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Chapter One

CHILDHOOD

I was born at Rorke’s Drift on 9 December 1894	 and	 I	 remember	 nothing	 of 	 that	
historic	place.	It	was	here	that	the	ever	glorious	defence	was	put	up	by	Lieutenants	Chard	
and	Bromhead	of 	 the	2/24th	Regiment	 (South	Wales	Borderers)	against	vastly	 superior	
numbers	during	the	Zulu	War	of 	1879.

Many	years	later,	I,	a	humble	private	in	the	British	Army,	stood	before	a	British	General	
at	the	headquarters	of 	the	Aldershot	Command.	He	was	examining	me	as	a	fit	person	to	
hold	a	commission	in	His	Majesty’s	Army.	When	the	old	boy	saw	by	my	papers	where	I	
was	born	all	questions	about	my	fitness	to	become	an	officer	were	forgotten	and	we	had	a	
long	talk	on	Zululand.	He	had	evidently	served	in	those	parts	as	a	young	man.	He	gave	me	
a	first	class	recommendation	and	that	is	the	only	advantage	I	have	ever	had	of 	being	born	
in	a	famous	place.

Just	before	I	was	born	my	father	moved	up	from	Eshowe	to	Rorke’s	Drift	to	establish	
a	new	magistracy.	The	site	proved	unsuitable	so	he	moved	to	Nqutu	and	there	founded	the	
present	magistracy.	It	must	have	been	real	pioneer	work	to	start	anything	from	bare	veld	in	
those	far	off 	days	of 	ox-wagon	transport.

Note: This move to Nqutu was probably made by the authorities to remove Richard Addison from the 
political limelight in which he found himself, as a result of  his actions while serving as magistrate in the 
Ndwandwe district during the unrest resulting from the bitter rivalry between Dinuzulu and Zibhebhu, 
in the aftermath of  the death of  Cetshwayo. See Appendix 1.

Nqutu	is	a	bleak,	cold	and	windswept	locality	on	the	high	veld,	and	planting	trees	was	a	
first	priority.	My	father	planted	the	original	trees	and	a	gum	plantation	close	to	the	village.	
He	encouraged	bird	life	by	putting	out	food	and	water.	I	remember	feeding	the	guinea	fowl	
and	was	greatly	 intrigued	because	one	of 	our	domestic	cocks	went	wild	with	the	guinea	
fowl.

We	lived	in	stone	rondavels	(a	traditional	circular	African	dwelling	with	a	conical	thatched	
roof)	built	by	my	father	with	Basuto	labour.	The	question	may	be	asked	why	Basuto	labour	
was	used	in	Zululand.	A	contingent	of 	Basutos	was	employed	by	the	British	forces	during	
the	Zulu	War,	and	as	a	reward	for	their	services	a	tract	of 	land	was	given	to	them.	They	are	
good	stonemasons	in	their	own	country,	and	the	excellence	of 	their	work	is	testified	by	the	
fact	that	years	afterwards	I	saw	the	same	rondavels	serving	as	police	barracks.

Evidently	that	noble	game	bird,	the	gom paauw	(Kori	bustard),	alas	now	almost	extinct,	
was	still	plentiful.	I	can	still	see	a	picture	of 	my	father	arriving	home	on	horseback,	rifle	in	
hand	and	several	birds	hanging	from	his	saddle.	Why	use	a	rifle	on	a	bird?	The	gom paauw	is	
as	big	as	a	turkey	but	extremely	shy	on	the	open	veld	so	a	shotgun	is	useless.
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My	mother	stocked	her	pantry	with	tinned	milk	and	I	was	told	that	we	now	had	to	keep	
tin	cows.	This	is	all	I	remember	of 	the	rinderpest	visitation.

The	 present	 generation	 with	 modern	 medical	 and	 veterinary	 knowledge	 has	 no	
conception	of 	the	havoc	caused	by	pests	and	disease	in	the	good	old	days.	The	dreaded	
cattle	disease,	 rinderpest,	occurred	about	 this	 time,	and	swept	down	from	the	 far	north	
right	into	the	middle	of 	the	Cape.	A	trail	of 	ruin	and	desolation	was	left	in	its	wake,	and	to	
a	country	whose	economic	stability	and	transport	depended	on	cattle,	this	visitation	spelt	
a	national	disaster.

Desperate	 remedies	 were	 resorted	 to	 in	 order	 to	 stem	 the	 invasion.	 Rivers	 like	 the	
Limpopo	were	taken	as	a	boundary	and	all	the	cattle	for	a	certain	distance	on	either	bank	
were	shot–but	still	the	plague	marched	on.	Even	the	wild	buffalo	was	not	immune	and	large	
areas	of 	 land	were	 left	denuded	of 	big	game.	As	a	primitive	form	of 	 innoculisation,	an	
infected	piece	of 	string	was	threaded	through	the	tail	of 	an	ox,	just	above	the	brush.	This	
served	the	purpose	and	the	brush	eventually	dropped	off.	In	after	years	I	remember	seeing	
herds	of 	cattle	with	no	tails.

The	 arrival	 of 	 our	 family	 at	Nqutu	 became	historical	 among	 the	 local	Zulus.	Years	
afterwards	my	brother	Julian	returned	to	Nqutu	as	a	magistrate,	and	the	very	old	Zulus	told	
him	that	the	local	events	are	demarcated	in	time	as	before,	or	after,	the	arrival	of 	‘uDicke’	
the	Zulu	name	for	my	father.

Estcourt
Early	in	1899,	just	prior	to	the	outbreak	of 	the	Anglo	Boer	War,	we	moved	to	Estcourt.	
Luck	was	certainly	on	our	side	as	a	few	months	later	my	father’s	successor	and	his	family	
were	captured	by	the	Boers	and	sent	to	Pretoria.

We	went	by	post	cart	to	Dundee	to	catch	the	train	and	I	well	remember	my	first	sight	of 	
a	railway	engine.	Our	Zulu	nurse	girls	were	panic-stricken	and	ran	yelling	from	the	station.	
Considerable	moral	and	physical	force	was	needed	to	bring	them	back.

At	 that	 time	 Estcourt	 was	 a	 small	 scattered	 village	 with	 no	 town	 council	 and	 no	
telephone,	electric	light,	sewerage	and	all	the	other	modern	amenities	which	are	considered	
essential	today	if 	mankind	is	to	survive.	Not	a	motor	vehicle	of 	any	kind	was	known	in	the	
village.	Wireless,	television	and	aeroplanes	were	not	even	thought	possible.	The	roads	often	
had	ruts	in	them	feet	deep	and	there	was	not	a	lamp	in	the	open	street.	And	yet,	to	me,	after	
the	wilds	of 	Zululand,	Estcourt	was	second	only	to	London.

My	father,	the	chief 	citizen,	did	not	own	a	carriage	for	the	simple	reason	he	could	not	
afford	one,	and	very	few	people	 in	 the	village	had	a	horse	 let	alone	a	carriage.	We	kept	
horses	because	my	father’s	duties	took	him	all	over	a	 large	rural	magistracy	and	he	held	
branch	court	at	places	forty	miles	away.	All	this	was	done	by	riding	and	no	one	thought	
anything	of 	it.

If 	a	happy	boyhood	is	the	foundation	for	a	serene	and	balanced	outlook	in	after	life	
I	 should	 be	 the	 sanest	man	 alive.	 Situated	 at	 the	 junction	 of 	 two	 rivers,	with	 hills	 and	
krantzes	on	 the	very	boundaries,	 and	 the	 thorn	country	 sweeping	up	 the	valleys	 to	our	

Chapter	One:	Childhood
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doors,	Estcourt	was	a	boy’s	paradise.	My	first	school	was	the	government	school	just	across	
the	road	from	our	home.	There	I	got	to	know	the	boys	of 	the	village	and	made	sincere	
friendships	regardless	of 	class	or	religion.	Among	my	closest	friends	figured	Jim	Nott,	the	
son	of 	a	railway	plate	layer.	Jim	was	very	dark	and	said	his	mother	was	Spanish	which,	to	
me,	invested	him	with	a	halo	of 	romance.

The	Big	Bushman’s	River	and	 the	Little	Bushman’s	River	 formed	 the	boundaries	of 	
the	village	as	I	knew	it,	and	these	two	rivers	provided	the	boys	all	the	entertainment	and	
pleasure	a	youthful	heart	could	desire.	I	started	to	swim	so	young	that	I	cannot	remember	
being	taught,	and	once	I	could	swim	my	parents	never	worried	about	me	drowning.	All	the	
boys	of 	the	village	from	toddling	age	could	swim	like	fish.	During	the	summer	holidays	we	
lived	near	the	river,	swimming	and	fooling	around	generally,	and	all	became	tanned	to	the	
colour	of 	Indians.

When	I	see	a	crowded	modern	swimming	bath	for	children	I	think	what	a	tame	artificial	
affair	it	is	compared	with	my	boyhood	swimming	pools.	These	spots	never	lacked	variety.	
Some	were	shallow	and	others	so	deep	that	none	of 	us	could	touch	bottom.	Quite	a	number	
had	rapids	above	them,	and	it	was	certainly	exciting	to	come	hurtling	down	this	white	water	
bouncing	from	rock	to	rock	on	our	bare	posteriors.	Mixed	bathing	was	unheard	of 	and	
had	any	one	donned	a	costume	we	would	have	concluded	there	was	something	wrong	with	
him.	There	is	a	charm	bathing	in	a	swiftly	running	river	with	a	bunch	of 	sky-larking	naked	
youngsters	which	has	to	be	experienced	to	be	really	appreciated.

The	 surrounding	hills,	 trees	 and	 rivers	 naturally	 produced	 a	wealth	 of 	 bird	 life	 that	
was	amazing,	and	here	was	fostered	my	lifelong	interest	in	birds.	We	boys	knew	the	name	
of 	every	bird	 that	came	 into	 the	district	and	 if 	a	 stranger	did	appear	we	soon	gave	 it	a	
very	descriptive	name.	We	knew	their	habits,	when	and	how	the	nests	were	built,	and	the	
colour	of 	the	eggs,	call	whistles,	and	anything	else	a	bird	does.	And	I	am	sorry	to	say	we	
ate	hundreds	of 	them.	

Very	 few	of 	 us	owned	 air	 guns	 for	 the	 simple	 reason	our	parents	 could	not	 afford	
to	fritter	away	cash	on	these	things,	when	sixpence	worth	of 	sling	rubber	gave	a	boy	all	
the	killing	equipment	he	required.	Great	pride	was	taken	in	making	our	slings.	The	bush	
was	searched	for	a	suitable	prong,	and	some	branches	were	even	bound	with	wire	so	that	
eventually	they	grew	into	the	proper	shape.	When	a	prong	was	found	it	had	to	be	carefully	
pared	with	a	penknife	into	the	proper	shape,	the	rubbers	had	to	be	so	long,	the	tapes	not	
too	wide,	and	the	leather	cup,	nearly	always	cut	out	of 	the	tongue	of 	your	boot,	just	the	
right	size.	The	overall	length	had	to	balance	so	that	when	the	left	arm	was	fully	extended,	
and	the	rubbers	at	their	maximum	tension	the	right	hand	holding	the	leather	cup	was	in	line	
with	your	right	ear.	The	old	bowmen	of 	England	could	not	have	been	more	particular	in	
their	handicraft	then	we	were.	Our	ammunition	cost	us	nothing	because	we	used	selected	
round	pebbles	 and	 for	 special	occasions	 lead	 slugs.	We	got	our	 lead	by	digging	out	 the	
spent	bullets	from	the	mounds	behind	the	targets	on	the	local	rifle	ranges.	These	bullets	we	
obtained	by	the	hundred	and	the	lead	melted	out	of 	them.	This	we	ran	into	bars	and	cut	
them	up	to	the	right	size.
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For	each	kill	a	tiny	notch	was	cut	on	the	prong	but	I	am	afraid	quite	a	number	recorded	
the	bird	that	flew	away	minus	a	couple	of 	feathers.	We	did	become	proficient	with	these	
slings	as	I	can	recall	many	a	feed	of 	roasted	birds.	Have	you	ever	thrown	a	plucked	dove,	
toppie	(Black-headed	Bulbul)	or	even	a	canary	onto	the	coals	of 	a	wood	fire	and	then	pulled	
off 	the	hot	sweet	meat	with	your	teeth	and	fingers?	Until	you	have	done	this	you	do	not	
know	what	a	grill	 tastes	 like	 in	spite	of 	 the	fortune	you	paid	for	one	 in	 the	best	hotels.	
Looking	back	I	am	horrified	at	the	slaughter	of 	these	beautiful	birds	but	no	one	seemed	
to	mind,	and	our	parents	never	objected.	The	only	bird,	for	some	strange	reason,	which	
enjoyed	immunity,	was	a	swallow.

To	me,	like	all	little	boys,	my	elder	brothers	and	their	friends	were	like	Greek	gods.	Their	
size,	their	strength,	prowess	in	all	things,	and	even	their	language,	were	not	of 	this	world,	
not	even	of 	mature	men.	The	bigger	boys	naturally	had	their	own	gangs	and	we	kids	dared	
not	intrude,	not	even	at	a	respectful	distance.	What	awe	and	veneration	the	very	names	of 	
Julian	Addison,	Vivian	Addison,	Bertram	Brewitt,	Hollow	Moor	and	Claude	Anion	aroused	
in	my	youthful	mind.	This	particular	gang	was	at	Hilton,	Michaelhouse	and	Weenen	County	
College	 and	when	 it	 came	 home	 for	 the	 holidays,	 resplendent	 in	 the	 respective	 school	
colours	and	blazers,	Hercules,	Achilles,	Ajax	and	all	the	rest	of 	the	Greek	gods	and	heroes	
faded	into	insignificance.

Bertram’s	father,	Dr	Brewitt,	owned	farms	at	Weenen	and	in	the	Berg.	In	the	shooting	
season	this	gang	of 	young	Greek	gods	trekked	off 	either	to	‘the	Berg’	or	‘the	Thorns’.	In	
those	days	these	two	 localities	were	absolutely	unknown	to	the	general	public	and	apart	
from	police	and	farmers	were	never	visited.	To	us	boys	who	had	never	been	there,	these	
places	had	a	mystery	and	romance	equal	to	the	Spanish	Main	in	the	times	of 	Drake	and	
Hawkins.	Today,	with	the	motor	car	and	modern	road,	thousands	visit	the	Berg	and	even	
play	golf 	there.

The	loading	of 	ammunition	indicated	that	a	hunting	trip	was	about	to	take	place,	and	
this	was	 a	 serious	 performance.	At	 that	 time	bought	 ammunition	was	 rather	 suspect,	 a	
carry-over	attitude	I	 think	 from	muzzle	 loading	days	when	everyone	knew	exactly	what	
went	down	the	barrel	of 	his	gun.

This	is	the	way	we	loaded	ammunition	with	which	we	killed	birds	and	animals.	First,	so	
many	drams	of 	powder	for	bird	shot	and	so	many	for	buck	were	carefully	poured	into	the	
cases,	followed	by	wads,	the	shot,	and	the	last	wad.	A	special	little	gadget	very	neatly	turned	
the	end	of 	the	case	over	the	last	wad,	which	was	finally	marked	to	denote	its	contents.	What	
a	bothersome	business	some	may	say,	but	how	much	more	interesting	and	cheaper	than	
walking	out	of 	a	shop	with	the	goods	in	your	hand.

On	a	large	table	a	number	of 	saucers	was	put	out	into	which	shot	was	poured,	No.	8	for	
quail,	No.	6	for	partridges,	No.	4	for	guinea	fowl,	No.	3A	for	duiker	and	SSG	for	bush	buck.	
Black	powder	or	the	slightly	pink	modern	smokeless	powder	was	placed	in	separate	dishes.	
Thick	and	thin	wads	were	placed	in	other	dishes.	If 	one	was	really	economically	inclined	
(or	of 	Scotch	extraction),	the	expended	cartridge	cases	were	retrieved	and	used	again,	by	
recapping	them	with	a	special	little	machine.	An	adjustable	measure	marked	in	drams	was	

Chapter	One:	Childhood
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used	to	regulate	the	amount	of 	powder.	It	was	a	controversial	matter	as	to	which	powder	
killed	the	best–black	or	smokeless.	The	old	school,	Zulu	War	veterans	and	the	like,	swore	by	
black	powder,	which	I	think	they	judged	by	its	terrific	kick	and	the	cloud	of 	smoke	out	of 	
which	they	would	have	to	step	for	their	next	shot.	It	was	really	a	scientific	ballistic	question	
to	get	the	correct	weight	of 	shot	balanced	with	the	charge	of 	powder,	but	no	one	bothered	
about	that	sort	of 	thing.	When	in	doubt	some	loaded	cartridges	were	tried	out	on	a	target	
and	the	pattern	carefully	examined.

The	final	loading	of 	the	two	wheeled	Scotch	cart	nearly	broke	our	young	hearts.	We	
watched	 all	 that	 exciting	 camp	 stuff,	 such	 as	 tents,	 pots,	 blankets,	 and	wonderful	 food,	
placed	aboard,	and	the	whole	load	surmounted	by	an	unhappy	crowd	of 	hunting	dogs.

When	all	was	ready	the	native	driver	cracked	his	whip	and	yelled	as	only	drivers	can;	
the	umfaan	(boy)	voorloper	(forerunner)	took	up	the	refrain	with	plaintive	wail,	the	Nimrods,	
festooned	 with	 bandoleers	 of 	 ammunition,	 sheath	 knives,	 and	 other	 fearsome	 things,	
mounted	their	horses	and	the	expedition	was	off.	It	was	a	very	near-to-tears	group	of 	little	
brothers	who	watched	the	cavalcade	out	of 	sight,	heading	either	towards	Weenen	and	the	
fabulous	thorns	or	the	mysterious	Berg.	And	when	they	returned	what	excitement	to	see	
the	dead	guinea	fowl,	partridge,	duiker	and	sometimes,	to	us,	a	huge	bush	buck.	I	still	have	
a	photograph	of 	myself 	admiring	a	bush	buck	shot	by	Bertram	Brewitt.

Stark	tragedy	nearly	overtook	one	of 	these	expeditions.	A	buck	ran	between	Julian	and	
Vivian:	the	latter	fired	and	to	his	horror	saw	his	brother	drop.	A	looper	had	gone	through	
Julian’s	ear	and	into	his	scalp.	Apart	from	shock	he	was	none	the	worse	and	carried	that	bit	
of 	lead	under	his	ear	for	the	rest	of 	his	life.

On	another	occasion,	while	shooting	 in	 the	thorns,	 Julian	and	Bertram	Brewitt	each	
shot	a	mountain	reedbuck	classed	as	Royal	Game.	This	caused	quite	a	sensation	and	the	
public	looked	forward	to	the	spectacle	of 	the	local	magistrate,	my	father,	trying	his	own	
son.	However	as	the	crime	had	been	committed	in	the	Weenen	area	the	case	was	tried	in	
that	place.	The	boys	rode	down	for	the	trial	and	the	culprits	were	fined	£5	each.	I	remember	
Julian	arriving	home	in	a	flaming	temper	as	Vivian	had	collected	15s	as	witness	fees	and	
Julian	had	been	bucked	off 	by	his	horse	on	the	way	home.

The	Addison	gang	plus	 the	Beattie	boys,	 the	Brokenshas,	Langstons,	Mulcahys,	 and	
other	big	lads	of 	the	village	staged	an	exhibition	which	filled	us	younger	fry	with	absolute	
awe.	The	Bushman’s	River	when	in	flood	became	a	raging	torrent	and	into	this	the	big	boys	
went	one	after	another.	They	went	in	at	the	Alice	Bridge	and	came	out	where	the	present	
weir	is	built	at	the	junction	of 	the	two	rivers.	Here	they	landed	and	ran	across	the	peninsular	
on	the	other	side	and	into	the	river	again	at	the	bridge.	What	would	their	mothers	have	
done	had	they	seen	this	long	string	of 	heads	come	bobbing	down	those	raging	waters?

•  •  •

My	earliest	 recollections	of 	Estcourt	are	of 	war	and	soldiers.	We	had	hardly	arrived	
from	Nqutu	when	the	Anglo	Boer	War	of 	1899–1902	broke	out,	and	Estcourt	for	a	time	
was	almost	the	front	line.	On	one	occasion	the	Boers	got	beyond	Estcourt	and	fought	a	
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skirmish	at	Willow	Grange.	Their	patrols	penetrated	as	far	as	Mooi	River	and	I	think	I	am	
correct	when	I	say	they	even	looked	into	Pietermaritzburg.

For	months	the	village	teemed	with	soldiers	and	all	this	military	bustle	and	excitement	
naturally	intrigued	the	children	who	sensed	the	drama	but	not	the	danger	and	tragedy.	The	
government	school	just	across	the	road	from	our	home	was	converted	into	a	hospital	and	
the	convalescent	Tommies	used	 to	 lie	under	our	 trees	bordering	 the	 road.	My	youngest	
sister	and	I	spent	a	lot	of 	time	with	our	newfound	friends.	Many	of 	the	patients	died	from	
their	wounds	but	sickness	and	enteric	fever	killed	far	more	men	than	the	Mauser	bullets.	
We	saw	many	military	funerals	and	I	must	confess	these	sad	rites	had	a	strange	fascination	
for	us.

To	our	great	joy	a	detachment	of 	sailors	arrived,	complete	with	large	round	straw	hats,	
very	 like	our	own.	One	day	we	watched	 a	 large	number	of 	 sailors	 go	by,	 dragging	 two	
field	guns	by	hand.	They	must	have	got	to	the	summit	of 	the	flat	topped	hill	east	of 	Fort	
Durnford.	That	night	we	were	taken	out	of 	bed	to	watch	these	guns	firing	over	Estcourt	
towards	Frere.	What	it	was	all	about	I	never	found	out.	On	another	occasion	I	remember	
hearing	distant	gun	fire	and	I	have	been	told	it	must	have	been	the	battle	of 	Colenso.	A	
farmer,	Mr	Woodgate,	 came	 to	 visit	 us	 and	we	were	 instructed	 to	 be	 on	our	 very	 best	
behaviour	as	he	had	just	lost	his	brother,	General	Woodgate,	at	the	battle	of 	Spion	Kop.

Hundreds	of 	captured	‘loot’	horses	passed	the	village	and	I	can	still	see	in	my	mind	
young	men	running	into	the	dust	and	turmoil	of 	the	moving	horses	and	throwing	a	rope	
over	the	one	they	fancied.	Nobody	seemed	to	care,	and	at	any	rate	the	horses	were	dying	by	
the	dozen	along	the	roads.	Doctor	Brewitt	had	a	grey	pony	called	Loot	which	was	procured	
in	this	manner,	and	I	remember	the	animal	quite	well.

A	Highland	 Regiment	 complete	 with	 kilts	 and	 bagpipes	 began	 to	 dig	 in	 and	 build	
sangers	on	a	small	hill	not	two	hundred	yards	from	our	gate.	My	mother	sent	a	large	wash	
bath	filled	with	yellow	peaches	out	to	the	‘Jocks’	(as	Scottish	soldiers	were	affectionately	
known)	and	my	sister	and	I	spent	the	morning	handing	out	the	fruit.

As	usual	in	war	time,	carrion	was	all	over	the	place	and	it	was	extraordinary	where	the	
great	floods	of 	vultures	came	from.	The	sky	seemed	always	to	be	filled	with	these	stinking	
majestic	flying	birds.

The	older	citizens	of 	the	village	formed	themselves	into	a	sort	of 	town	guard	of 	which	
my	father	was	a	member.	These	old	warriors	collected	close	by	to	our	house	and	tried	out	
their	assorted	weapons	on	a	large	boulder	across	the	river.	I	think	the	object	of 	these	shoots	
was	to	ascertain	if 	their	guns	could	still	fire	and	how	far	the	shot	would	carry.	At	any	rate,	
to	us	kids,	it	was	a	most	impressive	display	of 	fire	power.

The	 railway	 played	 a	 far	 more	 important	 part	 in	 our	 lives	 than	 it	 does	 at	 present.	
Everyone	came	and	went	by	train	and	it	was	quite	a	pastime	to	go	to	the	station	just	to	see	
the	mail	train	come	in.	And	when	these	trains	were	filled	with	the	soldiers	of 	the	Queen–
what	small	boy	could	be	kept	away	from	the	railway	station?	The	women	of 	the	district	
organised	a	service	whereby	not	a	train	went	past	without	the	soldiers	getting	something	
to	eat	and	drink.	We	used	to	give	a	hand	and	beg	for	regimental	badges	and	I	have	been	
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collecting	these	insignia	over	since.	Years	afterwards,	travelling	on	a	troop	train,	we	stopped	
at	Exeter	in	England	and	were	given	a	most	welcome	cup	of 	tea	and	food.	I	thanked	one	
of 	the	good	ladies	and	she	told	me	that	the	people	of 	Devonshire	had	never	forgotten	the	
kind	 treatment	 the	 ‘Devons’	had	received	when	serving	 in	South	Africa.	This	 is	a	good	
example	of 	“casting	thy	bread	upon	the	waters”.

Every	war	seems	to	produce	its	own	crop	of 	war	songs	and	two	became	our	favourites;	
the	boys	of 	the	village	sang	and	whistled	these	until	we	nearly	drove	our	elders	daft.	Who	
today	can	sing	‘We	are	soldiers	of 	the	Queen’	and	‘Goodbye	Dolly	Gray’?	I	am	no	songster,	
as	my	 friends	 know,	 but	 I	 still	 remember	 the	melody	 and	words.	 I	 am	 better	 than	my	
grandfather	who	was	able	to	recognise	‘God	save	the	Queen’	only	when	people	took	their	
hats	off.

At	 one	 time	 the	 war	 position	 around	 Estcourt	 was	 deemed	 serious.	 It	 must	 have	
been	after	the	British	defeats	at	Colenso,	Blaauw	Krans	and	Spion	Kop.	Our	family	was	
packed	off 	to	my	grandfather	who	was	farming	at	Howick	and	returned	after	the	Relief 	
of 	Ladysmith.

The	Residency,	our	home,	was	evidently	open	house	to	the	military	and	nursing	staff 	
from	the	hospitals.	Colonel	Mills	of 	the	Dublin	Fusiliers	made	a	great	impression	on	my	
youthful	mind	with	 his	 bandaged	wrist,	 the	 result	 of 	 a	 bullet	 he	 got	 at	Colenso.	Years	
afterwards,	when	I	was	a	patient	in	a	large	military	hospital	at	Reading,	the	matron	heard	I	
was	a	South	African	and	asked	me	if 	I	was	any	relation	to	the	Addisons	of 	Estcourt.	She	
said	she	had	spent	many	happy	times	playing	tennis	at	The	Residency.

So	much	for	a	very	colourful	and	inspiring,	if 	somewhat	hazy,	childhood	recollection	of 	
the	Boer	War.	It	was	here	I	met	the	old	soldier	of 	the	British	Army;	the	man	whom	Kipling	
immortalised	with	his	songs	and	writings:	a	little	man	with	a	heart	as	big	as	his	army	boot;	
a	man	often	 thrown	onto	 the	unemployed	 scrapheap	by	 the	 relentless	 economic	 setup;	
the	man	who	time	and	again	saved	the	face	of 	some	damn	fool	officer	who	led	him	into	a	
death	trap.

The	youth	of 	the	village,	mixing	freely	with	the	rank	and	file	of 	the	army,	learned	a	lot	
of 	things	and,	I	blush	to	state,	added	a	unique	collection	of 	swear	words	to	their	already	full	
vocabulary.	This	army	language	must	be	very	ancient	in	origin	and	has	been	handed	down	
from	generation	to	generation.	I	like	to	think	that	the	Saxon	men	at	arms	who	stood	with	
Harold	against	the	Normans	in	1066	described	the	shortcomings	of 	the	quartermaster	with	
the	same	vehement	epithets	as	their	descendants	did	on	the	Somme	in	1916.	No	doubt	the	
clouds	of 	powder	smoke	around	the	famous	British	squares	at	Waterloo	were	thickened	by	
the	same	picturesque	language	of 	the	steadfast	infantry.	The	army	has	always	sworn	and	
will	always	swear.	When	the	last	British	Army	stands	up	to	be	blotted	out	by	the	atomic	
bomb	I	venture	to	say	the	final	words	will	be:	“Hold	tight,	mate,	here	comes	the	bloody	
thing.”

After	the	excitement	of 	the	Boer	War	we	enjoyed	a	few	years	of 	peaceful	life	which	were	
suddenly	broken	by	the	uprising	of 	the	Zulu	people	in	1906.	The	causes	and	campaigns	
of 	the	rebellions	I	will	leave	to	the	historically-minded	to	read,	but	once	again	the	country	
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was	in	a	military	upheaval	with	the	enemy	at	our	doors.	My	parents’	generation	still	retained	
the	 pioneer	 sense	 of 	 dread	 and	 insecurity	 engendered	 by	 earlier	 conflicts	 between	 the	
black	and	white	populations.	The	anniversary	of 	the	1879	massacre	of 	the	British	forces	at	
Isandhlwana,	during	the	Zulu	War,	never	passed	unnoticed	in	our	home.

When	hostilities	broke	out	in	various	parts	of 	the	country,	the	local	population	went	
into	 laager–the	age-old	 tactics	of 	 the	white	man	against	 the	black.	Happily,	 the	Estcourt	
area	remained	peaceful	and	we	were	spared	such	exciting	actions.	Although	British	troops	
were	still	 stationed	 in	various	centres	of 	Natal	and	South	Africa,	 the	Natal	government	
undertook	 to	 crush	 the	 rebellion	with	 its	 own	 troops	 and	mobilised	 the	whole	 of 	 the	
volunteer	corps.	Julian	had	 left	Hilton	and	Vivian	was	home	on	holiday	when	the	Natal	
Carbineers	were	called	out.	Vivian	immediately	signed	up	and	left	with	the	regiment	within	
a	few	hours.	My	father	was	sent	to	Zululand	with	the	troops	as	a	political	officer.	His	great	
experience	and	knowledge	of 	the	Zulu	people	made	him	a	very	valuable	asset	to	the	forces	
in	the	field.	I,	at	eleven	years	of 	age,	was	comforted	by	being	told	I	had	to	guard	the	home.	
Once	again	the	village	was	full	of 	passing	troops,	rumours	of 	war	and	scares.

Vivian	 had	 the	 idea	 he	 could	make	wine	 so	 he	 filled	 a	 beer	 bottle	with	 grape	 juice	
squeezed	from	our	own	grapes	with	a	potato	masher;	the	bottle	was	hidden	away	in	the	
dining	room	sideboard.	At	dead	of 	night,	at	the	height	of 	the	rebellion,	this	bottle	exploded	
like	a	bomb.	It	was	a	very	nervous	household	that	ventured	into	the	reeking	dining	room	to	
repel	the	Zulu	attack.	That,	for	me,	was	the	highlight	of 	the	Zulu	Rebellion.

At	about	this	time	thousands	of 	Chinamen	passed	through	Estcourt	by	train	on	their	
way	to	the	Rand	to	work	on	the	gold	mines.	We	would	flock	to	the	station	to	see	them	fed.	
In	a	few	years	all	the	‘Chinks’	were	returned	home	and	the	country	gave	a	sigh	of 	relief.

•  •  •

I	 do	 not	 know	 how	my	 interest	 in	 cockfighting	 was	 aroused,	 but	 I	 simply	 loved	 a	
cockfight.	It	must	have	been	a	case	of 	atavism,	inherited	from	some	sporting	ancestor	in	
far	off 	Kent.

We	kept	a	 large	number	of 	 fowls	of 	no	particular	breed,	but	Indian	or	Malay	game	
predominated.	 These	 birds	 are	 noted	 fighters.	 I	 soon	 got	my	 friends	 interested	 in	 this	
forbidden	blood	sport	of 	old	England.	A	deserted	sort	of 	barn	hidden	away	in	our	large	
garden	served	as	a	cockpit.

After	school	small	groups	of 	boys	could	be	seen	sneaking	into	the	garden	with	their	pet	
family	roosters	hidden	under	jackets	or	in	sacks.	The	challenges	and	contests	had	all	been	
arranged	previously.	The	combats	were	often	long	and	bloody	but	were	never	allowed	to	
become	fatal.	After	all,	the	rooster	had	to	be	returned	to	the	bosom	of 	the	family	even	if 	he	
did	look	very	much	the	worse	for	wear.	The	excitement	mounted	as	the	elimination	bouts	
gradually	thinned	the	field	down	to	half 	a	dozen	birds	for	the	championship	of 	Estcourt.	
No	filthy	 lucre	 changed	hands	on	 the	 results.	We	 fought	 our	 birds	 just	 for	 the	honour	
of 	owning	the	champion.	No	doubt	many	a	householder	wondered	at	the	battle-scarred	
appearance	of 	his	poultry.
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