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NEWSLETTER - AUGUST 2010

By pure good fortuneand with no planning involved, the July meeting took place on an evening when there
was no world Cup Soccer match and when the weather was not cold enough to deter the large number of
members who attended.

Ivor Little opened the meeting with the usual noticesand then introduced thefirst spesker of the evening.
Thiswasthewdl-known Vice Chairman and Deputy Journal editor, Marjorie Dean. The subject of her talk
was "From the Veld to The Pole and back again.”

Marjoriecommenced with an historical and socia background to thegreat Polar and Antarctic explorations
of the early 20th century when, for reasons of national honour, various nations vied with each other to reach
the North Pole, and then the South Pole, before any other. Thisled to the famous Antarctic expeditions by
Roald Amundsen and Robert Scott, both attempting, between 1910 and 1923, to be thefirst to reach (or to
"discover") the South Pole. Amundsen, leading a Norwegian expedition, was already famous asa Polar
explorer, and had no illusons about what he wasin for. Using an experienced team of skiers, dog teamsand
Arctic know-how, Amundsen went ruthlessy forward to the South Pole and, getting there first, claimed the
honour for Norway.

By contrast, Scott preferred to use ponies; had limited experience compared to hisrival and naively
believed that ateam of men could pull laden dedges as well or better than adog team. To carry out his
attempt, Scott recruited 59 men, among whom was L awrence Edward Grace Oates. Bornin 1880, Oates
came from awell-to-do Y orkshire family which had already been involved in afair amount of African
exploration. Hewaseducated at Eton and then on leaving school in 1898, joined thearmy, justintimeto
participate in the 2nd Anglo-Boer War.

Sartinginitidly with the 3rd West Y orkshire (Militia) Regiment, he moved to the 6th Inniskilling Dragoons
and, at the beginning of 1901, wason active service in South Africa. Coming ashore in January 1901, 2nd
Lt L E G Oateswas part of adraft moving by rail to join the Regiment at Colesberg. Along the way the draft
becameinvolved in the capture of the smal town of Aberdeen. Thetown was duly taken but on 6th February
Oates got into askirmish with anumerically greater number of Boers out on patrol. Oates and his men took
cover and hung on for five hours under heavy fire, although being called upon twiceto surrender. Hewas
wounded in the leg and thereafter walked with a marked limp..

After aperiodinthe UK on sick leave, hereturnedto South Africa, serving there until the end of the war



and then subsequently with his regiment in Ireland, Egypt and India, reaching the rank of Captain in 1906.

In 1910, bored with service in the peace time army, he applied for leave to join Scott's expedition. On the
groundsof hiscavary experience hewas accepted by Scott and put in charge of the expedition's ponies. He
impressed Scott and, notwithstanding hisdisabled leg, was chosen by him to be part of thefina five-man party
todothelast "dash for the Pole", adistance of 269 kilometres. The South Polewas reached on 18th January
1912; 35 days after Amundsen arrived there.

A bitterly disappointed Scott and his party then faced the return journey to their base camp. One man died
after afal into acrevasse and the combined effects of bad wegther, extreme cold and incorrect diet soon led
to the party faling behind schedule. Oates, in particular, suffered very badly with hisold leg injury playing up
under therigoursof themarch. By 15th March, hisbirthday, he realised that he could go no further and was
holding up the party. To givethem achance of survival, he decided to sacrifice hisown life and with the
immortal words"l am just going outside and may besometime" he walked barefoot out of the tent and into
theblizzard. Hisbody wasnever found. Therest of the party died nine dayslater, only 18 kilometres short
of their first food stash.

There are several memorials to Oates but he is best remembered by his epitaph - "A very gallant
gentleman”.

Continuingwith her excellent Power Point presentation, ably managed by her husband Colin, Marjoriethen
brought us back from Antarctica by introducing Frank Wild, "the forgotten hero”, into her talk.

John Robert Frances (Frank) Wild was borninto amiddle-classfamily in Y orkshire. One of hisancestors
was Captain Cook and it wastherefore natural that Frank should enter the merchant navy asa 16-year old
gopprentice, riang to therank of second officer. Something must have gonewrong and heenlistedinthe Royal
Navy asarating and, in 1901, was a 27-year old Able Seaman, avast difference from hisprevious status.
Inthat year he dso volunteered for, and was accepted by, the British Polar expedition of 1901-1904 in"HMS
Discovery”. Thiswasfollowed by a20-year stint in British Antarctic expeditions.

Frank was short, athletic, outspoken and had apropensity for leadership. This cametothe attention of
Ernest Shackleton, at that time a Sub-Lieutenant with the expedition. Shackleton found that he could rely on
Wild. Hethuschose himfor his 1907 expedition and in 1911 Wild went south again with Douglas Mawson's
Australian expedition. Hewas asofirst choice as second-in-command to Shackleton in the 1914 "HMS
Endurance” expedition. The story of that expedition iswell-known. The "Endurance’ became crushed in the
ice and had to be abandoned. Her crew struggled in three small boats to Elephant Idand - abarren rock in
thefierce Antarctic Ocean. From there Shackleton took a small party in an open boat to South Georgia,
crossed the mountainous island and organised the rescue of those |eft behind on Elephant Island.

Therewere22 men under the command of Frank Wild, who proved amagnificent leader. Using hispower
of command, Wild kept his party aive and functioning for the 138 daysit took Shackleton to get back with
arescue party. He organised shelter, found awater supply, assisted the doctor and kept up morale.

After the rescue, the Polar expedition returned to the UK via Chile, arriving back in England in 1917.
Being inthe middle of aworldwar, nobody wasinterested in their polar exploitsand many of the party joined
the Armed Forces. Wild was made atemporary Sub-Lieutenant, rising to the rank of Commander by the end
of thewar.



After thewar Wild farmed cottonin the then Nyasaland until Schackletoninvited himto join yet another
Antarctic expeditionin 1921. Wild jumped at the chance and returned south for thefifthtime. Theexpedition
wasafailure. Shackleton died suddenly and Wild took over command of the"Quest”. Lacking Shackleton,
there were no real goalsto achieve and the voyage was cut short, returning to England in 1922.

Although made a"Freeman of the City of London", Wild returned to Africaand sarted farming in Zululand.
Theventurewasafailure. Hethen briefly did some contractua work for the SA Railwaysand, in desperation,
ended up asabarman in aZululand hotel. He drifted from job to job and town to town. He had started
drinking on the "Quest" expedition and by now was an acoholic with serious hedth problems. Hedied in
1939 and his ashes were buried in Brixton cemetery in Johannesburg.

Forgotten at thetime, Wild isnow being recognised for the polar hero hewas. Thereisaplagueto his
memory in St Johnthe Baptist Churchin Eversholt, England, and abronzememorid inthechurchat Grytvikin
in South Georgia, fitting tributes to "the forgotten hero".
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After abrief question period, Ivor introduced the next spesker, thewell-known former National Committee
Member, John Murray, who has spoken to the Society on numerous previous occasions. The subject of
John's talk was " Some Irish Victoria Cross Winners of the Second Anglo-Boer War".

Ably supported by Hamish Paterson manning the overhead projector, John started off by giving abrief
background of the Irish forceswhich formed part of the Victorian army and also abrief history of the Victoria
Crossup to 1900. Therewere 78 Victoria Crosses (V Cs) awarded during the Second Anglo-Boer War and
14 of these were earned by Irish recipients. Obvioudy John did not have time to deal with al 14 of these but
instead he chose a representative four.

Hisfirst example was Captain Charles ("Fitz") FitzClarence. Thisbrilliant, fearless soldier wasbornin
Bishop's Court, County Kildare, on 8th May 1865. Hisfamily was descended - on the wrong side of the
blanket - directly from King William IV and formed part of the Irish nobility. Thus, Charles was educated at
Eton and Wdlington, beforejoining the British Army asalieutenant in the Royd Fusiliers. After promotion
to Captain, he was posted to South Africaand, on 14th October 1900, wasin command of asquadron from
the Protectorate Regiment. 1n going to the assistance of an armoured train outside Mafeking, his squadron
was surrounded by asuperior Boer force. Under FitzClarence' leadership the squadron freed thetrain and
inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy.

Thirteen dayslater hewasback in action in asuccessful sortiefrom Mafeking which inflicted aheavy blow
onthebesieging Boer Forces. Hedistinguished himself againinthe action at Game Tree, despite being shot
through both legs. By now, he was being called "The Demon of Mafeking" or smply "The Demon", a
nick-name which stuck to him until his death.

For the abovethree actionshewas awarded theVC. He continued in military service, rising through the
ranksto Brigadier Generd inthelrish Guards, leading by example and with greet persond bravery until hewas
killed in action in November 1914,

John'snext two recipientsweretwo I rishinternational rugby players, Robert Johnston and Tom Crean.



Johnston came from agood family and was well-educated. He played rugby for Wanderersin both Dublin
and Johannesburg; for Transvad aswedll asthe British Idestouristsof 1896. Heremainedin South Africaafter
this tour and, with the outbreak of the war, enlisted in the Imperial Light Horse. Hewon hisVC a
Elandd aagtein repulsing aBoer counter-attack on akoppiethey were holding. Histroopsbrokeand started
retreating but were stopped by Johnston, who not only rallied them but led a reckless but successful
counter-attack. Hewaswounded inthisaction. Hewent back to Ireland in 1911 and died peacefully asa
farmer in 1950.

Tom Crean was a contemporary of Johnston with asimilar background. They met playing rugby for
Wanderersin Dublin and becameinseparablefriends. While Johnston had joined the army on leaving schooal,
Crean studied medicine, becoming an eminent surgeon. He also remained behind in South Africaafter the
1896 rugby tour and also enlisted in the Imperia Light Horsein 1899. Instead of joining as adoctor, he
enlisted as atrooper and waswounded at Elanddaagte. Hewasin Ladysmith for the siege, where he acted
asadoctor. Promoted to Captain, hetook part intherelief of Mafeking. Reverting to amedicd role, hewas
serving astheregiment'smedica officer when acolumn hewasin was ambushed outs de Bethlehem. Crean's
coolness under heavy fire as he tended to the wounded, even though being twice wounded, earned him the
VC. Hewent onto servein private practice in London but re-enlisted in 1914 in the Royal Army Medical
Corps, earningthe DSOin 1915. Thewar in thetrenches broke hisspirit and on returnto civilianlifein 1918
his practice collapsed, as did his health, and he died aged 49 in 1923.

John'slast recipient was Lieutenant the Honourabl e Frederick Hugh Sherston Roberts, theonly son of Field
Marshall Frederick Roberts. Y oung Freddie wasbornin India, educated at Eton and Sandhurst and then
joined the Indian Army. Hewasapopular, if ineffectual, soldier who had a succession of interesting and
glamorouspodts, until hiscareer cameto asudden stop when he wastwice unableto passthe entrance exam
for admission to the Staff College. Hisfather used hisinfluenceto no avail so Freddiewas sent off to South
Africaasamember of Generd Buller'sstaff, basically to prove that he was good enough to be re-considered.

On 15th December 1899, Buller was engaged in afronta assault againgt the Boer linesat Colenso. Inthe
courseof the action the British field gunswere placed too far forward and came under heavy fire. It became
obviousthat they would fal into Boer hands, with al their crewswounded or dead. Volunteerswere called
for to retrieve them, among them Freddie Roberts. A mad ride across abullet-swept half-mile then ensued,
during which Robertswas hit five times. He was dragged back to safety but died of hiswounds. Hewas
awarded the VC for this gallant action.

Having concluded histalk, John wasthanked by past chairman, Bob Smith, for hismost informative lecture,
whereupon the meeting adjourned for tea.

[vor Little,
Scribe.
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FORTHCOMING LECTURES

Johannesburg:
12" August
CR With the Chilean Navy in Antartica Ivor Little
ML TheLost Boys Kathleen Satchwell
9t September
CR Ethiopia - Battle of Adowa 1896 Col. James Jacobs
ML A Century of mud - 1860'sto 1960's Ann Bourdin
KZN in Durban:
12" August
DDH '‘Allied Operationsin Syria, Persia& Iraq, Capt Brian Hoffman
May to September 1941
Main Tak ‘The Raid on the Medway’ Jesse Wesseloo
9" September :
DDH 'Lt Col JN Crealock's Watercolours- Then and Now' Ken Gillings.
MainTak - 'TheRoleof Indian Troopsduring the Anglo-Boer War' Ganes Fillay.
Cape Town:

12" August: UNITA, Angola and the Media - A Personal Retrospective by Cloete Breytenbach

Our speaker will be the well-known photographer/photo-journalist, Cloete Breytenbach, who had the
unforgettabl e experience of spending long periods of timein the bush deep inside Angola, documenting the
Angolan War from the perspective of one of the three main contendersfor politica control inthewar-ravaged
country, UNITA (Unido Nacional para alndependéncia Total de Angola- National Union for the Tota
Independence of Angola). Thisinevitably also led to getting to know one of the most perplexing and enigmatic
personalitiesin the Angolan Civil War - Dr Jonas Savimbi - on a personal basis.

SAMHSEC in Port Elizabeth:

SAMHSEC's next meeting will be at 1930 on 9 August 2010 (Public Holiday notwithstanding) at the EP
Veteran Car Club in Port Elizabeth. The curtain raiser will be on the Activities of the Commonwealth
War Graves Commission in the Eastern Cape by Charles Ross. The main lecture will be The
Underground War by Mike Duncan.
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For KwaZulu-Natal details contact Ken Gillings 031-702-4828  ken.gillings@mweb.co.za
For Cape Town details contact Ray Hattingh 021-592-1279(am)  ray@saarp.co.za

For Eastern Cape details contact Malcolm Kinghorn 041-373-4469 culturev@Il antic.net

For Gauteng details contact Joan Marsh 010 237 0676 scribe@samilitaryhistory.org



