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PREFACE 

 

This booklet is published on the centenary of the Battle of 

Bakenlaagte and is intended as a concise summary of the battle 

to provide a single source of reference for the events of the 

time.  We have inserted a list of sources for the purpose of 

further reading for historians and armchair Anglo -Boer War 

buffs, and we suggest that this booklet is used to compliment  a 

visit to the battlefield. We delib erately made this pocket sized 

for that purpose.  

 

If readers wish to add content to this booklet please do not 

hesitate to contact the Kriel Tourism Authority.  
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PROLOGUE  
 

Bakenlaagte is the name given to the battle between the British 

No. 3 column under the command of Colonel George Elliot 

Benson and the combined Boer Commandos under the 

command of Commandant Hansie Grobler of Bethal.   

 

The battlefield is situated on the farms Nooi tgedacht, 

Bakenlaagte, Kruisementfontein and Onverwacht.  The final 

assault and defensive positions are situated on the farm 

Nooi tgedacht.   The battlefield is found five  kilometers south 

of Matla Power Station and approximately seven kilometers 

south west of the town of Kriel in Mpumalanga  Province,  

South Africa.  A map is included for directions on how to get 

there. 

 

Visitors are reminded that this battlefield is on private 

property  - please treat it as such. 

 

 

 

Please treat this battlefield with the respect it deserves
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THE EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE BATTLE  

 

31 May 1900 ɬ Lord 1ÖÉÌÙÛÚɀɯÈÙÔàɯÖÊÊÜ×ÐÌÚɯ)ÖÏÈÕÕÌÚÉÜÙÎɯÈÕËɯ

five days later occupies Pretoria, gaining control of the capital 

and theoretically  the ZAR (Transvaal). 

 

June to August 1900 -  /ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛɯ/ÈÜÓɯ*ÙÜÎÌÙɀÚɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯ

leaves Pretoria and occupies Roos Senekal as a temporary seat 

of government later moving to Machadodorp as the British 

forces deploy in the Transvaal.  General Louis Botha deploys 

his forces immediately  to the east of the capital to delay the 

British forces which results in the Battle of Diamond Hill.  

Anot her similar  action some five weeks later at Bergendal 

(Dalmanutha) becomes the last set piece battle of the Anglo-

Boer War and signals the start of the Guerrilla  Phase of the 

war.   

 

Lord Roberts is sent home in the belief that the war is over, 

and is replaced by General Lord Kitchener who also becomes 

the overall commander of all British and Colonial forces in 

South Africa. 

 

Kitchener (with  some help) devises the scorched earth policy  

- a decision that was to have serious repercussions for nearly a 

centuÙàɯ ÈÍÛÌÙÞÈÙËÚȭɯ ɯ 3ÏÌɯ ÉÜÙÎÏÌÙÚɀɯfarms are razed, the 

women, children and other non -combatants are rounded up 

and placed in concentration camps, and the men captured as 

Prisoners of War, are deported to places like St Helena and 

Ceylon (SriLanka). 

 

The Burgers break up into smaller groups and begin guerrilla 

operations ɬ ambushes, disruption of telegraph facilities, 

cutting railway lines, brief attacks causing more nuisance than 



5 

physical harm ɬ but nevertheless succeeding in tying up 

thousands of British troop s who thought that they were going 

home. 

 

In the Eastern Transvaal (Mpumalanga Province) the British 

ÍÖÙÊÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÖÙÎÈÕÐÚÌËɯÐÕÛÖɯɁÊÖÓÜÔÕÚɂɯÝÈÙàÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÚÛÙÌÕÎÛÏɯÉÜÛɯ

generally made up of; 

 

¶ A Headquarters commanded by a Colonel or Lt Colonel  

¶ A Cavalry regiment  

¶ Two Mounted Infantry regiments  

¶ A Light Infantry regiment  

¶ An Artillery battery (often with reduced numbers of 

guns) 
¶  ɯƗƛÔÔɯɁ×ÖÔ-×ÖÔɂɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕ 

¶ Engineer and Medical support elements 
 

There were fifteen of these columns in the Eastern Transvaal ɬ 

the most feared (by the burghers) being No. 3 Column led by 

Colonel G E Benson RA,  a career soldier who is first reported 

at the Battle of Magersfontein in December 1899, where he 

acted as Major-&ÌÕÌÙÈÓɯ ÕËàɯ6ÈÜÊÏÖ×ÌɀÚɯÎÜÐËÌɯȹÕÈÝÐÎÈÛÖÙȺȭɯɯ

No. 3 column became known as thÌɯɁÚÊÖÜÙÎÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ3ÙÈÕÚÝÈÈÓɂɯ

as they maintained the element of surprise by marching long 

distances (up to 50 Km) at night and striking the burghers at 

ËÈÞÕȭɯɯ!ÌÕÚÖÕɀÚɯÊÖÓÜÔÕɯÖ×ÌÙÈÛÌËɯÖÝÌÙɯÈɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÈÙÌÈɯÊÌÕÛÙÌËɯon 

Middelburg and included towns (or villages) like Roos 

Senekal, Dullstroom, Belfast, Carolina, Ermelo and Bethal. 

 

On the other side, General Louis Botha was attempting to 

invade Natal with a force of approximately 2000 men.  As we 

know he was not successful and immediately  withdrew back 
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into the Transvaal ɬ specifically into the Bethal area, his force 

however reduced to 800. 

 

The commander of the Bethal Commando, Commandant  H. S. 

Grobler was ÉàɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÐÔÌɯÞÖÙÕɯÖÜÛɯÉàɯ!ÌÕÚÖÕɀÚɯÈÊÛÐÝÐÛÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯ

prepared to deal the ever-present and clever opponent 

(ɁÈÓÖÔÛÌÌÕÞÖÖËÐÎÌɯÌÕɯÚÓÐÔɯÛÌÌÕÚÛÙàËÌÙɂ) a final blow . 
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Ɂ#ɂɯ,(-42ɯ%(5$ɯ3.ɯɁ#ɂɯ,(-42ɯ.-$ɯɬ THE BUILDUP  

 

This period is best described as a running fight where it seems 

that the Burghers dominated because of their mobility.  It  is 

put into perspective by verbatim accounts, one from the 

Scottish Horse the other from the Bethal Commando . 

 

Friday 25th October:  ɁAll the early morning Johnny Boer laid 

waiting with some eight hundred Burghers, a bad trap was 

laid for us, but luckily we lost our way.  Firing commenced 

about 5 a.m. the Boers fought most stubbornly and pluckily, 

rushing several Kopjes of any advantage, our horses, through 

the efforts of the night march, were pumped out.  So retired to 

camp.  The Boers, seeing this, fought still more determined, the 

rear guard, bearing the brunt.  Camp was reached about 2 p.m.  

Casualties not known.  My Squadron expended 5000 rounds of 

ÈÔÔÜÕÐÛÐÖÕȭɂ 

 

ɁThe Commando occupied positions in an old kraal on a bare 

hill on the eastern boundary of Yzervarkfontein.  In the misty 

dawn we  observed that the column had split into two, and that 

one section was moving eastwards in the direction of 

Mooifontein whilst the other, with two guns, was moving 

directly towards the kraal.  The group that was in the kraal 

hastily moved their position so mewhat further back in order to 

lie in wait for the English.   Field Cornet Erasmus rode with his 

men to stop the English, and as the forward scouts approached 

a number of them were shot dead.  This brought the whole 

column to a halt where the guns unlimber ed and came into 

action about 800 yards from the Boer position.  In the 

meantime the English sent their ambulance forward to collect 

the wounded and dead from where they made contact with 

%ÐÌÓËɯ "ÖÙÕÌÛɯ $ÙÈÚÔÜÚɀÚɯ ÉÜÙÎÏÌÙÚȭɯ ɯ !ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯ ÛÏÐÚɯ ÞÈÚɯ ËÖÕÌɯ
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without leav e (prior arrangement ɬ Ed) and during the contact 

Erasmus captured the ambulance only to discover that this 

was a trap as there were a lot of armed troops at the 

ambulance.  He had hardly joined the rest of the commando 

with the ambulance in tow when the r ounds started bursting 

overhead.  Before the guns were ranged the commando let 

loose with salvo after salvo and under crossfire from the flank.  

 

This was the turning point in the battle and the closest that the 

column got to Bethal.  Continuously fighting,  they withdrew in 

the direction from whence they came.  At Kafferstad the 

rearguard put up heavy resistance but the concentrated fire 

from the burghers eventually drove them back to 

1ÌÕÚÉÜÙÎÏÖÖ×ȭɂ 

 

Saturday 26th October:  ɁCamp remained.  Native intelligen ce 

reported that large parties of Boers were prowling outside the 

outposts. Strong entrenchments were made around the camp, 

ÈÚɯÞÌɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÐÕɯÈÓÓɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÐÓÐÛàȮɯÛÏÌɯ!ÖÌÙÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÈÛÛÈÊÒȭɂ 

 

ɁAll the English wounded were taken to the home of Oom 

Gielie Hamman at Yzervarkfontein, but because there were 

insufficient facilities to nurse them properly a message was 

ÚÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ"ÖÓɯ!ÌÕÚÖÕɯÛÖɯÊÖÓÓÌÊÛɯÛÏÌÔȭɂ 

 

Sunday 27th October:  ɁCasualties on the 25th inst. 1 Officer, 1 

man killed , 12 men wounded, some of the wounded laid  on 

the veldt overnight, and it was found they had been stripped 

of their clothing.  The Boers were under the command of 

General Gobbler who sent in the following message, ȿIt has 

caused me great annoyance and displeasure, to see that some 

of my men, strip ped your wounded soldiers of their clothing, 

which was against all orders of my leaders, and Officers, 
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everything will be done to find the offenders, who will be 

severely punished.ɀ  Reveille at 3 a.m, paraded at 4.20 ɬ the 

Boers again fought well, but several of them was seen to fall.  

Our casualties two wounded ɬ one dangerous.  Camped at 

*ÈÍÍÐÙÚÛÈËȭɂ 

 

Ɂ$ÈÙÓàɯ ÖÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ 2ÜÕËÈàɯ ÔÖÙÕÐÕÎɯ "ÖÓȭɯ !ÌÕÚÖÕɀÚɯ ÈÔÉÜÓÈÕÊÌɯ

arrived to remove the wounded.  A report was sent to Gen. 

Botha at Bankkop where he was waiting for th e burghers that 

had been given leave to go home.  He instructed Commandant 

Grobler to withdraw his Commando in order to give him an 

Ö××ÖÙÛÜÕÐÛàɯÛÖɯÊÈÛÊÏɯÜ×ɯÞÐÛÏɯÖÛÏÌÙɯ"ÖÔÔÈÕËÖÚȭɂ 

 

Monday 28th October: ɁThe man dangerously wounded died 

this day ɬ marched to 9ÞÈÒÍÖÕÛÌÐÕȭɂ 

 

Ɂ$ÈÙÓàɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ,ÖÕËÈàɯ"ÖÓȭ !ÌÕÚÖÕɀÚɯÊÈÔ×ɯÈÛɯ1ÖÖËÌÉÓÖÌÔɯÞÈÚɯ

on the move.  He realized that he was cornered, the road to 

Bethal was closed for him and that the Boers had thwarted his 

×ÓÈÕÚɯÖÍɯÔÖÝÐÕÎɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÌÈÚÛÞÈÙËÚȭɯɯ'ÐÚɯÌÚÊÖÙÛÚɯȹɁÖ××ÈÚÚÌÙÚɂ ɬ 

the Commandos shadowing him) had hampered him so much 

during the last week that he could not carry out any nocturnal 

surprise attacks nor achieve any notable captures.  As far as his 

column moved so it collected all the old people, women and 

children that were still to be found on the farms; 

Rensburghoop, Witbank and Kafferstat, leaving the remaining 

homesteads behind in flames.  The smoke from the destroyed 

homes rose high into the air, to the extent that the route of the 

column was drawn high in the bl ue sky.  The words of 

Commandant Grobler, ȿIt was an awful sight to see the smoke 

clouds rising from the homes.  My adjutant and I watched this 

all day, it was shameful and we will still settle with BensonɀȭɂɯɁ 
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Tuesday 29th October:  ɁCamp remained.  The Boers sniping 

throughout the night and early morning.  Our guns opened 

fire about 5 a.m. and continued for hours ɬ two men wounded 

of which one died after a couple of hours.  Wrote a letter home, 

forwarding some snapshots.  Reported convoy would leave on 

the 31st for Brogs Spruit.ò (Brugspruit) 

 

Ɂ Úɯ ÍÈÙɯ ÈÚɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÊÖÓÜÔÕɯ ÔÖÝÌËɯ ÚÖɯ ÍÖÓÓÖÞÌËɯ "ÖÔÔÈÕËÈÕÛÚɯ

Grobler, Steyn and Mouton with the Bethalers and 

Middelburgers, whilst Captains Naudé and van Rensburg 

with their CÖÙ×ÚɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÌËɯÊÓÖÚÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÓÜÔÕɀÚɯÏÌÌÓÚȭɯɯ&ÌÕȭ 

!ÖÛÏÈɀÚɯÖÙËÌÙÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÊÈÔ×ɯÔÜÚÛɯÉÌɯÞÈÛÊÏÌËɯ

and that they (the British) must be ȿkept in their holesɀ until 

Boer reinforcements could join.  Benson moved in the direction 

of Cyferfontein near Trichardt, eventually setting up camp at 

Zwakfont ein about 15 miles north west of Bethal, while his 

ɁÌÚÊÖÙÛÚɂɯÍÖÙÔÌËɯÈɯÓÈÈÎÌÙɯÈÛɯ*ÈÍÍÌÙÚÒÙÈÈÓɯÊÓÖÚÌɯÉàȭɯɯ!àɯËÜÚÒɯÈɯ

messenger arrived with the news that Gen. Botha was on his 

way and that Commandant Grobler should met him in the 

area of Trichardt.  When he (Botha) saw the English camp from 

the ÏÐÎÏɯÎÙÖÜÕËɯÏÌɯÌß×ÙÌÚÚÌËɯÏÐÚɯÚÜÙ×ÙÐÚÌɯÈÛɯÐÛÚɯÚÐáÌȭɂɯ  
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THE DAY  - THE LAST MAJOR FIGHT OF THE WAR  

 

It is 3.30 in the morning of Wednesday the 30th October 1901 ɬ 

the Eastern Transvaal highveld ɬ the area just north west of 

Bethal  ɬ misty, rainy, cool ɬ the visibility down to less than 20 

yards. 

 

The rain is teeming down ɬ the sounds of saddlery being fitted 

ɬ the occasional snort of a horse ɬ the mumbling of a soldier 

who, for the umpteenth time in the last eight mo nths has had 

to be ready to move before daybreak and who for the 

umpteenth time has had to pack his rain-soaked kit in the 

dark. 

 

Who are these people you may ask?  They were the members 

of No. 3 Column under the command of the feared and 

respected Colonel George Elliot Benson, Royal Artillery.  
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The order of battle of No. 3 Column was: 

 

¶ 3rd Mounted Infantry  (One company each of; 

Yorkshire Light Infantry, North Lancashire 

Regiment and Dublin Fusiliers) . 

¶ 25th Mounted Infantry  (60th  Rifles). 

 

¶ The 2nd Scottish Horse (this was a voluntary, irregular, 

and almost private regiment raised by Colonel the 

Marquis of Tullibardine) . There were three squadrons of 

Scottish Horse in the column at that time (F, H and L  

Squadrons). 

 

¶ A well -trusted reconnaissance group of black scouts led 

by Lt Colonel Aubrey Woolls-Sampson ɬ a South African 

who had taken part in 

the Jameson Raid and 

served a prison sentence 

for his efforts . 
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¶ 84th Battery Royal Field Artillery with four 15  

pounder guns, supported by two Maxim 

Nordenfeld t pom-poms (ɁCCɂ and ɁRɂ sections). 

 

15 Pounder Gun RFA 

 

¶ The East Kent Regiment (the Buffs). 

 

This column, which had formed in February 1901 (eight 

months earlier), had adapted itself to fighting by Boer methods 

ɬ moving at night and striking at dawn.  

 

 



14 

IÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÞɯÚÌÝÌÕɯÖɀɯÊÓÖÊÒɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÙÕÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÖÜÙɯÚÊÌÕÌɯÔÖÝÌÚɯÈɯ

few miles to the north to the area covered by the farm  

Kruisementfontein.  

Kruisementfontein 

 

 

Here we find the Bethal and Middelburg commandos under 

the command of Commandant  H. S. Grobler.    


