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Canadian participation in the war in South Africa

When the war in South Africa broke out in October 1899, the Canadian government was not
keen to be involved, but public patriotic and imperialist sentiments forced the hand of Prime
Minister Wilfrid Laurier, and a contingent of infantry was offered and accepted.

The 15t Canadian Contingent consisted of the 274 (Special Service) Battalion, Royal Canadian
Regiment, which left Canada 30 October 1899, arriving in South Africa 29 November 1899, and
returning to Canada 23 December 1900. 4 Canadian nursing sisters, 4 accredited journalists
from Canadian newspapers, and a YMCA representative also accompanied this group.

The 2" Canadian Contingent consisted of the 15 Battalion Canadian Mounted Rifles (title
changed to Royal Canadian Dragoons (RCD) while in South Africa, to reflect that of its parent
unit); the 2" Battalion Canadian Mounted Rifles (which reverted to the title The Canadian
Mounted Rifles (CMR) when the 15 Battalion was re-named), and three batteries (C, D, and E)
of the Royal Canadian Field Artillery (RCFA).

The RCFA left Canada 21 January 1900, with the CMR following on 27 January, and the RCD
on 21 February. The RCFA reached South Africa on 6 February, CMR on 28 February, and
RCD on 21 March. All three units served in South Africa until 8 January 1901. This contingent
was accompanied by 21 Canadian artificers, who travelled with the RCD, and a second YMCA
representative.



The 274 Canadian Mounted Rifles (CMR) and 10™
Canadian Field Hospital (CFH)

The Canadian government offered to raise a third contingent for service in South Africa in early
1901, but the British Government did not take it up, replying that there was no need.

In November 1901, however, the British government requested a four-squadron regiment of
mounted rifles. In a departure from previous practice, the unit was recruited as an integral part
of the British Army, though retaining its Canadian identity. Moreover, while the Canadian
Department of Militia and Defence would equip and train the unit, the British would pay its
COsts.

The response from the public was so enthusiastic that Ottawa, realizing there was surplus space
on the troopships, offered to raise another two squadrons.

Originally referred to as the Canadian Yeomanry, when the unit finally sailed from Canada in

January 1902 it was a six-squadron regiment of 901 officers and men known as the 274
Canadian Mounted Rifles (2™ CMR). Together with the 64 personnel of the 10th Canadian
Field Hospital, it formed the third Canadian contingent.

The 2" CMR was raised like previous contingents from across the country but included a
significant number of returning veterans of early Canadian contingents, particularly where
officers and senior NCOs were concerned. Approximately 22% of the unit’s soldiers were
veterans of the South African campaign.



The Prelude to the Battle

& By late March 1902, the nature of the war had changed dramatically. The British had sectioned off large
portions of the veldt with long lengths of barbed wire strung along railway lines, connected by as many as 8000
specially-built blockhouses. This fencing of territory to control access and movement ultimately enclosed more
than 23,656 square kilometres of the Transvaal and 27,358 square kilometres of the Orange Free State.
Approximately 50,000 troops manned the blockhouse lines, while another 80,000 mounted troops pursued the
Boers, attempting to trap them inside these enclosures. The trap was not complete, however, as there were
several gaps in the network of blockhouses. One of these was in western Transvaal, an area described by one
author as being half the size of the Canadian province of New Brunswick.

& The 900-strong 2nd CMR had arrived in the region in mid-March 1902, and took part early in their
deployment in a major offensive involving 16,000 troops. The operation drove 2500 Boers into the far western
reaches of the Transvaal, a particularly desolate area. Efforts to locate and engage the fleeing Boers continued
in the weeks that followed.

& Early on the morning of 31 March, a column that included 2nd CMR embarked on a 65-kilometre search for
Boers along the bed of the practically dry Brak Spruit, which ran off the much larger Hart’s River. By mid-
morning, the scouts had struck a fresh trail, apparently made by a small number of Boers.

¢ Sensing an easy victory, the column went off in pursuit, leaving 2nd CMR to follow, escorting the slow-moving
baggage train. Prospects seemed good, but the Boers, in fact, outnumbered the British force, and had the
advantage of terrain.

& Asthe Boer attack developed, the British commander, Colonel Cookson, decided to set up a defensive position
around a farm called Boschbult. By the time the Canadians arrived with the baggage train, the Boers were
beginning to push back the British defence.

(Credit for this account, which has been lightly edited, belongs to the Canadian War Museum)
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Boschbult (Hart’s River) — 31 March 1902

& As part of Colonel Cookson’s column, elements
of 2nd CMR helped fend off an attack on a
poorly sited bivouac site near Hart’s River
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¢ The Boer force that attacked the column was o e : =
made up of 2500 seasoned men, described by one

source as, “the flower of the Boer Army” , S ——————— .
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Lieut Carruthers’ party (about 21 men of the 3rd
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small party of the 3rd and 4th Troops, “E” ’
Squadron, was to the right of Lieut. Carruthers.
Still further to the right was a detached post of
about 75 Mounted Infantry. Several hundred
Boers swept down on this post on the right,
stampeding the Mounted Infantry, who galloped

through the line occupied by our men.”







