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As this is a travel guide rather than a comprehensive history, it has been arranged in a 
regional rather than a chronological order.
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Introduction
This guide has been compiled to assist the user in locating the majority of the Anglo-Boer 
War sites scattered throughout KwaZulu-Natal. With the information and maps provided, it 
will be possible to gain a brief insight into the most significant features of battles or events.

Important events took place in this province (or colony as it was then) throughout 
the war. Sites of note are to be found over a large area, stretching from Durban in the 
south-east, to Bergville in the west and Holkrans near Vryheid in the north.

The guide covers sites reflecting the great diversity of the nature of the war 
represented by battlefields, a siege, concentration camp sites, a prisoner of war camp, 
memorials, a Boer-Zulu conflict site, hospitals, graves and military cemeteries.

A brief outline of the war in Natal
At the outbreak of the Second Anglo-Boer War on 11 October 1899 between 20 000 and 
25 000 Boers invaded the British colony of Natal from the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek 
(Transvaal) and Orange Free State. At this stage the major concentrations of the British 
forces were at Dundee and Ladysmith. After engagements at Dundee (20 October), 
Elandslaagte (21 October), Rietfontein (24 October), Modder Spruit and Tchrengula 
(30 October), the Boers managed to besiege Ladysmith and trapped the major portion of 
the British force in the colony in that town. The British force that had fought in Dundee 
had by then retired into Ladysmith. The Boers had thus, very rapidly, gained the upper 
hand in Natal.

A portion of the Boer force then moved from Ladysmith further south into Natal 
and skirmishes or minor battles took place near Frere (15 November), Willow Grange 
(23 November) and Mooi River. The British had, in the meantime, begun to land troops 
in Durban to reinforce the initial garrison in Natal. However, now that Ladysmith had 
become besieged with approximately 13 000 troops and 7 000 civilians, their first task 
was to relieve the town.

The focus of the war now moved to the Thukela (Tugela) River where the Boers 
were determined to prevent the British from breaking through to Ladysmith. The Boer 
force consisted of approximately 4 500 under the leadership of General Louis Botha. The 
British force advancing from the south was commanded by the experienced General Sir 
Redvers Buller, VC, and consisted of approximately 20 000 men and 44 guns. The British 
were repulsed at Colenso on 15 December 1899, suffering heavy losses. Buller’s second 
attempt was on the upper Thukela and his force was repulsed at iNtabamnyama (20 and 
23 January 1900), Spioenkop (24 January 1900) and Vaalkrans (5–7 February 1900). 
The focus then returned to the Colenso area and an almost two-week long series of 
battles began: Hussar Hill, Cingolo, Monte Cristo, Green Hill and Hlangwane  
(14–19 February); Colenso Koppies (21 February); Wynne’s Hill (22–23 February); 
Hart’s Hill (23–24 and 27 February); Railway and Pieter’s Hills (27 February). It was on 
the latter three hills that the British finally broke through the determined Boer defence 
line. On 28 February Ladysmith was relieved, 118 days after it was besieged.

The Boers now withdrew to the Drakensberg and the Biggarsberg. At this stage 
there was a two month lull in the war as Buller repaired destroyed bridges, culverts and 
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railway lines and built up the health of the soldiers who had been in Ladysmith. In May 
1900 he advanced northwards with 20 000 men. This force was increased to 40 000 
later on. The Biggarsberg was occupied by approximately 6 500 Boers, now under the 
command of the less effective General Lucas Meyer. Buller attacked the Boers on the 
far left of their defence line, which was defended by some of their weaker units. On 
13 May the British gained a foothold on the Biggarsberg near Helpmekaar. The Boers 
then retired from this range to the Drakensberg areas of Majuba and Botha’s Pass.

Boer morale was, however, very low by this stage and men were leaving the front 
in very large numbers. This state was brought about by British success in Natal and 
on the western front, primarily in the Orange Free State, the overwhelming numerical 
superiority of their adversaries and a general war weariness. Buller consequently 
managed to pierce their defences at Botha’s Pass (8 June 1900) and defeated them again 
at Alleman’s Nek (11 June 1900) thereby forcing the Boers to retire from Majuba and 
Lang’s Nek. The British had once again regained control of the entire Colony of Natal. 
From then on the major focus of the war fell outside Natal.

The districts of Utrecht and Vryheid, part of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, were 
also occupied by British garrisons. The Boers launched an attack on the Vryheid garrison 
on 11–12 December 1900. In September 1901 the Boers re-entered the newly occupied 
territory and engagements took place at Blood River Poort (17 September 1901), Itala 
and Fort Prospect (26 September 1901).

Relations between blacks and burghers in the Vryheid district had, for numerous 
reasons, been deteriorating over several years. As a result a Boer Commando was 
attacked at Holkrans on the night of 6 May 1902, suffering heavy losses.

On 31 May 1902 the Treaty of Vereeniging brought the war to an end.

The war and Newcastle
The Anglo-Boer War began on 11 October 1899 and the next day the Boers invaded the 
colony of Natal. General J Kock with 1 200 men passed through Botha’s Pass. General D 
Erasmus, accompanied by 2 000 men, passed through Moll’s Nek and crossed the border 
at Wool’s Drift (Engelbrecht’s Drift). Between these two forces a column of 3 000 
men under Lieutenant-Colonel SPE Trichardt with eight guns, entered Natal through 
Lang’s (Laing’s) Nek. All three columns arrived at Newcastle by 17 October 1899. At 
Newcastle the Boer commander Commandant-General Piet Joubert planned his strategy 
for the forthcoming campaign. The Boers found the village of Newcastle nearly empty 
of its inhabitants but there were abundant supplies of foodstuffs. Despite pleas from 
Joubert to his men that private property was to be respected, the town of almost deserted 
houses and shops was plundered. While the Boers controlled the town until May 1900 
they named it Viljoensdorp.

During the next seven months the Boer invasion into southern Natal was halted, 
the besieged town of Ladysmith was relieved by General Sir Redvers Buller’s Natal 
Army and there began an offensive to conquer the Boer republics. Meanwhile, in early 
1900, a Russian ambulance arrived in Newcastle to assist the Boers in the field. It 
was to remain for two weeks. The Convent was converted into a hospital. It received 
patients sent from the first aid posts at Ladysmith and the Thukela. In May 1900 when 
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Buller’s force entered the town they found it unoccupied. For three weeks it became 
the headquarters of the Natal Army. Before attempting any moves the British set to 
work to repair the railway in order to bring up supplies. This period afforded the Boers 
time to consolidate their position at Lang’s Nek. Buller, fearing that his flanks were 
insecure, dispatched a brigade of infantry and a complement of cavalry to Utrecht. 
Meanwhile, Buller tried to terminate hostilities through negotiations with General 
Chris Botha at Lang’s Nek. These negotiations failed. During this interlude the 
British concentrated their forces for the next movement. In early June 1900 the Natal 
Army outflanked the Boer forces at Lang’s Nek via Botha’s Pass and then entered the 
Transvaal and occupied Volksrust.

For the remainder of the war Newcastle was to remain in British hands. The nature 
of the military activity changed with the arrival of the No 4 Stationary Hospital with 100 
beds. It was to remain for two months followed then by the No 14 General Hospital with 
520 beds until the end of the war. The latter hospital, comprising marquees, was situated 
close to the railway station on a gentle slope down to the Ncandu River.

During the guerrilla phase of the war, northern Natal was divided into four sub-
districts one of which included Newcastle. Apart from occasional deaths caused by 
skirmishing, the town was never really threatened. In August-September 1901 military 
activity increased in the area when it became the Natal Command Headquarters under 
Lieutenant-General NG Lyttelton, who conducted operations against a force of Boers 
under General Louis Botha. In September 1901 Botha attacked a British column at 
Blood River Poort, and the posts at Itala and Fort Prospect, before he decided to lead his 
men back to their home districts, escaping from the British columns trying to intercept 
his force. For the remainder of the war there was little military activity in the district of 
Newcastle.
NoTeS
In the Newcastle cemetery there are 419 graves of Imperial soldiers who died between 
May 1900 and March 1903. Included in this total are exhumations made from Ngagane 
and 167 from Charlestown. These graves are the only reminder today of the role 
Newcastle played in the war.

The Convent, converted for use as a Boer hospital, was demolished in the 1980s and 
a supermarket now occupies the site.

There is a recipient of the Victoria Cross buried in Newcastle. Corporal (later 
Sergeant) JJ Clements of Rimington’s Guides was awarded the medal for gallantry at 
Strydenburg (in the Northern Cape Province) on 24 February 1902. He died in 1937 and 
is buried in the town’s cemetery.
HoW To GeT THere
After entering Newcastle from the south, proceed along Allen Street which is the main 
thoroughfare of the town. Turn right into York Street and travel to the T-junction with 
Hardwick Street from where the cemetery is seen.
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The war and Utrecht
At the outbreak of the war Utrecht and district was part of the Zuid-Afrikaansche 
Republiek (ZAR). From the town and surrounding farms the Utrecht Commando, 
with a maximum of 775 burghers liable for service, under the leadership of 
Commandant BC Hatting, was raised. This commando participated in battles, 
skirmishes and a siege at: Talana (20 October 1899), Ladysmith (from 2 November 
1899), Colenso (15 December 1899), Caesar’s Camp (Platrand) (6 January 1900), 
Spioenkop (24 January 1900), Alleman’s Nek (11 June 1900) and Blood River Poort 
(17 September 1901). Small parties of the Utrecht Commando operated in the eastern 
Transvaal and also continued to mount raids in the district. In September 1900 Utrecht 
was occupied by a British garrison under Major-General Hildyard’s command. From 
then on a British garrison was permanently based there. In 1903 the Utrecht district, with 
other parts of the ZAR, was incorporated into Natal.

In the town, outside the Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk, in Kerk Street, is an imposing 
memorial to those members of the Utrecht Commando who died during the Anglo-Boer 
War. Included in this list of 50 casualties is the name of Captain Leo Powkrowsky, a 
Russian national who fought with the Boers and was killed on Christmas Day 1900, in a 
skirmish just outside the town. In the town’s cemetery in Voor Street are the graves of the 
11 British soldiers who died in the area. One civilian is listed with them. It is possible to 
identify some of these graves in the military section and among the civilian graves.

Battle of Botha’s Pass, 8 June 1900
Once the British under the command of General Sir Redvers Buller had recaptured the 
Biggarsberg, Dundee and Newcastle in May 1900, they were poised to regain control 
of the whole of Natal. The Boers, under command of General Chris Botha, took up 
defensive positions on Phokweni and west along Lang’s Nek, Majuba and southwards 
along the Drakensberg to Botha’s Pass.

The Boers were suffering acutely from low morale and poor discipline. At the same 
time it became known to them on 27 May 1900 that a force under Lord Roberts had 
crossed the Vaal River and entered the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. It was under these 
circumstances that Buller proposed an armistice. Botha and Buller met between the 
historic Majuba and Mt Prospect. The Boers eventually rejected the conditions of the 
proposal, opting to fight on.

Buller was well aware of the embarrassing reverses British forces had suffered at the 
hands of the Boers in 1881 in the Majuba area. Therefore, while threatening the Boers 
positioned there, he sent another force westwards and captured Van Wykskop. This is a 
high hill immediately south of the road from Newcastle to Botha’s Pass.

The British attack commenced at 10:00 on 8 June 1900 with artillery, infantry and 
cavalry advancing against the entire length of the Boer line. The cavalry with their horse 
artillery were the first to reach the summit of the Drakensberg. The Boers offered little 
resistance. The infantry met with slightly more resistance, but they too reached the top 
of the Drakensberg by late afternoon. The Boers were forced to retire. They set fire to 
the tinder dry grass to provide them with cover.
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LoSSeS
  Boers  British
Killed  –  3
Wounded  5  13
The low casualties underline the fact that the Boers offered minimal resistance.

From Botha’s Pass the Boers retired to the Versamelberg at Alleman’s Nek where 
they were driven out on 11 June and with that Buller’s forces were able to threaten 
those burghers who held the Lang’s Nek area. All the Boers still in Natal retired and the 
Colony was again fully under British control.
SITe
Just beyond where the Newcastle-Memel road crosses Botha’s Pass into the Free 
State, there is a turn to the right onto a gravel road, which takes one to the site of the 
original Botha’s Pass. Remains of Boer trenches are still visible near there. There are no 
memorials or graves relating to this battle in this area.

Action at Scheeper’s Nek, 20 May 1900
After successful co-operation with General Sir Redvers Buller’s mounted troops through 
the Biggarsberg, Lieutenant-Colonel EC Bethune, retaining an independent command of 
mounted infantry, left Dundee on 17 May 1900. The contingent of 360 men of Bethune’s 
Mounted Infantry and two 7-pr Hotchkiss guns proceeded to Nquthu to re-establish the 
magistracy there. On receipt of the news that valuable stores had been been abandoned 
by the Boers, Bethune then decided to occupy Vryheid. Later, information was received 
that a Boer Commando was in laager at Scheeper’s Nek near Vryheid, but as they were 
reported to be only Natal rebels and without arms, Bethune persevered with his plan.

In the afternoon of 20 May 1900 Bethune departed from a stream near the Blood 
River. A squadron under Captain WED Goff took the lead. Another four squadrons 
followed. Goff’s men advanced at a rapid pace and they were warned to slow down and 
exercise caution as it was reported that Boers had been seen on the hills at Scheeper’s 
Nek. The nek, through which passed the wagon track from Dundee and Vryheid, was 
occupied by 75 men under Commandant JE (Koot) Opperman. The Boers were engaged 
in a prayer service when Goff’s squadron arrived. Boer lookouts spotted Goff’s approach 
and opened an unexpected rifle fire on the leading horses from their positions in two 
farmhouses on the west side of the nek, and from a stony koppie to the east, both at close 
range. A donga provided shelter for some of Goff’s men, while a support squadron under 
Captain Ford, remained in the rear. Bethune, coming from behind, could now only try 
to extricate the troops engaged in battle, instead of launching the attack as planned. A 
retirement, under heavy fire, was possible only after gun and rifle fire from the support 
squadron was directed upon the Boers on the stony koppie. The whole action lasted less 
than an hour. Because rapid movements by Bethune’s men were necessary, the supply 
wagons were abandoned; the withdrawal was made more difficult by the grass having 
been set ablaze between the opposing forces.

Bethune abandoned any attempt to reach Vryheid, and unwillingly returned to 
Nquthu. His troops had been under arms for 16 hours and had covered a distance of 
nearly 100 km.
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LoSSeS
  Boers  British
Killed  1  31
Wounded  1  25
Prisoners  –  16
The next day the British dead were buried in two mass graves 1 km from the scene of the 
action, while the wounded of both sides were taken to Vryheid.
HoW To GeT THere
If one travels from Dundee on the R33 for 55 km towards Vryheid, or alternatively, 14 
km from Vryheid to Dundee, two white monuments become visible 500 metres to the 
west of the road. This is the burial place of men of Bethune’s Mounted Infantry killed 
in action on 20 May 1900. The battle took place in a shallow depression 1 km towards 
Vryheid and 500 metres to the east of the road.
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Boer attack on Vryheid, 11–12 December 1900
By June 1900 the Boers had retreated from northern Natal and the south-eastern corner 
of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek under pressure from the Natal Field Force under 
General Sir Redvers Buller. Three months later the 5th Infantry Division of Lieutenant-
General HJT Hildyard, supported by artillery and cavalry, occupied Wakkerstroom, 
Utrecht and Vryheid, the Boers having retired northwards to Piet Retief and the 
mountains and forests to the east of Vryheid. By December 1900 large parties of Boers 
were seen at Utrecht but did not attack and passed rapidly to Vryheid. At a Boer council 
of war it was resolved to capture Vryheid by first securing Lancaster Hill, which lies to 
the north of the town and overlooks it.

A British garrison of 550 infantrymen, stationed on the hill, was served from the 
town by a road along which two guns had been hauled for emplacement at strategic 
points. Situated at a lower elevation and to the west is Mounted Infantry Plateau, which 
was occupied by one company mounted infantry with mounts. To the north-west, on an 
isolated koppie, was a detached post of Mounted Infantry (MI).

In the early hours of 11 December 1900, 1 200 Boers approached Lancaster Hill from 
the north. Owing to lengthy inactivity, the British garrison had become negligent. The 
detached post of MI was overwhelmed without firing a shot. From there the Boers crept 
stealthily toward Mounted Infantry Plateau, and at 02:15 opened fire and rushed the camp 


