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The Siege of Elands River (Brakfontein)  
 

Introduction 

 
The Australian Colonies & the Boer War 

 

Rhodesian Field Force commanded by Lt Gen Sir Frederick 

Carrington comprised just over 500 men 

 

1. 204 Rhodesian volunteers including Mashonaland squadron 

2. 141 3
rd

 Queensland Mounted Infantry 

3. 105 New South Wales Citizen’s Bushmen 

4. 42 Victorian Bushmen 

5. 9 West Australian Bushmen 

6. 2 Tasmanian Bushmen 

 

The entry via Beira and the march from Salisbury with horses 

 

The Battle 

 
The Rhodesian Force was lightly armed and outnumbered by a 2500-

3000 Boer Commando under the command of Gen del la Rey. 

 

They held 2 kopjes about 1.5 miles apart with the river between. 

 

In the first 2 days, 2,500 artillery shells fell on the hapless “diggers” and 

they lost virtually all 1,500 horses.  

 

In his diary Arthur Redfern says “on the morning of the 4
th

 at about 6.15 a 

15 lbs fired a shell into the commissariat and within a few minutes, a 2 

12.5 lbs and 1 7 lbs and 3 pom poms were blazing away into our camp 

the radius which is not more than 80 yds, we had no trenches and it was 

perhaps as safe to stand up as do anything else. Our gun answered twice 

and was then silenced for the day. 

 

No one can imagine unless present what a horrible godforsaken day it 

was, we have men here who were in Mafeking and Ladysmith and all 

agree they would go through their whole siege again rather than that one 

day” 
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“Our Doctor [Capt Duka MO to QMI] is braver than anything I have ever 

imagined. The first day he took off 5 legs without even a bag of flour for 

protection” 

 

At night they began digging for their lives and it is believed the term 

“digger” originated here and not Galipoli! 

 

The possibility of safe conduct was offered on the 3
rd

 day due to their 

heroic conduct!  Officers could retain side arms! This was rejected. 

 

Redfern says “I don’t believe there was a man who would have 

surrendered, except the Colonel and he wouldn’t have dared to. Our 

officers are not men, they are nearly all buried deep under ground and 

won’t even show themselves at night. Colonel Hore of the 64
th

 who is in 

command has been invisible since the siege began, men who have found 

him have called him a coward and a cur, and he has not even dared to get 

out of his hole to put them under arrest, yet I suppose he will get a D.S.O. 

or something for his gallant defence of the place” 

 

(Note that Col Hore surrendered to Field –cornet Eloff at Mafeking on 11 

May 1900,and was possibly battle-fatigued at Elands River) 

 

There were exceptions……………… 

 

Lt Annat made a name for himself by staying out in an advanced post for 

hours on end signalling information back on the range of the Boer guns. 

He led a patrol of Queenslanders against a pom-pom. After crawling 

through the grass for 200m, the effectiveness of Annat’s patrol forced the 

Boers to retire without the gun. It was subsequently retrieved by them 

with a rope! 

 

Lt Annat was later killed when a 12 pounder shell landed at his feet.  I 

met his grand daughter who was CEO and matron of St Andrews Hospital 

who went to the battlefield for the 100
th
 anniversary. 

 

A key defence was by Capt. Butters from Bulawayo who held the ground 

of tactical importance on the south west side of the supply depot and de la 

Rey apparently described it as “de sleutel van de geheele positie”  This 

sounds like High Dutch to me! 
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When the Boers stormed the position held by Capt. Butters men, they 

held their fire until the Boers were within 50m of their trenches.  Met by a 

hail of bullets they fell back to regroup.  The next tactic was to try the 

Matabele warrior’s tactic of advancing behind a flock of sheep and goats! 

This too failed due to accurate firing by the defenders 

 

Water had to be obtained at night under fire from snipers. Forays were 

made to find these. 

 

 

The attempts to relieve the sieged troops 

 
General Carrington with 1,000 men got to within 5 kms and after an 

artillery duel made a hasty retreat! He did not believe the colonials could 

hold out so long!  His reason for with drawing was seen as 

“unaccountable” 

 

Col Baden-Powell who was marching from Rustenburg with 2,000 men 

made up of Rhodesians and Bushmen, withdrew after being misinformed 

the garrison had surrendered! 

 

After a messenger got through, a relief column of 10,000 men under the 

command of Lord Kitchener came to the relief. They had been in pursuit 

of de Wet. Kitchener entered the post on August 16
th
 and said “Only 

colonials could have held out and survived in such impossible conditions” 

 

Conclusion 

 
The defence of the Elands River post had cost some 80 casualties with 20 

dead.  I am surprised it was not greater. 

 

The final words I quote come from Boer General J.C. Smuts……. 

 

“Never in the course of this war did a besieged force endure worse 

suffering but they stood their ground with magnificent courage. All 

honour to these heroes who in the hour of trial rose notably to the 

occasion and amid retreats and flights and capitulations shed a glory all 

their own on the brief comic page of Baden-Powell’s occupation of the 

Western Transvaal” 

 

On the way back to Pretoria I stopped to examine the grave site of Lt 

Hancock and “Breaker Morant”, but that is another story….. 
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