The Boer War Trees
By John Pollock
I won't go into great detail of the 1899-1902 2nd Boer War. It occurred at the height of Empire
and, with regular updates of the conflict available, the British Public would have followed events
very closely and with different attitudes from today's society.
The Boers (Dutch, French Huguenots and Germans ) were a deeply religious and conservative
people known for their independent spirit, resourcefulness, hardiness, and self-sufficiency,
whose political notions verged on anarchy but had begun to be influenced by republicanism.
They hated interference and indeed they left the Cape Colony moving North during "The Great
Trek", of 1835 to the1840s, to escape British influence, settling in what became known as the
Transvaal and Orange Free State. With the discovery of Gold and Diamonds, uitlanders, many of
them British, arrived in droves. They were not welcome, not given rights, taxed and treated as
second class citizens. Britain took offence, made demands, which were refused and war was
declared. It should have been quite straightforward, the might of the British Empire against an
unsophisticated society of peasant farmers. Instead the first year was a disaster for British forces
and prestige.
So why were St.Boswells residents interested enough to commemorate the events of this
campaign?
In 1871 Edward Cardwell, Secretary of State for War, made various reforms to Britain's Armed
Forces. The main reform that interests us was the localisation scheme, the country was divided
into 66 Regimental Districts, based on county boundaries and population density. All line
infantry regiments would now consist of two battalions, sharing a depot and associated recruiting
area. In 1881 The Kings Own Borderers, 25th Regiment of Foot, were moved from York to
Berwick-upon-Tweed's Ravensdowne Barracks, as their permanent depot. Their recruiting area
would be from Berwick to Stranraer, what is now the Scottish Borders and Dumfries and
Galloway. By the time of the Boer War The Kings Own Scottish Borderers (name changed in
1887), 1st & 2nd Battalions, would have been recruiting across this area for 20 years. The
Volunteer Companies and Militia (equivalent of our Territorial Army Units) would be full of exsoldiers and civilians providing a reserve, or 3rd Battalion. The interest and pride in the "local
regiment" would have been immense. Without checking muster rolls I would estimate thousands
of Borderers served in the regiment up to and during the time of the Boer War and right through
till the depot closed in 1964. Every single person in the Borders would have some ties or
connection to the regiment. The unofficial regimental motto is "Once a Borderer, Always a
Borderer".
In the early months of the war the townships of Mafeking and Ladysmith were besieged. British
troops and citizens were surrounded by the Boers and suffered great privations while the world
watched and the people at home fretted. In January 1900 both the 1st & 3rd Battalions of the
K.O.S.B. were sent out to South Africa. As troop numbers increased and improvements in
weapons and logistics took effect the war swung in Britain's favour, the sieges were lifted, the

Boers pushed back, and the relief of Kimberly and the taking of the capital Pretoria were
significant successes.
These four actions were commemorated locally by planting four trees at the crossroad of the A68
and the A699 and plaques were fixed to each. Mrs. Dalrymple of Elliston House planted the
trees, according to Jean Lawrie's book on the History of St. Boswells. The plaques were
sponsored by local businesses. The only one we have is Mafeking sponsored by Ormiston &
Renwick of Melrose.
Also, there was a plaque on the tree opposite the village hall (planted by Miss Fairbairn July
1902), paid for by a collection of small amounts of money by the young ladies of the Parish,
probably delighted at the prospect of having their young men back? Given the pieces we have
(see photo), the plaque would have been a standard 8"x6", of cast iron, and from the size of the
letters the wording could be:
BRITISH-BOER
PEACE TREE
MAY 19TH 1902
Lastly, and this is very much my own theory. At one time the A699 dissected the A68 passing
between the trees but later in 1963 the crossroads were offset to improve visibility and reduce the
number accidents. The trees on the A68 are all on raised knolls. This is unusual way to plant a
tree. It may have been to make them more visible but I think it was in recognition of the
topography of the Veldt with the dominating Kops (kopje -small hill), They played such a
dominant role in the war especially the early stages where the Boers would entrench on the high
ground, using superior weapons and exhibiting excellent marksmanship, while the British tactics
were frontal attacks suffering horrendous casualties. Such was the imprint of the disasters at
Magersfontein and Spion Kop on the British consciousness that over thirty English Football
clubs named one of their steep terraces the Kop end in the years following the end of the war.
Many like at Arsenal and Sheffield Utd have been demolished, but others at Leeds, Hillsborough
and Blackpool still exist. Liverpool's is the most famous.
So that is why I think the villagers commemorated the conflict. On a different scale, twenty years
later we would be commemorating the First World War with War Memorials.
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