CHAPTER XX
THREE FATHERS OF THE VELDT

In 1902 I came into touch with the three Boer Generals — Botha, De Wet and de la Rey.
It was only three months after the Peace of Vereeniging when these Boer leaders came to this
country — receiving quite a popular welcome — as part of their progress through Europe,
collecting funds for their people whom the war had rendered destitute. They asked to see the
Founder, and the Founder on his part was very eager to talk with them in order to get their views
on the future of South Africa, particularly from the point of view of European settlement on the
land. He wanted also to learn the possibilities of obtaining land for one of our emigration
schemes. Before the South African War he had come into touch with Cecil Rhodes, and South
Africa had a large place in those practical visions — if one may use such a term, not incongruous
in his own case — which filled my father's mind at this time.
The three Boers came to Headquarters, into the very room in which I am writing these words. I
believe they began the conversation by explaining to the Founder how greatly they had
appreciated the work done by some of our people during the war. Botha told the story of one
of our men whose action had greatly impressed the Boers. It was just after the first great Boer
disaster in the war — I think at Paardeberg, where Cronje surrendered — in which one or two of
our men (Salvationists) were wounded and taken prisoners by the Boers. Another Salvationist
gave himself up to the enemy that he might tend these men, and when he had done what he
could for them and had made them comfortable, the Boers gave him his freedom.
This incident, which had a dash of chivalry about it much to the Boer liking, opened the way to
a delightful conversation which at once left the war for other subjects, especially the possibility
of settling men in South Africa, preferably at the Cape. The extension of our spiritual work in the
Transvaal generally was also explored. Before the war we had very kindly relations with exPresident Steyn, of the Orange Free State, at this time a dying man, and these Boers knew
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something of our work on its evangelistic side, Although two of the three, namely, Botha and De
Wet, gave no impression of setting up to be religious men, they both spoke of our work with the
greatest earnestness, and entered frankly, too, into a discussion of the difficulties which had
arisen in consequence of the war. They declared, however, that the ill-feeling which had been
engendered, inevitable in so protracted a struggle, would make no difference to their leading
people in the reception which they gave to our work. Perhaps I might mention that the Salvation
Army never joined in the furor over the question of the concentration camps which had been
established by the British out of humanity for noncombatant Boers, but the administration of
which, no doubt, left much to be desired; and in refusing to join in the condemnation so vocal
in some quarters we had greatly aggravated Stead, who was indignant against the British for
their supposed barbarisms. Yet, knowing our attitude in that matter, these three Boers were still
as friendly as ever, and we felt it was a beautiful tribute to their sincerity that they should be
anxious to welcome us and help us in their own country.
Then the old General spoke to them, as was his custom before the conclusion of any business
interview, about their own spiritual experience. The only one of the three who made any
response was de la Rey, who was undoubtedly a man of spiritual perception. He made the most
amazing impression on the Founder when he spoke about the struggles of his own soul. His long
beard and his extraordinary, burning eyes — it would not be enough to say that they flashed,
they gave the impression of burning depths — made him look like a prophet. There really
seemed to be a spirit striving within this man when he spoke. He gave me the idea of a largehearted, generous soul. Indeed, only a few months earlier he had gained one of the last strokes
in the war by his capture of Lord Methuen, and there he showed his great chivalry by sending
back the British General, who had been wounded, because he himself, under the conditions of
his camp, could not give him proper attention. It was said, of course, that that was only another
instance of Boer "wiliness," for peace negotiations were then in the air, and by such an act the
Boers might expect some amelioration of the terms imposed upon them. But in the company of
de la Rey it was impossible to resist the conclusion that he was a man to whom such “gestures”
came naturally, a man of soul and heart. There was nothing about him, or any part of him, that
was not wide and high. He was a truly great man, this burgher of the South African veldt. Many
years before I met Delarey, I had read the life and campaigns of J. E. B. Stuart, the great cavalry
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leader of the Confederate States in the American Civil War. De la Rey in his person and bearing
recalled to me much that I had read of Stuart, especially in his alertness and large-heartedness,
and, strange to say, when, years afterwards, I visited Richmond, Virginia, and went to see the
statues there of eminent soldiers, I was struck with something in the representation of the
bearded, broad-browed Stuart which recalled de la Rey. They were men of different continents
and races, but singularly alike in many respects. I saw de la Rey a second time, when he made a
still greater impression on my mind about religion. I called upon him in his hotel, and again felt
that he was a man who walked elsewhere. He was the oldest of the three, about fifty-five at the
time of our first meeting.
I have a clear impression also of the other two. Botha, the youngest of the trio, a man still under
forty, gave me the idea of a gentleman without prefix. He was, indeed, a gentleman. He was well
built, his head was firm on his shoulders, and he gave one the impression that nothing escaped
his observation, but you felt that he could be trusted entirely and would never take any mean
advantage. Of his personal knowledge of religion, it is difficult to speak. I do not think he
understood what we understand by the revelation of Christ to the individual soul, and yet there
was no doubt in him a real puritanical devotion to righteousness. It was this which gave him his
native authority. Mistaken, no doubt, in many respects he was, but in character one of the world's
greatest men.
De Wet, a man of fifty, and one of the ablest leaders in the war, a guerrilla strategist of the first
order, most elusive and redoubtable, who had confused his opponents for many and many a
month, was a different type. He was a very firm, solid type of man, with a fiery spirit. No doubt
he helped to keep the war going after Botha would have given up. He was a man who would
have been an immense power as an auxiliary in any cause. It was said that when in one of the
Boer councils there was a discussion as to giving up the war, owing to increasing difficulties and
a demand to face the facts of the situation, it was De Wet who said, “This is a war of faith, I have
nothing to do with facts. My business is to clear them out of the way." Whether rightly quoted
or not, it was just the sort of expression to which he would give utterance!

THESE FIFTY YEARS — Chapter Twenty

3

The conversation of the Founder with these three men concluded with prayer, and it was a
wonderful moment to me, at a time when the echoes of that miserable war were rumbling away
into the distance, to see these three men kneeling down at the table and the old General
invoking upon them and their families and their exhausted land the blessings of God in Christ.
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