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Kitchener’s reputation suffered as a result of his involvement in the South African or 2nd Anglo-Boer 

War of 1899-1902.  

He arrived on 11 January 1900 on the high wave of having avenged Gordon’s death in Khartoum and 

having brought the Khalifa to book. He left in July 1902 damaged by his actions at Paardeberg, the 

scorched earth and concentration camp policies on the one hand and yet, on the other, feted for 

having brought about the Peace of Vereeniging as amicably as he did. Various factors came together 

at this time all impacting on his reputation and the myth which is Kitchener. Simply put, it’s a tale of 

difference, misunderstanding, jealousy and the creation of a national narrative, or two. 

Ostensibly, at the turn of the century, the British Army was divided into two factions – the Africa and 

India school, those who had spent most of their career in Africa such as Wolseley versus those who 

like Roberts had served in India. Kitchener fitted into neither. Although most of his service had been 

in Egypt, he had fallen foul of Wolseley from his days in Cyprus as a young Lieutenant mapping the 

island. His encounters with Roberts had been in Ireland. On leave in August 1898, at the instigation 

of Hamilton and Rawlinson he had met with Roberts to put his case for going to South Africa if 

Roberts were to be appointed. He must have impressed as when Roberts was appointed, Kitchener 

was taken from the Egyptian battlefield on 18 December 1899 to Gibraltar where on 18 December 

he met up with Roberts and the rest of the staff en route to South Africa. Roberts was also 

encouraged by Prime Minister Salisbury and Queen Victoria who insisted Kitchener should form part 

of his staff.1 Sending Kitchener, the victor of Khartoum with Bobs of Khandahar, was a media 

brainwave following the news of Black Week. Here were two of Britain’s most celebrated soldiers 

going to sort out the mess in southern Africa.  

But little attention had been given to the personalities involved, their experiences or roles they were 

to fill. While Roberts was to be Commander in Chief, Kitchener was appointed Chief of Staff, a role 

which clashed with that of George Henderson who was head of intelligence. Kitchener’s role, until 

he became Commander in Chief on Roberts’ departure on 30 November 1900, remained unclear, he 

being in effect Roberts’ fire-fighter. Kitchener was someone  

he could, with implicit confidence, devolve any important piece of organizing work that turned up, or 
whom he could [use] to “hustle” departments and subordinate members.2 

 
Roberts soon picked up that Kitchener’s rank was too junior for the role assigned to him when 
compared with others in the field, insisting that he be made a Local Lieutenant-General. This was not 
enough, however, to bridge the gap between those more senior to him in length of service and they 
only adhered to what he said as the ‘mouthpiece of Roberts’. Atwood notes that ‘Kitchener was 
forty-first in seniority among major generals’3 and that there were at least two Lieutenant Generals 
more senior to him – a point which caused resentment in the field especially as noted by Kelly-Kenny 

 
1 Ian FW Beckett, A British Profession of Arms: The Politics of Command in the Late Victorian 

Army (Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma, 2018) p.225; Royle, p.153; Smithers, p.25. 
2 Atwood, Roberts & Kitchener, p.115. 
3 Royle, pp.169-70; Atwood, Roberts & Kitchener, p.107/  



who told Roberts ‘this is not a time to enter into personal matters. Till this phase of the operations is 
over, I will submit to even humiliation rather than raise any matter connected with my command.’4 
Many of the officers Kitchener was serving with in southern Africa had been with him in Egypt. 

However, this was the cause of the some of the underlying friction, tension or even jealousy. 

Kitchener, Commander of the Egyptian Army had been allowed to remain in command despite there 

being a British Army unit in the field.5 Cromer, the Agent General had convinced Wolseley at the War 

Office that it was better for the man on the ground who had devised the battle plan to lead rather 

than hand over command for a unit which had not been in-country long. Kitchener’s way of working 

was not theirs. He was not of their background.  

Although born to British English parents, Kitchener’s early experiences had been Irish and then 

European, his first taste of British education being the crammers for Woolwich and his time there. 

His rise through the ranks had been in the Egyptian army and to top it off he joined the cavalry 

without going through the ‘accepted’ route. Despite successfully training his own horses for cross 

country and flat races, biographers claim he was no horseman. When he first arrived in Egypt, he 

preferred to spend his time in the markets and with the local inhabitants rather than fraternise with 

British Army colleagues. This was not surprising given his time in Europe and the length of time he 

had spent with the Arabs in the field mapping Palestine. He was more at home with the locals than 

those of his own ancestry. He was also a shy man with strong religious convictions and frowned 

upon the social life in Cairo where having affairs was an accepted norm. The consequences on 

colleagues away on the frontline was telling. It was for this reason too, that he tended to prefer 

unmarried men, but again, looking at the reality, most of those who served with Kitchener were 

married, got married whilst working with him and if they married after their term with him was over, 

they remained good friends. Kitchener social standing was judged according to the dominant British 

standards of the day and these he clearly did not meet. After his initial appointment as a Lieutenant, 

his move up the ranks had been on merit rather than term of service – his ambition and drive out of 

the ordinary – and it rankled the likes of French and Haig. 

Kitchener stood apart, as Roberts noted in his recommendation of who was to replace him as 

Commander in Chief. Even after Kitchener’s apparent disastrous command of Paardeberg, Roberts 

still felt he was the best man for the job.  

Kitchener is the only man able to manage this business and I trust he will be appointed [to the chief command 
when I give it up]. I cannot recommend any of those senior to him … it is unfortunate that there are no men of 

military genius amongst our senior officers but I believe this has always been the case. Napoleon 
experienced this, and Wellington always said that he had not a single General he could trust to act alone. The 

only possible conclusion is that very few are fit to be Commanders of Armies and the stake is far too serious for 
any untried man to be appointed when a tried man is available6 

 
Paardeberg was effectively Kitchener’s baptism of fire in South Africa. It was his first encounter with 

the Boer forces and their weapons. His worst fear to date had been realised. On the day his forces 

had killed 10,000 Dervish he had commented how different it would have been if his opponent had 

more modern weapons. This the Boers had. Not being a military specialist, it would be interesting to 

see how Kitchener’s approach on the battlefield changed as a result of Paardeberg. I’m not 

questioning whether he made the right or wrong decisions at Paardeberg – enough experts have 

argued both sides, what I am questioning is rather his attitude. Every encounter Kitchener had, he 

learnt from – Paardeberg resulted in the realisation that the Boers were not the same as other 

 
4 Magnus, p.201, 
5 Cromer, pp.231-3. 
6 Smithers, p.30. 



enemy he had encountered. It was the start of his cultural education which was eventually to lead to 

the peace discussions he had with Louis Botha. As with previous ‘spur of the moment’ actions 

Kitchener undertook, his judgement was questionable – at Atbara he nearly lost his life. However, 

when he had time to plan a campaign – Omdurman and Dongola, nothing was left to chance and he 

was successful, even coming in under budget. In the interwar years, 1902 to 1914, he was 

encouraging the dominions and others to sort out their defence plans – his worst fear was to be 

realised when he had to form an army whilst at war. Previous experiences, including the 1899-1902 

war brought home how difficult this was – communications and logistics being another example. He 

believed in a mix of centralisation and decentralisation. Changing a system mid-conflict did not go 

down well especially when it was breaking with the norm. He became known as K of Chaos. 

It was under Kitchener’s guidance that the railways were soon brought to order with the 

appointment of Percy Girouard who had been the driving force behind the railways in Sudan. 

Although they were not able to double the Cape Town to Johannesburg line, greater co-ordination 

was introduced which allowed better supply along the line, but not enough to ensure the 

concentration camps were well supplied. If he couldn’t feed his army sufficiently, there was no way 

the civilians were getting better fed, but he did agree to an extra carriage being added to each train 

which carried food especially for the camps. This was at the request of Millicent Fawcett. 

As we know there is a lot of debate and strong feeling still around the camps. Without getting too 

involved in the rights and wrongs of the decisions made, I want to suggest a possible reason for 

Kitchener’s misjudging of the potential situation. Kitchener, although he enjoyed the company of 

small groups of women and had very good relations with some, he was wary of them and had as 

little to do with them as possible especially when they were in a group. He was also used to them 

being very independent and sorting themselves out. In the Sudan he flouted the regulation that 

there were to be no camp followers allowing the women and children of his Egyptian Army to 

accompany the force on the march. This ensured fewer desertions when the men were far from 

home, ensured they were fed and looked after and reduced the chance of local villages being 

attacked. However, the women were not to make demands on the army and stayed about a mile 

away from camp providing a first line of defence. The only time Kitchener is recorded as getting 

involved with the followers was when a fire destroyed their houses. He refused to pay for 

replacements but did allow the men to help rebuild. His experience to date, therefore, was of strong 

independent women used to living in a close knit community. When bringing the Boer women 

together, he no doubt assumed they would behave in the same way – not having had time to get to 

know the culture he was attacking meant he had no idea that Boer women did not live on top of 

each other and valued their privacy. His discussion with Millicent Fawcett over the condition of the 

camps is also enlightening – her report is worth reading for a different slant of an eyewitness 

account to that of Emily Hobhouse. 

There has also been some discussion about the use of South African blacks in an armed capacity. 

Although I don’t address this in my study of Kitchener, I wonder to what he extent he assumed this 

was acceptable given his work with local armed Egyptians and Sudanese. He valued the local peoples 

in a fighting capacity. Here, too, he would have been in conflict with his fellow officers who saw the 

British Army as superior.  

In late 1900, before he left South Africa, Roberts informed the War Office that South Africa was too 

big for one man to command. Yet, within a year, Kitchener was doing the work of two people. Milner 

had taken three months leave and returned to England (24 May to 28 August 1901), partly to find a 

way to have Kitchener replaced as Commander in Chief. Whilst Milner was away, Kitchener assumed 

his role as High Commissioner. There was practically no way he could give both full-time jobs his full 



attention and had to rely on subordinates taking more responsibility than he would otherwise have 

done. While the dual role allowed him to approach Louis Botha to discuss possible terms to bring the 

war to an end without unconditional surrender, it complicated matters where civilian demands 

conflicted with military necessity, and being a military man, bringing the war to an end as quickly as 

possible meant preferential treatment. He was aware the army was not the right group to be 

responsible for the camps and that they were a civilian administrative issue, however, getting Milner 

to take responsibility for them was no easy task, yet he said nothing. 

Hamilton regarded the farm burning issue one of the worst and most damaging decisions Kitchener 

ever made, despite him turning a blind eye to soldiers who refused to burn farms so long as no fuss 

was made. The rhetoric and reality were different. However, his sense of loyalty meant the even if 

subordinates had made the wrong decision, he as their responsible superior would take the blame. 

As nominal head of the southern African territories and army, the buck stopped with him.  

Kitchener would not publicly pass the buck and he did all in his power to bridge the gap between the 

Boers and Milner, the latter wanting unconditional surrender. Kitchener was all for an admirable 

peace where dignity and respect were retained as this would ensure future peace and goodwill. 

During the peace discussions when de la Rey was ready to walk out, it was Kitchener who convinced 

him to stay and at the end of the discussions, Reitz refused to shake Milner’s hand in protest with 

the way he had treated them.7 It had also been said that if the Boers knew Kitchener would be 

Governor-General for two years after the war, they would not have hesitated to sign the treaty.8 Yet, 

today this man is seen as persona non-grata.   

With a nationalist agenda in South Africa developing especially after the First World War, it would 

not do to have the senior British commander looked upon favourably – it was easier to vilify him in 

support of breaking away from everything British.9 The fact that Kitchener was an outsider to the 

British establishment was beside the point, it was what he represented, the same way that Smuts’ 

statue on Parliament Square in London is seen to represent the ‘other’ in contrast to Mandela. In 

Britain, despite his ultimately working to bring the war to an end, he became the antithesis of what 

the Liberal Party and anti-war faction stood for, a position which was to hound him until the 

outbreak of war in 1914. 

Kitchener was a man with faults, how he managed them is what makes him remarkable in my books 

and his time in South Africa showed him to be the man he was, a hero with clay feet – remarkably 

sticky clay feet. He did not crumble, but rather rose to the occasion firm in his knowledge of himself 

and no doubt having learned that he refrain from getting directly involved in the heat of the battle – 

a position he held firmly to during the First World War when he was being pressured to influence 

French. While South Africa proved he was fallible, this last war of his until 1914 was also his richest 

learning experience. 

 
7 Hodges, p.15-4; Family tradition has it that Francis Reitz would not shake hands with Milner but did with Kitchener 

[Brenthurst Library: MS 272 Reitz Collection]. 
8 Hodges, p.151. 
9 Smuts and the Rand Daily Mail, 4 June 1936, p.7. “Lord Kitchener was not merely a great soldier, but he had 

real statesman-like qualities. He prevented the war from ending in a purely military surrender and did his best 
to create that human situation which was destined in less than a generation to work itself out to such happy 
results of the future peace of South Africa and the Union and its peoples. […] When after the signing of the 
Vereeniging Peace, he met the Boer delegates, he addressed to them, in simple, soldiery language, words of 
such high praise and so soothing to their military and national self-respect that a deep and lasting impression 
was created and much of the sting was taken out of the sense of defeat and irreparable loss. And when 12 years 
afterwards he went to war again, tens of thousands of Boers fought alongside him in the same great cause.” 


