Ambulance Association. Rose 
had spent time in South Canterbury during her childhood and was reportedly 
one of the first nurses to travel to the front, initially treating both Boer and 
Briton.46 On the outskirts of Ladysmith, she toiled in the disease-ridden and 
overcrowded Intombi Hospital, where she fell ill with jaundice.47 The siblings 
were unusual in that both received the Queen’s South Africa Medal, with Harry’s 
award featuring the ‘Defence of Ladysmith’ clasp.48

A number of New Zealanders and men with New Zealand connections had 

Sergeant Rupert Vivian Hosking, who served in D Squadron of the Protectorate Regiment Frontier 
Force during the siege of Mafeking. Hosking sustained a serious gunshot wound to his leg during 

the Boers’ final attempt to take Mafeking. The Collegiate School, Wanganui, in South Africa, 
1899–1900, Wanganui: A.D. Willis, Printer, [1901], n.p., Wanganui Collegiate School Museum
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taken part in the ill-fated 1895–96 Jameson Raid. The raiders’ defeat and capture 
by the Boers undermined British prestige in the region and created a power 
vacuum in Matabeleland. Seizing their opportunity, disaffected Matabele, 
chafing under British South Africa Company control, attacked outlying farms 
and miners’ camps in an attempt to drive the Europeans from their lands.49 
Ernest Monk, the son of New Zealand parliamentarian Robert Monk, and 
fellow New Zealander Charles Kirk accompanied Jameson and were captured 
by the Boers at Doornkop. Also among the prisoners were Frank Holloway and 
Robert Thompson, who gave New Zealand addresses when a nominal roll of the 
captured men was compiled.50 Robert Jack, who joined the Second Contingent 
in 1900, spent three years in the Matabele Mounted Police and also appears to 
have taken part in the raid.51 

These men were just some of the New Zealanders who had first-hand 
experience of South Africa. Hughes Lockett of ‘Wangannie’ (Whanganui) and 
Sergeant Allen Bell of the Ninth Contingent served in the ‘Matabele War’.52 
Alexander Duirs from Hāwera settled in Johannesburg prior to the war and 
joined Gillespie in the Kimberley Light Horse.53 Trooper Monaghan, a former 
employee of Wairikeiki Station in Southland, was serving in the Matabele 
Mounted Police as war loomed.54 With two months of his contract remaining, 
Monaghan intended returning to New Zealand but doubted he would be able 
to leave until the ‘Transvaal trouble’ was settled. In a letter home, he cautioned 
that ‘[f]ighting the Dutch won’t be the same as dealing with niggers’.55 

Also in Kimberley were Robert Grieve, his wife Elsie and their two sons.56 
Elsie was New Zealand born, while Robert’s father lived in the tiny Southland 
community of Waianiwa.57 When the siege was finally lifted, Elsie described 
her delight at having tea with a group of New Zealanders from the vanguard of 
Lieutenant-General John French’s relieving column: ‘I am almost off my head 
with excitement at seeing faces from home and hearing them speaking in the 
New Zealand tongue.’58 The serendipitous nature of the gathering can hardly 
have been lost on the participants: Sergeant Hazlett of Dunedin, Corporal Grant 
of Ōamaru, Corporal McKegg of Henley, Trooper McConway of Marlborough, 
Trooper Johnston of Kaihiku and Trooper Mitchell of Balclutha sipped tea in 
Elsie’s Kimberley house thousands of miles from home.59 After the monotonous 
siege diet, Elsie was clearly elated: ‘I am so proud of my country, especially when 

our young New Zealanders were among the first to relieve Kimberley and bring 
ME a leg of mutton.’ 

Like these New Zealanders in Africa, the European populations of the British 
Empire were connected not only by their sense of imperial unity but also by 
the complex system of postal networks and undersea cables that disseminated 
news. Reinforcing this were the roads, railways and sea lanes that connected the 
empire, and the Royal Navy vessels protecting its trade routes. It was these all-
important maritime links that allowed New Zealanders to escape their isolation, 
but the human traffic between New Zealand and Africa was not entirely one-
way. From early 1902, all individuals wishing to visit Cape Colony and Natal 
were required first to obtain a permit;60 the reasons given by applicants provide 
an insight into the links between New Zealand and the South African colonies. 
Nurse Louisa Hallam had accompanied an invalid to New Zealand from South 
Africa and wished to return home.61 Dunedin resident Maria Colvin, formerly 
of Ladybrand, applied for a permit so she could rejoin her family in South 
Africa.62 Elizabeth Donald wished to marry her fiancé, a King William’s Town 
coachbuilder, while Fred Arnott wanted to rejoin his father, a contractor in 
Cape Colony. Annie Wattam planned to live with her married sister in Natal; 
Jane Nielsen wanted to join her husband serving in the Johannesburg Mounted 
Police; and Fanny Marsh sought permission to travel to South Africa so she 
could act as housekeeper for her son.63 

The patriotism displayed in 1899 did not develop in isolation; New Zealanders 
had links to Africa that pre-dated the conflict, and many, like the Melvilles, 
moved freely about the British Empire in pursuit of opportunities and adventure 
or to maintain family ties. Individuals from Great Britain and its colonies spent 
time in New Zealand for similar reasons. The importance of maintaining these 
bonds and honouring a perceived obligation to ‘the Motherland’ were recurring 
themes during the First Contingent debate in 1899.64 In Parliament, Seddon said 
some would ask why New Zealand should involve itself in a distant war, and he 
offered a justification: 

The answer is simple. We belong to and are an integral part of a great 
Empire. The flag that floats over us and protects us was expected to 
protect our kindred and countrymen who are in the Transvaal. There 
are in the Transvaal New Zealanders, Australians, English, Irish and 
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