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To my late grandfather, Trooper Frederick Harper Booth, No. 128 of the 2nd Victorian Mounted Rifles. No less than 120 years on, I hope this book does justice to encapsulate the truth: the good, the bad and the ugly of both your experience and that of those you fought with and against.
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INTRODUCTION


Throughout the whole African army there was nothing but the utmost admiration for the dash and spirit of the hard-riding straight-shooting sons of Australia and New Zealand. In a host which held many brave men there were none braver than they.1

War correspondent, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Great Boer War

Breaker Morant was one of the type the Colonies used to know well years ago – the family ‘ne’er-do-well,’ sent out here to steady down or go to the devil. The life of the bush exactly suited him; its freedom and unconventionality appealed to the wild, indomitable spirit he inherited from his Irish forebears. He feared neither God nor man, acknowledged no authority, and reckoned that his passions were given him to be gratified. Generous to a fault and lenient to other men’s failings, he would lend his last shilling and screen the veriest outlaw.2

Wilhelmina (Mina) Rawson, author, columnist and friend of Breaker Morant



It was on a May day in 2017 that I journeyed to Canberra for the unveiling of the beautifully conceived and executed National Boer War Memorial.

I had voted in favour of its construction when I’d served on the Council of the Australian War Memorial, and had a personal connection. On that Wednesday morning, approaching the newly finished memorial, just a couple of minutes’ walk down the boulevard from the Australian War Memorial itself, I was immediately impressed. The essence of the memorial is the larger-than-life bronze statues of four mounted Australian soldiers, on patrol. At the base are a series of bronze plaques, with the moving extracts from the letters of a soldier of the 2nd Victorian Mounted Rifles to his mother.

‘At the Sand River we had a terrible fight. The Boers had blown up the bridge and when we crossed they opened fire. The Boers have some very good guns and they make good use of them. We had to fight all day. It was a terrible strain when the shells are screaming amongst you and burst . . . We ride company behind company and if we bunched up at all there would be terrible slaughter . . . everyone admits how terrible artillery fire is, yet no one attempts to move till he is told and no matter how good your horse, you never move to get cover any quicker than the regiment, such is British discipline.’

Those words sounded a little familiar . . .

I looked closer.

Goodness! They were from my grandfather, Trooper Frederick Harper Booth, to my great-grandmother, Maria Sofia Craigie McPherson Dunn Booth.

Grandpa, who lived to the age of 94 and who we all adored, never forgot the horror of the Boer War and when, in 1967, my brother Andrew turned up at his house after cadet parade still in khaki uniform, Grandpa burst into tears at the memory of other fine young men, dressed like him, who never returned to Australian shores. He would have been most honoured to have such words as these preserved in bronze. But, once again, it prompted another brother, James, to say to me, ‘It is your family duty to write a book on the Boer War.’

I had always resisted on the grounds that the Boer War was an Imperial war, and while the Australians may have been on the winning side of the conflict, I was never comfortable with a war that was essentially white fellas battling over black fellas’ land.

Nevertheless, the more I learnt, the more I came to realise that, horror aside, the Boer War was a foundational conflict in Australian military history and the characters at play were undeniably fascinating, none more than Breaker Morant himself. It also linked nicely with an extraordinary Boer War battle at a place called Elands River I’d heard about many years ago from a history buff by the name of Phil Hore – the first time I realised just how remarkable some of the events in the Boer War were from an Australian perspective.

A further encouragement to do the book was that my researcher and cousin, Angus FitzSimons, proved to be a long-time aficionado of the Breaker Morant story, and was already familiar with the minutiae of the saga, and not just with all the conspiracy theories that abound around it . . .

Even more usefully, he had some strong theories of his own and successfully insisted that this was the book for me. As ever, I owe his work across the board a great debt, even though on a couple of issues – don’t get me started – we came to different conclusions! Nevertheless, I could always draw on his intellect and insights, and his passion for the story, which helped breathe life into every page. With his pure pedigree law degree from the University of Sydney, he also understood many of the esoteric details of the legal aspects of this story that defied me.

As to the rest of my team of researchers – down Bunbury way in WA, Barb Kelly trawled as mightily as ever through every document she could get her digital hands on to bring precious and often previously unrevealed detail to the account. She, too, became wonderfully obsessed with the story – Breaker does that to you – and was at her strongest in sifting through endless layers of legend and lies to get down to what actually happened. On three aspects she was able to blow away what had been long-accepted fact, and show me it simply wasn’t true. As with my books on Catalpa and Captain Cook, both her son Lachlan and my son Jake were able to lend valuable assistance throughout. I won’t spoil the story here by revealing the details, but when it came to a particular endlessly repeated myth concerning what Breaker Morant and his friend Captain Percy Hunt were doing between late 1900 and early 1901, Lachlan was also able to definitively prove it never happened that way by coming up with facsimiles of original documentation – thus ending a century-long fallacy, started by Breaker Morant himself. (I might note, in passing, how extraordinarily powerful those myths were. I work with the best researchers in the business, and I have never worked on a project where they disagreed more, often with passion, over what happened. It was, nevertheless, through that intellectual jousting that previously hidden truths were teased out. We finished as happy Vegemites because the final, last layer of documentation generally proved it definitively, but it was a long process to trace the byzantine deceptions of the Breaker.)

My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who first started working with me on my book on Gallipoli, and has stayed with me thereafter. He, too – less surprisingly – was a devotee of the Breaker story, and an expert on the Boer War. Time and again his four decades of learning in the field of Australian military history made this book stronger, not the least of which was his ability to instantly call in other experts.

On that subject, I offer my thanks once again to Colonel Renfrey Pearson for finding rare documents in archives in the United Kingdom, and Gregory Blake for his expert advice on all things to do with the weapons of the time. In South Africa, I thank Audrey Portman, Lourens Etchell and most particularly Charles Leach. In Australia, the expertise of Robin Droogleever and Nigel Webster was greatly appreciated.

As ever, and as I always recount at the beginning of my historical writing, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense, and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with 2000 footnotes, give or take, as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. When the story required generic language – as in the words used when commanding movements in battle, I have taken the liberty of using that dialogue, to help bring the story to life.

Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was. For the same reason of remaining faithful to the language of the day, I have stayed with the Imperial system of measurement and used the contemporary spelling, with only the odd exception where it would create too much confusion otherwise.

This is a story that takes place 120 years ago, in an Australia and South Africa where race, or rather any race that was not white, was viewed and named in at best a patronising manner with terms such as ‘boy’ and ‘native’. At worst, and a worst that was common indeed, the terms ‘Kaffir’ and ‘n . . . r’ were used to describe African people. These latter terms are used in this book when taken from direct speech or the writing of participants; it is a history that must be reckoned with rather than avoided. I have done my best to use these terms as little as possible without damaging the truth of the story or the true vocabulary of the men and women who lived it. I trust the twenty-first-century reader will understand that my use in no way connotes approval or acceptance of such terms or the underlying racist attitudes that birthed them.

All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but both for the Boer War saga and more particularly the Breaker, I was blessed to have had many authors before me doing forensic work on the subject, who I want to doubly acknowledge here.

Any writer on Breaker Morant owes a debt to Arthur Davey, who compiled a fascinating compendium of primary source documents in his Breaker Morant and the Bushveldt Carbineers in 1987. That may sound prosaic, but it was a Herculean task to trace so many elusive documents and scraps scattered throughout South Africa and the United Kingdom and finally assemble all the parts of this confounding set of conspiracies and contradictions that other writers had only glimpsed. His book remains fascinating; a detective novel of research that but for him would have slipped from history into myth.

The list of writers who have felt compelled to write about the Breaker is long and illustrious; including Kit Denton, who romanticised and then razed Morant in two wonderful books: the fictional The Breaker and the factual Closed File, where one can see Denton becoming disillusioned with the legend he helped create. Frank Fox’s hot-off-the-press 1903 memoir Breaker Morant – Bushman and Buccaneer is the template for the legend of the Breaker, a first draft of history that is still a compelling read almost 120 years later. Another essential volume is In Search of Breaker Morant by Margaret Carnegie and Frank Shields, who began looking at the other side of the coin. Their first-hand research unravels some of the Breaker’s many whoppers and opens up the can of worms that surrounds every aspect of this strange tale. Not long after beginning this book, I was contacted by Frank Shields himself offering his assistance and counsel, and it proved extremely useful. Just like Ian Jones was with my Ned Kelly book, Frank is the living expert, having started his own film and book work on the story in 1972 – he actually personally talked to some of the ancient members of the Bushveldt Carbineers still alive at the time. His vetting of my manuscript proved invaluable even if, inevitably, our conclusions on some matters are different – that is the way of the Breaker. I also salute the late historian Margaret Carnegie, Frank’s co-author in their seminal book, and lay a bouquet on her literary grave for having found the previously obscure manuscript of Frederick Ramon de Bertodano in the Zimbabwe archives – I came to rely on it heavily, and for me it is the key to unlocking many Morant mysteries.

My long-time sub-editor meanwhile, Harriet Veitch, took the fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her. In all my books, I give a draft of the near-finished product to my eldest brother, David, who has the best red pen in the business. When his interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will that of the reader, and I generally slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this book, he was as astute as ever, and I record my gratitude. It was also more than useful that he was so familiar with the story of my grandfather because, forty years ago, it was his wife, Merrie, who had so laboriously typed up Grandpa’s every letter, now digitised, which was my starting point for understanding his own experience. It was a delight, too, to consult all of my Booth cousins, to weave their wisps of memory of what Grandpa had told them into a more solid account of his experiences. I express my particular appreciation in this exercise to Richard Lander, who not only contributed some of those wisps, but then went painstakingly through the book from first to last, looking for errors.

My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who has honoured my request that she preserve most of the oft esoteric

– I’m told – way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work.

I am also grateful to my friend and publisher Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance.

I have loved doing this book, and hope you enjoy it.

Peter FitzSimons

Neutral Bay, Sydney

April 2020




DRAMATIS PERSONAE


My sympathies have always been with the unfortunate man, for I knew and liked him, and moreover one has the feeling that, but for the existence of men of his somewhat ruthless calibre during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the British Empire would not now be the envy of all her neighbours. There were many rough paths to be hewn out of the world between 1750 and 1900, and it was the men of Morant’s type who did the work.1

Major Claude S. Jarvis, in his book, Half a Life

One would not rake up old stories were it not that ignorant busybodies were striving to make an Australian hero out of an English scamp.2

Windsor and Richmond Gazette, 1904



Lieutenant Harry Morant (Edwin Murrant). Born in 1864 in Bridgewater, Somerset, Morant immigrated to Australia in 1883 where he made a good name for himself as a poet and horse breaker – and a bad name for bad debts and minor scrapes with the law. His usual routine would be to jump from town to town and person to person, usually in Queensland and South Australia. He enlisted in the South Australian Mounted Rifles on 13 January 1900.

Lieutenant Peter Handcock. Born near Bathurst, New South Wales, in 1868, one of eight children. He became a blacksmith and married Bridget Martin in 1888. They had two sons and a daughter. Before joining the Bushveldt Carbineers in 1901, Handcock served with the NSW Mounted Rifles as Farrier Sergeant.

Lieutenant George Witton. Born in 1874 in Warrnambool, Victoria, as one of nine children. Witton came from a farming background. When war began he was a 25-year-old gunner in the Victorian Artillery at Fort Franklin, at the mouth of Port Phillip Bay.

Major Robert Lenehan. The son of Irish parents from Petersham, Sydney, Lenehan was born in 1865. He married in 1899, joined the NSW col onial forces in 1890 and became a solicitor the following year. He sailed for Southern Africa as a Captain with the NSW Mounted Rifles in January 1900.

Lieutenant Henry Picton. Born in London in 1878, Picton was the son of a coachman. He may have served in the French Foreign Legion in the 1890s and was awarded a Distinguished Conduct Medal for service in Southern Africa prior to joining the Bushveldt Carbineers.

Captain Alfred Taylor. Born in 1861 in Dublin, Ireland, as a young man he travelled to Rhodesia where he befriended Lobengula, the king of the Northern Ndebele people. During the First Matabele War in 1893, he was given the task of acting as a guide to Cecil Rhodes. His repu tation for harsh treatment of the Rhodesian Natives earned him the name ‘Bulala’ (killer). In 1896 he was the commanding officer of a portion of Colonel Plumer’s column in the Second Matabele War.

Lord Horatio Herbert Kitchener. Fifty years old at the time of the Boer War, Kitchener had joined the British Army in 1871. He saw active service in Egypt and the Sudan, where he acquired a reputation for ruthlessness. During the Boer War he was at first the Chief-of-Staff to Lord Roberts, taking over command of the army in November 1900.

Lord Frederick Roberts. Born in India in 1832, and fighting in half-a-dozen of the British Empire’s ‘little wars’ in India and Africa, he rose rapidly in rank and earned a Victoria Cross. By the time of the Boer War he was Britain’s most respected general. In December 1899, at the age of 67, he took over command in Southern African from Sir Redvers Buller, and turned over that command to Kitchener a year later.

General Sir Redvers Buller. Sixty years old when the Boer War began, Buller had, like Roberts, gained prominence in Britain’s colonial wars. He earned a Victoria Cross in the Zulu War of 1879 and when the Boer War began was appointed commander of the army in Southern Africa.

Captain Frederick Ramon de Bertodano. Born in New South Wales of an ancient Spanish family, de Bertodano spent several years in Rhodesia with the British Army. Twenty-nine at the outbreak of the Boer War, he became an Intelligence Officer at Army Headquarters.

Major James Thomas. Born in Sydney in 1861, he attended King’s School, Parramatta. He studied law at the University of Sydney and opened a practice in Tenterfield, New South Wales, in 1887. A member of the Tenterfield Rifles in peacetime, he sailed to Southern Africa with the first contingent of NSW Citizens’ Bushmen in November 1899.

Trooper James Christie. A New Zealand farmer from the district of Clutha, Christie was also a local councillor and part-time schoolteacher. He became bankrupt in 1900, the same year four of his children were killed in a fire. He decided to join the war effort in Southern Africa, and signed up to the Bushveldt Carbineers in April 1901.

Trooper Frederick Harper Booth. After serving with the Victorian Mounted Rifles in the pre-war militia, the 19-year-old grazier from Harkaway joined the 2nd Victorian Mounted Rifles on 28 December 1899, and was on his way to the war on the SS Euryalus a scant fortnight later.

Lieutenant James Annat. Born in 1864 in Scotland, at the age of 16 Annat fought with the Gordon Highlanders during the First Boer War, where he was wounded at the Battle of Majuba Hill. He also saw active service in the Zulu War of 1883 and in Canada and the United States of America. Migrating to New South Wales he was an instructor for the colonial forces and a miner. During the Second Boer War he served with the 3rd Queensland Mounted Infantry.

General Sir John French. Born in Kent in 1852, French was in the Royal Navy before becoming a cavalry officer in the British Army. During the Second Boer War he led a cavalry division of 5000 horsemen in several important operations, including the relief of the town of Kimberley.

Emily Hobhouse. Born in Cornwall in 1860, Hobhouse was a welfare campaigner and pacifist. In 1900 she arrived in Southern Africa to investigate conditions in the camps for war-displaced civilians established by the British Army.

The men of Transvaal and the Orange Free State

President Paul Kruger. Born in 1825 in Whittlesea, Cape Colony, Kruger took part in the Great Trek while still a child and, only 12 years old, fought in the Battle of Vegkop against the Matabele. He became the third President of the Southern African Republic (Transvaal) in 1883, leading the war effort during the Second Boer War.

President Martinus Steyn. Steyn was born in Rietfontein in the Orange Free State in 1857. He studied law in the Netherlands and England and opened a practice in Bloemfontein and bought a farm nearby. In 1896 he became President of the Orange Free State.

General Piet Joubert. Born in 1831, Joubert was once Vice-President to Kruger. The Commandant General of all the Transvaal military forces, he led them into battle in Natal for the first five months of the war.

General Jacobus ‘Koos’ de la Rey. De la Rey, born in 1847, had little formal education. Deeply religious, he married Jacoba Greeff, farmed and raised 12 children. De la Rey became a member of the Transvaal Volkrad in 1883 and opposed President Kruger’s policies against the Uitlanders.

Christiaan de Wet. Born at Smithfield in the Orange Free State in 1854, de Wet, like most traditional Boers, was a farmer. Fighting as an ordinary burgher at the beginning of the Second Boer War, natural ability saw him rise quickly in rank to command the forces of the Orange Free State in 1900.

Commandant Tom Kelly. Born in Bloemfontein in 1849, Kelly was the son of John Thomas Kelly, from Limerick, Ireland. He bought a farm in the Zoutpansberg, northern Transvaal, where he was also leader of the Zoutpansberg Commando.

Louis Botha. Thirty-seven years old when the war began, Botha was born in Natal. A member of the Transvaal Parliament he, like de la Rey, opposed the harsh line Kruger took with the Uitlanders, one of the causes of the war. In the guerrilla phase of the war he became a prominent general.

Deneys Reitz. Reitz was one of four sons of the Secretary of State for Transvaal. Aged 17 at the start of the war, Reitz fought in almost all the major battles during the conventional phase of the war with the Pretoria Commando. In the latter phase he fought under generals Christiaan de Wet and Jan Smuts.




PROLOGUE


. . . nothing but breathing the air of Africa, and actually walking through it and beholding its living inhabitants in all the peculiarities of their movements and manners, can communicate those gratifying, and literally indescribable sensations . . .1

English explorer, William Burchell, who spent many years exploring Southern Africa in the early nineteenth century ate in the fifteenth century,



Late in the fifteenth century, four years before Columbus caught sight or sound of the Americas, a Portuguese explorer by the name of Bartholomeu Diaz became the first European to see what would one day be known as Cape Town. In the beginning there was just Southern Africa, a vast expanse of mountains, rivers, pastures, jungle and veldt, encompassing nearly half a million square miles and the tribes of the San and Khoikhoi people.

By the mid-1600s, however, the southern tip of the continent had become significant for the fact that the foremost seafaring nation, Holland, had started to use it as their key stopping off point on their way back and forth between Europe and Asia for the spice trade. As that trade became ever more significant a Dutch colony was established, which saw ever more Dutch people flooding in, and pushing the dominant Xhosa tribe to the north.

Throughout the 1700s, the Dutch fastened their grip on Southern Africa, consolidating their colony. The farmers on the frontier were forced to fight the Xhosa, defending their land against the Native inhabitants. These Dutch farmers came to be known as ‘Boers’, a hardy people capable of living off the land while fighting for every inch of it.

Those with a commercial bent could even make a good deal of money, servicing the many ships on their way to not just the Dutch East Indies but also New Holland, with the likes of Captain James Cook, Captain Arthur Phillip and Captain William Bligh among those who brought their ships in to be resupplied.

Nevertheless, by the late 1700s, as Holland lost their part of the War of the First Coalition to the French, Britain began to have its own designs on the Cape area. On Christmas Eve 1805 the British sent the first of a huge fleet of warships into the harbour to prevent the victorious French claiming the most valuable of Holland’s overseas territories. A year later the British defeated the Dutch at Blaauwberg – which would soon see the British formally occupy the Cape Colony. In response, many of the Dutch loaded up their ubiquitous ‘Cape carts’, and embarked on what was effectively a biblical exodus, seeking a new Promised Land. The Voortrekkers, as they were known, headed off on their Grote Trek, Great Trek, rolling north into the interior, fighting various tribes as they went, not least of which were the Zulu and the Matabele. Their method of fighting was to form ‘Commandos’, loose military units of irregular troops – farmers becoming soldiers for specific actions, before returning to their usual occupations. Their goal was not simply to kill or subdue the Africans; often, they wanted to take them as slaves.

‘Commandos,’ one historian will note, ‘regularly raided neighboring tribes, killing, looting and seizing children to be brought back to serve as their “apprentices”. There was a thriving trade in slaves, with Piet Joubert, the God-fearing commandant-general of the Transvaal [Commandos], being known as a particularly good source of these.’2

In fact it was so well known, and so accepted by the Boers, that at one point Piet Joubert’s wife, Hendrina, received a letter with a request: ‘Please let the general let me have a little Malaboch kaffir . . . I don’t mind if it’s a boy or a girl. I want one about seven years old.’3

(No protests, please. The Bible itself had ordained slavery as quite normal from the moment it had recorded Noah himself saying, ‘Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers.’4 If Noah and God don’t have a problem with the concept of slavery, why should we argue about the morality of such an ancient practice that suits our present purpose?)

With so many of his younger people taken – those men and women in their prime were the most highly prized – King Khama of Bechuanaland5 had to write to the Governor of the Cape Colony, Sir Henry Barkly, begging for help: ‘The Boers are coming into my country, and I do not like them. Their actions are cruel . . . We are treated like money, they sell us and our children.’6 King Khama knew it was British policy to eliminate slavery in any place they took over. As Lord Milner had said, ‘Our policy . . . is to end slavery in the Transvaal.’7

Some Dutch settlers put down roots in a coastal region they christened Natal and were soon joined by further waves of migration from Holland, moving even further north to establish Boer republics known as the Oranje-Vrystaat, Orange Free State, and the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek of Transvaal, just as many British migrants came to settle in the Cape. The area around the Cape continued to grow in importance as it was crucial for controlling the trade route to India, the newest resplendent jewel in the Crown of the British Empire.

So many English settlers came in fact, in an era when the British Empire was expanding as never before, that by 1843 the British had annexed Natal after a brief struggle, seeing many of the Voortrekkers pack up to head north once more, while the Native Africans were either pushed into ever smaller areas or began to work for the white settlers. Politically, things became more settled when, in the 1850s, Britain formally recognised the independence of both the Transvaal Republic and the Orange Free State – even though over coming years there continued to be skirmishes between British forces and both the Boers and the Native Africans.

For the most part the British ruling class didn’t mind the Boers having that poor land in the remote African interior, until . . .

Until one day in 1867, a 15-year-old lad by the name of Erasmus Stephanus Jacobs is playing by the banks of the Orange River near Hopetown on his father’s northern Cape farm, throwing klippies, stones of a particularly shiny nature, when a passing neighbour, Schalk van Niekerk, asks if he could borrow one of the play stones – a particularly shiny one. Quietly, Schalk is convinced that the stone’s hardness, weight and shiny quality means it might be valuable and . . . sure enough. Via a circuitous route, the rock in question comes to Acting Civil Commissioner Lourenzo Boyes at Colesberg who, noting that the stone is capable of cutting glass, pronounces: ‘I believe it to be a diamond.’8

[image: Illustration]

Mr Richard Southey, the Colonial Secretary, will go a step further, and once it is established that the ‘Eureka Diamond’ in question is no less than 21.19 carats, states: ‘This diamond is the rock upon which the future success of South Africa will be built.’9

It doesn’t take long for the news to get out, first locally, then nationally and soon enough globally.

Tiny, timid towns like Kimberley – once home to no more than 4000 people – are soon throbbing, thriving with the breath and blood of 50,000 feverish men and women rushing to make their fortune.

Perhaps Britain has been too hasty in consigning such valuable land to the Boers? Of course, problems arise, particularly in the area abutting the western border of the Orange Free State, where the most lucrative of the Kimberley diamonds have been found. Here the incoming tide of crazed prospectors is so overwhelming and causing so many violent land disputes that, on the request of Nicolaas Waterboer – the leader of the Griqua people – the diamond fields are annexed as the ‘Griqualand West Colony’ by Great Britain to restore order. Waterboer’s reckoning is that the British will give his tribe protection from the crazed prospectors and a place in parliament.

Perhaps, now that the Earl of Carnarvon – the British Colonial Secretary – thinks about it, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal Republic might like to join with Natal and the Cape Colony to become a federated country, just as Canada had done in 1867 with their French and English provinces?

Nee.

No.

Very well then.

If the Transvaal won’t come freely, it will be taken forcibly. In 1877 the British Governor of Natal, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, sent his ‘forces’ – 25 Troopers and a stroppy Sergeant – across the border and all the way to Pretoria to announce to the ‘government’ of Transvaal that their republic had been annexed. Against a government and a republic that existed more in the mind than on the map, it was enough.

Still, the Transvaal Boers form the distinct impression the British might be stretched too thinly to hold what they have and, in December 1880, the revolt that will be known as the First Boer War begins.

Yet it is far from the gentlemen’s conflict that the British have come to expect. This is not an orderly dispute of ranks and files, it is most unsportsmanlike, as the British discover a most peculiar Boer tactic – irregular soldiers roving and wreaking havoc throughout the land. Commandos are what they call themselves, tight bands of volunteer fighters brilliantly led by Commandant-General Piet Joubert.

The Boers are tough, straight shooters and at home on the veldt – while, in many ways, the British Rooi Baatjes, Redcoats, marching about in serried ranks are little more than target practice, with the white cross in the middle of their uniforms forming a convenient bullseye. Some British troops wearing the new-fangled khaki-coloured uniforms seem to survive marginally longer, but that cannot alter the final result.

By March 1881 the British government of William Gladstone has lost all appetite for the fight, and agrees to the establishment of the Second Republic of the Transvaal.

All seems calm, the conflict resolved and the politics stable, until . . . one day in 1884, Transvaal Vice-President Paul Kruger and Commandant-General Piet Joubert are having a meeting when a joyous burgher arrives burbling with the news that a new gold-reef has been discovered around the burgeoning settlement of Johannesburg.

‘Instead of rejoicing,’ Joubert says, with extraordinary prescience, ‘you would do better to weep; for this gold will cause our country to be soaked in blood.’10

Paul Kruger entirely agrees.

‘Gold!’ he growls. ‘Do you know what gold is? For every ounce of that gold you will pay with tears of blood.’11

Those tears began with thousands of prospectors from across the British Empire, including those from the colonies of Australia, flooding in – so many that Britain demands that the Uitlanders, as the Dutch refer to them, be given voting rights. They are, after all, providing the huge majority of the South African Republic’s tax revenues, but have no political power.

This is not right! The American War of Independence had been fought and won on the principle of ‘no taxation, without representation’, and Britain now conveniently believes in it too.

Say, what?

Your thousands of Jan-come-latelies want to come into our republic, dig up our gold, AND have voting rights? There are so many of them that it is clear to Kruger et al that, if they were to grant it, the Transvaal would effectively be little more than a subjugated British colony, because the Boers would be in a democratic minority in their own republic. After all, of the 100,000 residents of the republic, about 60,000 are whites, of whom 34,000 are British subjects. It would be a democratic takeover!

And so the Boers resist, and prepare to take arms against a sea of troubles.

By 1895, the situation teeters on open war as from Rhodesia, the British-controlled territory to the north of the Transvaal, the founding father, Cecil Rhodes, organises and funds ‘the Jameson raid’ – some 600 British men, mostly from the Matabeleland Mounted Police, invade Transvaal in the hope that the British Uitlanders will take up arms and rise to join them.

The leader of the raid is Leander Jameson, a man so admired in Britain that the great Rudyard Kipling sees fit to write a poem immortalising his pluck:


. . . If you can make one heap of all your winnings

And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss

And lose, and start again at your beginnings

And never breathe a word about your loss;

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew

To serve your turn long after they are gone,

And so hold on when there is nothing in you

Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’12



For hold on Jameson does, long past the point of sanity. Yet finally there is no way around it: the raid bears no fruit, as the Uitlander uprising does not eventuate as Jameson had hoped – with one of the groups that failed to rise being the 500-man ‘Australian Corps’ of Uitlanders. After first being thrown into prison by the Boers, Jameson is handed over to the very British he had been fighting for and he is imprisoned in Holloway prison in England for 15 months on the charge of ‘organising an illegal expedition into a friendly state’.13

Still, the Boers are left without doubt: war is coming once more, one way or another, sooner or later. That much is confirmed by the British Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, shortly after the Jameson Raid publicly agitating for ‘Home Rule for the Rand’, insisting that there are enough British prospectors on ‘the Rand’, the area around Johannesburg where most of the goldmines are, that they could form a self-governing British protectorate!

Bedankt, thanks, but there is already a self-governing country in place, called the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek of Transvaal. The British don’t quite seem to understand, and are unlikely to understand any time in the near future.

What is needed to resist the British is arms, and Paul Kruger – now President of Transvaal – is prudent in spending a good deal of his nation’s wealth on providing them, buying state-of-the-art weaponry from the finest arms manufacturers in Europe, including heavy artillery and 50,000 Mauser rifles from Germany – superior to the British .303s, for the fact they can still be accurate at a distance of 2000 yards, as opposed to just 1500 yards. But as the British must not know of the arms the Boers will soon take against their future foes, many of those rifles are packed tightly into pianos, and make their way to the Transvaal by way of China first, and then to the port of Delagoa Bay in Portuguese-held East Africa, the Boers’ sole sea outlet to the world.

Not that the Boers don’t have some respect for English weaponry, and as a matter of fact they are quick to buy an enormous shipment of Maxim-Nordenfelt Pom-Pom guns – a cross between a small cannon and a machine gun, capable of firing as many as 25 one-pound shells fed through a belt, in five seconds, at a range up to 3000 yards, making the sound of pom-pom-pom-pom as they explode on impact. The British Army had rejected this gun, but the Boers buy them in bulk.

It is not that such weaponry will ensure they win the war – but it does mean that for England to subjugate them this time it will take more than 25 Troopers and a stroppy Sergeant . . .




CHAPTER ONE

BREAKER MORANT ET AL


They mustered us up with a royal din,

In wearisome weeks of drought.

’Ere ever half of the crops were in,

Or the half of the sheds cut out.




’Twas down with the saddle and spurs and whip

The swagman dropped his swag.

And we hurried us off to the outbound ship

To fight for the English flag.




The English flag, it is ours in sooth

We stand by it wrong or right.

But deep in our hearts is the honest truth

We fought for the sake of a fight . . .1



Banjo Paterson, ‘Our Own Flag’


In any part of Australia if you mention Morant’s name you will be asked, ‘What did he take you down for . . . ?’ No sum was too small for him to borrow, no person (male or female) too poor for him to bleed – for under a superficial politeness he was utterly selfish. It is true he was careless with money when he had it; he is reported to have shared a considerable sum with a comrade; but when he was short of cash then someone else must pay, no matter whom. Free and easy back-block Australia stood such a creature for many years . . .2

Windsor and Richmond Gazette, March 1904

Hot-headed. Violent at times, he was a great horseman.3

The World’s News, April 1902



Christmas Day 1896, outside Walgett’s Barwon Inn, Christmas cheer, free beer, if a colt clears . . .

Betcha, Harry!

Betcha, what?

That you can’t jump your blindfolded horse over these two six-wire fences that line both sides of the road.

A bet, you say, to test my mettle?

You have got the right man.

For they don’t call Harry Morant ‘The Breaker’ for nothing. Over the years he has broken more horses than he has made love to beautiful women . . . though it is perhaps a close-run thing, down the home straight, as the crowd cheers.

Born in England and coming to these sandy shores before he was yet twenty – disembarking at Townsville in June 1883 – the Breaker is a bold bastard of a man. He has roamed the countryside breaking horses, bedding women and borrowing money, occasionally even paying it back.

So, yes, Breaker Morant will take all of your bets. His mighty mount – for the Breaker only rides beauties – has a long rag securely tied around its head so it is certain that it cannot see a thing. And now, as the well-lubricated crowd gathers around, the Breaker backs the horse up before the first fence, leans down, and even appears to be whispering to it, if you can believe it. It is the pause the mob needs to look at him even more closely. A strange cove, this’un. The son of a Duke, or an Earl I think, or maybe an Admiral – I can never get it straight – but he is always almost aggressively dishevelled. No airs or graces with him, it’s as if because he knows and we know he’s a much higher class than us, he simply doesn’t have to bother with grooming, with new clothes, with doing buttons up. Just his accent, his superior breeding and his riding ability will get him through.

And what’s he doing now?

The Breaker rubs the lucky penny he always wears around his neck, and leans down once more, for a few last whispers to his horse.

Now he is still. His horse is stiller still.

Tension mounts as the Breaker straightens up.

And now as the Breaker’s heels drive into its sides, the mount bounds forward and gallops straight towards the first fence at full cry! A seeming instant before it is about to crash head-long into the solid beams – some turn away, for fear of what they are about to see – the Breaker lifts his hands from the reins to demonstrate his complete mastery of the horse in an adult version of ‘Look, Ma, no hands!’ before yelling ‘OVER!’4

And indeed, before their very eyes, the beast leaps high to clear the fence by a good foot before surging once more straight on to the next fence.

As before, the Breaker lifts his hands, yells ‘OVER!’5 and . . . over she goes!

‘The colt made a wonderful leap and cleared the fence’ according to one old bushie ‘by a full twenty feet!’

Well, at least that’s how the old bushie will tell it ever afterwards, not to mention the Breaker himself, with every tale of the Breaker growing taller in the telling. But his legend grows: no feat is beyond Harry Morant, no lair dare too outrageous, no dame he cannot tame. And such panache!

The jump well cleared, Morant bows to the crowd with a rugged elegance that only he can pull off. His horse is his stage, and his audience will remember that performance as long as they live.

Morant gets free drinks, precious cash, and is saluted with ‘Merry Christmas, Harry!’ by all in the bar.

It is just one more story to go with his growing legend up and down the east coast of Australia, but most particularly in the backblocks of New South Wales and Queensland.

A contradictory man of demonstrable charm and harm, verve and swerve, poise and noise, he is prone to attracting more mixed reviews than a touring troupe of Shakespeare thespians north of Townsville. Such had been his way, all his life. In England, he had been born to very humble circumstances, the son of Edwin and Catherine Murrant, onetime Master and Matron of a workhouse in Somerset. Edwin Murrant had died before his son was born, making things difficult for his mother, but still she had made sacrifices and used every contact she had to see him educated at the local Royal Masonic Institute for Boys – accepted on his fourth application – where on the one hand he had received prizes for French, Classics, German, Dictation and Elocution, and on the other hand . . . had been constantly in trouble with the headmaster for misbehaviour that included thieving from the larder and probably being ‘the boy who robbed the Donation Box’.6

He was also notable for his capacity to lead the other boys astray, a pied piper with a wolfish grin, the heart of the devil and the guile of a conjuror. It seemed to amuse him.

Still, that education among the lads of a higher social stratum had come into play in the Australian colonies, allowing him to tell stories about being the wayward son of a famous English Admiral. It seems to please the people, and gives him leeway in which he can work his charm, and spin his believable fantasies, often working in stories of his friendship with famous people on far distant shores. Works a charm! Not only does he extensively study the works of George Whyte-Melville – filled with dashing aristocrats setting the hounds loose as they charge out on jolly hunts – he even lets slip that Whyte-Melville is a family friend, and when the Breaker was a wee lad, he was given his first riding lessons bouncing on the novelist’s knee, as the novelist told him jolly stories!

Why yes, it is true!

Whyte-Melville would put a little hunting cap on Breaker’s infant head, put a hunting crop in his chubby fist and with a ‘Tally Ho!’7 take him in great swinging bursts of his leg, over imaginary fences.

Such entrancing yarns!

(Another favourite of Morant’s from the world of fiction is the character Tony Lumpkin from the famed eighteenth-century play She Stoops to Conquer, a hard-drinking, hard-gambling fellow who effortlessly switches between an upper-class and lower-class persona as the occasion suits, who lies as easily as he breathes, and gets through an endless variety of colourful scrapes.)

Changing his name occasionally, from Morant to Murrant to Harbord back to Morant, proves useful for evading creditors of legal bent.

‘A shortish man,’ a contemporary will note of him, ‘large features, small eyes (too close together), clean shaven, his skin red with alcohol, a horsey look about his dress, the manners and speech of a gentleman, of surprising physical courage (particularly on horseback), quite destitute of moral courage or moral principle; fond of exercise in the way of sport, he would never willingly exert himself to earn an honest shilling if he could borrow it off no matter whom; a confirmed dipsomaniac.’

All up, Morant shamelessly takes his habit of milking generosity and bilking bills from a hobby to a full-time pursuit . . . and finally all the way to a fine art.

‘Probably no man this side of the world ever owed so many unpaid accounts – most of them paltry. From North Queensland to South Australia there appears to be hardly a town that he did not bleed.’8

But still, so garrulous, such a magnet for so many people wanting some colour in their lives!

‘One of his common tricks for exciting charity was to say he had been robbed. The writer has known him to have been robbed – according to his own account – three times within a week of sums varying in amount from twenty to forty pounds. If they would take him in he always put up at the best hotel in a town. As he never meant to pay, price was no object.’9

Breaker’s charm is long and lasting to many women, though his first wife of just a few months, Daisy May O’Dwyer, an immigrant from Tipperary come to Queensland as a governess on the same Fanning Downs Station on the Burdekin River 12 miles east of Charters Towers where the Breaker was a stockman, is a likely exception . . .

Theirs had not been a match made in heaven. Having met in Far North Queensland, they’d had a whirlwind romance. For young Daisy the first clue as to what she could expect came when her groom promised the presiding Reverend at their ceremony in Charters Towers £5 against the money that was just about to arrive from his aristocratic family in England, only to never pay up. (This was not the worst thing the Breaker did to a Reverend, but we’ll get to that.)

Yes, pigs might fly when the Breaker actually paid his debts. But, as it happens, even then they will likely be stolen ones, as witness the 32 pigs he is charged with stealing just four weeks after stealing Daisy’s heart at the altar, at much the same time as he is charged with stealing a saddle. There is some confusion because, upon his arrest, Breaker had assumed it was for yet another matter of writing false cheques and so had started denying that first – but he may be forgiven for the mistake, if not the rest of it, as to keep track of all his crimes he would have had to put another man on, and simply couldn’t afford it.

With his cheques bouncing all around her, his creditors lining up at the door and Daisy always unsure of his whereabouts on those nights when he was not in the local lockup, she soon decides that she wants no part of such a marriage after all – and quickly separates from him. (She will never finalise the divorce, and soon takes up with another man, by the name of Bates, to become Daisy Bates, a name she will make renowned for her work with the Aboriginal people.) It is no matter to the Breaker. There will be other women, and other towns where his reputation is not yet trashed, and in his admittedly charming, nay, disarming manner, he is quick to move on. He is, after all, such a colourful character, so gregarious, so brilliant with horses, so good to spend time with, that he is usually able to sail on, leaving chaos in his wake with no more thoughts about it than a horse has about leaving droppings. He is, after all – did he mention? – the son of Admiral Sir George Digby Morant and had himself studied the art of naval seafaring at the Royal Naval College.

Helping him in his travels and notoriety is a developing capacity for writing compelling bush-verse, the first of which, written on a Warrego sand ridge, is published in The Bulletin in 1891:


The camp-fire sparks are flying

Up from the pine-log’s glow,

The wandering wind is sighing

That ballad sweet and low;

The drooping branches gleaming

In the firelight, sway and stir;

And the bushman’s brain is dreaming

Of the song she sang, and her.

And the murmurs of the forest

Ring home to heart and brain,

As in the pine is chorused

‘Will he no come back again?’10



Many other women are smitten, one later noting that, amid all the bad reviews, ‘it has occurred to me that a few lines from a woman’s point of view might be of interest . . . My personal acquaintance with “The Breaker” was but of short duration on two separate occasions when he was droving through Queensland. The first time he spent ten days in a certain district, during a race and show week, and, happening to be hostess to a large party, chiefly of young people, I pressed Harry Morant into my service as right-hand man, or, as he called himself, “Cook’s mate,” and during that time I both saw and heard a good deal of him. He was a capital man in a house party, but, alas, he made love indiscriminately to all the girls and the younger married women, insisting to me that that was the very best way to entertain them and keep them happy; while in the wee small hours he corrupted the young men with stories of his own reckless doings to the rattling and excitement of dice or cards. Harry Morant was a man no two women ever agreed about, for while one would call him, “so handsome,” another would vote him “downright ugly”; at the same time, all loved him, either openly or in secret . . . He was essentially of the order of men “who love and ride away”.’

Other characteristics also stand out.

‘He could be brutally cruel when his temper was roused or he had been drinking. I never, but once, saw him the worse for liquor, and then he made an exhibition of himself, for which he was most abjectly sorry next day, and apologised all round. He was a most reckless rider, no feat was too daring for him . . .’11

A supreme self-promoter, it is not just that he talks about his feats, he continues to record many of them in verse, managing to capture the essence of bush-life. On the subject of breaking horses, for example, he is published in the pages of The Queenslander, in a poem entitled ‘Old Harlequin’, and signed by the Breaker:


Oh do you remember the first time I rode you,

The same day I roped you in Dufferem’s yard?

One foot in the stirrup, I’d hardly bestrode you,

When down went your head bucking uncommon hard,




Old fashioned buck-jumping, no ‘pig jump’ nor rooting,

Your tail was jammed tight ’tween your muscular thighs,

Your back is an arch. Lord how you went shooting,

Snorting and squealing up to the skies!



. . .


Hard and often you bucked, before you grew steady,

Or suffered your rider his stockwhip to crack;

And now after a spell you’re uncommon ready

To shift any new chum who gets on your back.




There easy old man! Let me slip on your bridle

And stroke your slim neck, so glossy and brown,

Three whole month’s spell, it’s too long to be idle,

You may carry me quietly into the town.12



Quite where the Breaker comes from specifically, and what he is about seems to depend on his company. Put him on the other end of a seesaw with a chameleon and he would be the perfect counterweight – as rather than changing his colours to hide, he changes to stand out.

According to him he is, variously, the son of an English Admiral, the black sheep of a distinguished family in Devon, in India, in Cognito or wherever the Breaker’s fancy and imagination takes his past next. Romance always trumps truth, and truth soon becomes fiction in the Breaker’s hands.

And, as if the talk of the folk about him wasn’t enough, on occasion Morant would add to it by writing about himself in the third person, writing bush stories for The Bulletin and Windsor and Richmond Gazette, including one notable yarn of driving 1000 head of bullocks from Pitchery’s Creek to Muswellbrook, via ol’ Coonabarabran. In the middle of them, ‘fifty old warriors – as hard-hided, long horned pikers as ever chewed mulga-leaves’.

Well, the stockmen had their hands full, no doubt about that.

Those warriors?

‘They uster flash out like wild pigs out of a Culjoa lygnum bush! – and send all the rest of the cattle to blazes. And when them Pitchery Creek pikers got fair going, all Hell’s population with a stockwhip in each hand wouldn’t stop ’em. Well, that trip we had a bloke with us who had come on the roads for experience. He was a quiet, decent little chap, who could ride above a bit – and he was a cousin of the station bosses.

‘We uster call him “the Honorable Harry” – part because he was the son of a Dook or a Major General, or something of the sort, at home in England; and part because he was very honorable in the matter of his liquor, for he’d never take a nip without asking everyone there “what his poison was?” No, we never passed a shanty but what the Honorable Harry acted honorable.’13

Ah, but still that wasn’t the Honourable’s strong suit!

I am telling you – and Harry himself, don’t forget, is telling you – what happened one night when the bullocks stampeded, with ‘an old white-backed brindle bullock – a notorious rogue – in the lead, and a couple of “ballys” close up behind him’.14

The stockmen go out after them, and one is doing his best to get in front of the rogue to turn them when, as that stockman will recount, ‘all of a sudden, like a condensed bit of lightning, up slides the “Honorable” on old Yanalong, and whips by me like a swallow. Then I sees him lean over his horses off side, and – galloping all the time – he strikes a match on that old white-backed brindle bullock’s near horn, and lights the cigarette which he had in his (the Honorable Harry’s) mouth!’15

Of course that rogue bullock realises he has met his master and slows to a halt, bringing the entire mob to heel . . .

‘Ah, the Honorable Harry was a fine horseman!’ Morant finishes his own account of his derring-do. ‘He had a good nerve, and a wonderful pretty seat on a horse.’16

If there are any rules – unspoken or otherwise – that say one shouldn’t tell wonderful stories about oneself, Breaker Morant has never heard of them.

Of course, from time to time there are less savoury stories, too, some of which make it into the public domain though, luckily for him, they’re often in remote areas where bad news doesn’t travel far.

The Western Champion, up Blackall way in central western Queensland, is a case in point, recording in 1889:


Harry Morant was brought up under arrest, for obtaining money under false pretences having sold a horse to Mr. J. Samuels, Forest Grove, which he had already sold and given receipt for same to J. H. Grimshaw of Ambo. Morant was found guilty, and was given three months with hard labour in Rockhampton gaol.17



The warrant for his arrest for this charge actually captures a little of the man himself, ‘being about 26, 5 feet 8 inches tall, stout build, brown hair and moustache, slight stammer in speech and boasts of aristocratic friends in England’.18

The Rockhampton Morning Bulletin reports of the same affair:


The Bench had before them this week a man named Harry Morant, to all appearances a well educated, refined young fellow, who was charged on a warrant with obtaining money by false pretences from Mr. Samuels, of Muttaburra. The accused complained that it was a trumped-up case.19



Morant fails to talk his way out of this one. Very well then. After all, what is a small stint in gaol to the likes of the Breaker?

It at least provides a regular meal and lodging for a good period of time and he is not long out before his roguish charm sees him inveigle his way back into an entirely new set of chums.

As a matter of fact, one day in the mid-1890s, the most beloved bush poet, Andrew ‘Banjo’ Paterson, is working as a journalist for The Bulletin, sitting in his dingy little office . . . in the dusty, dirty city . . . when a letter comes direct, in a writing unexpected, from Paterson’s uncle, Arthur Barton:


There is a man going down from here to Sydney and he says he is going to call on you. His name is Morant. He says he is the son of an English Admiral and he has good manners and education. He can do anything better than most people, can break horses, trap dingoes, yard scrub cattle, dance, run, fight, drink and borrow money, anything except work. I don’t know what the matter with the chap is. He seems brimming with flashness. He will do any dare devil things as long as there is a crowd to watch him. He jumped a horse over a stiff three-rail fence one night by the light of two matches which he placed on the posts.20



Banjo files the letter, as he always does, even as . . . through the open window floating . . . the language uninviting of the gutter children fighting, comes fitfully and faintly through the ceaseless tramp of feet.21

He is fascinated by characters from the country and this’un sounds interesting.

Ah, yes, and let us not forget the most famous equine episode of all regarding the Breaker – Dargin’s Grey, the great buck-jumper.

And yes, I do mean great.

This horse is a cross between a storm, a kangaroo, and the Devil himself, capable of throwing the very best, and in recent times has even slung the legendary ‘Dandaloo rough-rider from the Bogan, and 32 other crack riders at the various Shows in the colony’, from his back. They’ve brought him up to the Hawkesbury Show to take on the local bucks and he has already sent several of the local valiants soaring very high and now low as the crowd roars.

‘The animal is an 8-year old,’ the Windsor and Richmond Gazette will describe him, ‘a rough-looking grey, but very muscular.’

And ain’t that the truth?

Dargin’s Grey takes on board the only two riders brave enough to have a go, only to be just as quickly bucked off, with the latest one knocked out as he falls, and carried from the arena.

But what now?

Why it is this fellow recently arrived, Mr H. H. Morant – the man they call ‘The Breaker’ for reasons unknown to many of the locals – who has been penning poems and stories for the Gazette, who steps forward, resplendent in relatively new threads.

The crowd is incredulous.

‘Him ride?’

‘A newspaper Johnny – him sit a buck!’22

‘There’ll be an inquest, sure as eggs.’23

Only a few Queenslanders down for the show, who know who this man is, dare to demur.

‘He’ll ride him all right,’ one old drover is heard to say.

With Dargin’s Grey now back in his chute and blindfolded to keep him calm, the Breaker climbs atop him, put his boots in the stirrups, and firmly grips the front of the saddle with his left hand, before placing his right hand in the air, the signal to show one is nearly ready.

The stockman grips the lever that will open the gate to the chute and waits.

‘Outside!’ the Breaker roars, and in an instant, as the crowd roars in excitement, the chute opens, the blindfold is ripped off and he is indeed outside, and atop this bucking bronco from hell. And look at him go!

When, after five seconds, the Breaker is still atop Dargin’s Grey, the roar goes up another pitch – this is a real contest – but when the stirrup leathers break as the snorting, bucking beast goes completely wild, there is not a person there who is not shouting at the top of their voice!

For, unbelievably, the Breaker, is still going!

No, his boots are no longer in the stirrups, but far more significantly his spurs are driving into Dargin Grey’s sides, lashing him, piercing him, making him understand who is boss!

Of course the pain sends the beast into a jumping, bucking, snorting, twisting, pitching cyclone of horseflesh but the Breaker doesn’t blink. Still he rides him high, one hand skyward, as he demonstrates his mastery. After 20 seconds it starts to happen. The jumping lessens a little, the bucking buckles a bit. Dargin’s Grey might have met his match.

For still another 20 seconds the nag does its best, with jumps that would have sent a lesser man flying, but are no trouble for this man.

For he is the man.

’Ere a minute has passed, Dargin’s Grey is beaten, and stops, with the Breaker still atop him, allowing this recent arrival to Windsor to lift both hands in the air in triumph.

First the crowd is stunned, a momentary calm after the storm.

But now they are on their feet, stamping them and cheering him wildly as he takes Dargin’s Grey on a lap of victory, the nag doing everything at his tiniest command.

‘It was a popular victory,’ the newspaper records, ‘and the “Breaker” was carried shoulder high all over the ground.’24

So stunning is the feat that a collection is taken up, bringing together a considerable amount of money, but the great man rises to the occasion. ‘Give it to the hospital,’ he says smilingly. After all, the two badly injured riders before him will likely be needing some help.

It is a very popular move.

But then, again, comes that startling cruel streak amidst all the bonhomie.

His manner of leaving Windsor will long be recalled.

For he is just heading off one evening, riding his horse Cavalier to places unknown across the Blue Mountains – hopefully filled with people who haven’t heard of his reputation yet, who might be happy to lend him money – when his way is blocked by the Salvation Army band, which is playing hymns in the street.

The Breaker asks them to move out of the way.

They decline, amid a flurry of trombones and trumpets.

The Breaker asks them again to move out of the way.

They decline once more.

What’s a man to do?

‘The “Breaker”,’ the Windsor and Richmond Gazette will chronicle, ‘jammed in the spurs, and took ’em flying.’25

The Breaker is soon on his way to the Blue Mountains, while the Salvation Army band’s next hymn is distinctly on the wobbly side of things.

It is all part of a consistent wave of trouble that the Breaker leaves in his wake.

‘At the Penrith Police Court on Friday,’ the Nepean Times records on 5 November 1898, Alfred York, ‘charged with being drunk and disorderly at Springwood, pleaded guilty, and was fined 5s and 7s 4d costs; fine paid. Henry Morant was similarly charged, but in this case the summons had not been served.’26

Why not?

He had already bolted to Gunnedah to avoid the summons, and a month later the Windsor and Richmond Gazette reports, courtesy of one of the notes the man himself is constantly sending to journalists to keep his name fresh in the public domain: ‘Mr. H. H. Morant (“Breaker”) has got as far as Gunnedah, and writes wishing old Windsor friends a Merry Christmas.’27

As well as trouble, there is sometimes more than a hint of violence about him. One of his larks was to encourage Aboriginal stockmen to box a few rounds with him by first hiding his genuine expertise in pugilism, before unveiling it to beat them to a pulp.

‘’Arry M’ran,’ one old stockman would recall many decades later, while ruefully rubbing his jaw, ‘Oh, he hitter hard.’28

On another occasion, the Breaker entered in the Sydney Hunt Club Steeplechase
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