
Victor Clapham, 8 South African Infantry and the Comrades Marathon 

Dr Anne Samson, SAMHSEC, 29 August 2022 

Thanks to Malcolm for the prompt to give this talk on Vic Clapham. I’ve known of his role in setting 

up the Comrades Marathon from about 2012 thanks to my brother-in-law, Andrew Samson, sports 

statistician, who mentioned it when I was talking about remembrance of the war. And although I’ve 

explored aspects of the Comrades a bit, I’ve never looked at Vic’s involvement. South African unit 

histories as many of you know being a challenge, at least for me until fairly recently. This account has 

been put together using personal diaries, war diaries, the official history, Vic’s military records at 

Irene and other sources. While Kirkpatrick’s complaint against Smuts gave us an insight into 9 SAI, 

Vic Clapham does the same for the first phase of 8 SAI in East Africa, 1916-1917. 

Vic was born on 16 November 1886 in Westham, Essex, UK and moved to South Africa in 1899 at the 

start of the Boer War. Aged 13 he joined the Cradock Town Guard as an ambulance  man, and at 

some stage, also served with the Cape Peninsula Rifles. He did his schooling at Wynberg Boys School 

in Cape Town, the family living in Observatory, where his father owned a grocery store on Main 

Street.1 

On 18 October 1912, at Ladysmith, he married Nellie Parks of Bulawayo. They had six sons, Douglas 

Ernest, the third, being born on 4 November 1914, interestingly not mentione on his attestation 

form. His army records note his other children being Victor and Hugh. Vic was said to be 5 foot 10 

inches with ginger hair and brown eyes. 

He moved to Pietermaritzburg, 15 Oxford Street and became a Driver for the South African Railways 

and Harbours, Division 6 between 16 September and 15 October 1914.2 He did not serve in the 

Rebellion or GSWA campaign.  

On 26 November 1915 Vic enlisted as Private 487 at Potchefstroom for service in East Africa with 8 

South African Infantry. 8 SAI was mainly SAR&H employees from the Transvaal  and was led by 

Lieutenant Colonel AJ Taylor. Their flash was crimson with gold diagonals. Unfortunately, none of 

the SANDF documents on Vic Clapham specify a company making it impossible to confirm his 

involvement in certain actions. 

The unit underwent approximately seven weeks training at Potchefstroom between November 1915 

and January 1916 initially being given rifles and bandoliers. The latter were exchanged for Webb 

equipment in July 1916 at Kondoa Irangi. On arrival at Kilindini, Mombasa, the regiment received 4 

machine guns. Although the strength of the regiment was that of an infantry battalion, they were 

allowed a reserve of 230 men and 2 lieutenants.  

8 SAI alongside 5, 6 and 7 SAI was to form part of the 2nd Brigade under General Beves. They were 

commanded by AJ Taylor with Frederick HP Creswell, Labour Party, as second in command and 

Captain EHM Hardiman, adjutant.3 On 31 December 1915,4 the Brigade was inspected by the 

Governor General and on Wednesday 5 January 1916 by the Minister of Defence, Major-General Jan 

Smuts. 

[SLIDE] They left Potchefstroom on 15 January 1916 and sailed from Durban on SS Gaika on 17 

January 1916, arriving at Kilindini on 24 January and moved to the Tsavo area. On 27 January, they 
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left Mashoti for Maktau. The next day, a company under Creswell relieved 6 SAI at Bibi.  From 

Maktau, they marched to Mbuyuni and then Serengeti (all around the red marker on the map). 

According to James Ambrose Brown,5 the regiment did not arrive in time to participate in the battle 

for Salaita Hill on 12 February 1916, although they were in the area. 

Half the battalion under Creswell arrived at Mbuyuni about noon, the rest, two companies, arrived 

at Mbuyuni from Maktau on 13 February, after the battle. A week later, on 20 February, the 

regiment, less two companies left to explore Murka Hill in the hope that it might be viable as a visual 

station. They left at 6am. At 10.30am General Smuts with Captain JJ Collyer, his Chief Staff Officer, 

and Captain Krige arrived, 7 SAI forming the guard of honour – this was the day after he arrived in 

the theatre to take over as Commander in Chief in place of Smith Dorrien. The Murka Hill patrol 

returned to Maktau on 25 February with nothing to report. On 28 February, 8SAI relieved 7SAI at 

Looisoto. 

[SLIDE] For the 5 March 1916 action against Latema-Reata, this was to push the Germans out of 

British territory, 8 SAI was in reserve, Smuts refusing to allow them to be deployed to support 

Michael Tighe whose bayonet attack had failed. They remained on the side-lines until 9 days later. 

Between 7 and 10 March, 8SAI manned a temporary Lines of Communication post on the Serengeti-

Lumi River road. They finally joined with the brigade after 5pm where they stayed overnight allowing 

the transport animals to recover from their strenuous ordeal. They moved onto Challa (green dot) 

and then Taveta (red dot) which they reached at 4pm on 11 March. On 12 March they were sent to 

occupy Latema-Reata Nek where they found on Latema Hill one 7 pounder gun with 4 cases of 

ammunition, one machine gun and several enemy dead. There was a large quantity of SA 

ammunition.6 On 13 March, the Loyal North Lancs replaced 8 SAI who rejoined the Force reserve on 

route to Himo River. 

Their first action took place a month after Salaita on 14 March 1916 at Kitovo Hills, where they 

crossed into German East Africa and settled at Himo River until 17 March. During these few days, Vic 

was to suffer his first dose of Malaria. There is no record of him being hospitalised, so it is likely he 

continued in the field in his weakened condition – many did, although he was one of the early 

victims when rations were still pretty good. 

They attacked Unterer or lower Himo on 18 March, together with 5SAI occupying the place at 

4.30pm without opposition. Two dead askari were found on the western slope. From Unterer Himo, 

8SAI moved onto the river Soko Nassai where they were heavily engaged with the German force on 

21 March. The night before as they approached Store, they were fired on when the Germans 

attached General Sheppard’s force ahead of them – 2 were injured. During the encounter on 21 

March, 8SAI in the centre was flanked by 129 Baluchis on their left and 6 SAI on the right. 5 SAI and 

the 25th Royal Fusiliers were in support. They were attacked at 11am, the engagement continuing to 

6.15pm. The force lost 2 officers and 22 other ranks killed, with 5 officers and 89 other ranks 

wounded – most casualties the result of advancing over open ground. It does not appear that Vic 

Clapham was one of those wounded. They returned to camp at Himo on 24 March. 

[SLIDE] They remained at Himo until 10 April when they were ordered to start the march to Kondoa 

Irangi. The same day, the rainy season started affecting them to Kumbulum, near Arusha. On 13 April 

ox transport replaced mechanical  transport.  25 men each from 7 and 8 SAI provided an escort 1 

SAFA which led the way, rather than followed. 22 April saw them reach Arusha. And on 25 April 
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march into Kumbulum. On 2 May, Creswell took over command of the unit as Taylor had been 

promoted to command a column. Major Warwick became second in command and with Hardiman 

accompanying Taylor, FAD Mosely became a Captain and Adjutant. At the end May 1916, along with 

7 SAI, they reinforced Jaap van Deventer who was at Kondoa Irangi.7 They had been despatched to 

the area after the German attack on 9 May, 

Leaving Kumbulum, the regiment had 12 days’ hard marching through Lol Kissale and Ufiome to 

reach Kondoa-Irangi where they were engaged for 3 days between 6 and 8 June. The distance was 

roughly 266km, which according to Google maps would take 54 hours to walk. This equates to 5km 

per hour. However, carrying a 30kg load at altitude according to a 2017 military study suggests they 

were likely to have walked at 3.5km per hour, thus on the march for 6 hours a day covering 22km, a 

feat we often read about in connection with the campaign. 8SAI remained at Kondoa Irangi, where 

Vic had another bout of malaria, this time being hospitalised. During this time Kondoa was encircled 

by the Germans, and approximately 800 of van Deventer’s 1000+ men incapacitated. 

[SLIDE] Reinforcements were received in July and soon after, on 26 July the force left for Singida, a 

march of 7 days and then onto Kilimatinde, an 8 day march. The Official History records that on 26 

July 1916, Taylor’s orders were to ‘clear the enemy out of the Singida area.’ Part of his force made a 

detour to the north under Major JA Warwick, with the remainder following Taylor west. I assume Vic 

was with Taylor’s force as there is no mention of him being in a mounted squadron. They arrived at 

Mgari without incident but found a German detachment holding a small fort commanding the track. 

The Official History continues. ‘By 2am on the 1st August Taylor had surrounded this work, which he 

attacked by daylight. He was met by a stout resistance, but when, about midday, he was able to get 

a gun into action, the enemy – a party of 16 askari, whose German NCO had escaped – surrendered. 

Next day (2nd August), pushing on without his transport, Taylor reached Singida without further 

opposition.’ 

Five days later, having cleared the area, Taylor moved his force onto Saranda and Kilimantinde, 

leaving a garrison to protect Singida. They reached Kilimatinde on 12 August. It is noted that they 

had full rations during this phase, but suffered during their stay at Kilimatinde. They were then 

ordered to Dodoma which took 8 days of regular marching to reach. 

With this, van Deventer had cleared the Central Railway from Saranda to Kikombo, and Brigadier 

General Charles P Crewe was able to clear the remainder of the Central Line by 6 October. While the 

force reserve of 4 South African Horse was involved in this action supporting Crewe, it is not clear 

whether 8 SAI, also part of the reserve, were. 

[SLIDE] On 9 November, the Reserve Force War Diary8 noted that ‘Unfit and redundant details are 

now being evacuated from the Detail Camp to the Base.’  The next day, Friday 10 November, 7 and 8 

SAI were to form a composite regiment within 3rd Brigade. 

In November 1916, they were joined by Indian volunteers to march on Iringa, some note Irangi. They 

started this march on 4 December 1916 having to leave in batches because of water scarcity. The 

last group left Dodoma on 10 December. A march of 14 days lay ahead.  Scarcity of rations in Iringa 

meant the majority of the force returned to Dodoma. They left Iringa on 21 December marching to 

Boma Himbu supported by porters and donkeys. They reached their destination at 5am on Christmas 

Day returning to Iringa on 5 January 1917 and then onto Dodoma where they arrived on 14 January. 
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During this journey, Vic fell out, his new boots having damaged his feet. He rejoined the force on its 

return to Dodoma.  

[SLIDE] From there, they moved to Dar es Salaam by rail and on 16 February 1917 embarked on 

Kinfaus Castle where Vic arrived at Durban on 22 February 1917. On 25 February, a medical board at 

Congella, recommended Vic be given one month recuperative leave as a result of infection due to 

climate. He was slightly anaemic. Dr Dugald Campbell Watt (brother of MP Thomas Watt) approved 

the leave on 27 February. The report also noted that he had contracted malaria in March 1916 whilst 

at Himo River. In Kondoa Irangi, he spent 10 days in 2 SAFA hospital from 24 May 1916 with his third 

bout of Malaria followed by another stay of 6 days. At Saranda Hospital he spent 14 days. His last 

attack was in November 1916. Although feeling fine, he was unable to do much physical work. 

The regiment re-mobilised on 28 March 1917 for the second phase, following periods of leave from 

one to three months. Vic had been given one month before returning to Potchefstroom. His records 

show he was paid in full, 3/ per day, until 27 March 1917 and then taken back on strength on 28 

March 1917. He reported on 30 March, but was not to return to East Africa.  

Following his month’s leave in February/March, he had an attack on 2 April 1917 for which he was 

admitted to Malaria Camp on 13 April and to Roberts Heights Convalescent Camp on 24 April 1917, 

where his pay was reduced to 2/ per day from 6 June. 

On 2 July 1917, he attended another medical board, this one at Roberts Heights. His disability was 

recorded as Flat Foot. R. It had originated in November 1916 at Irangi.  Vic recalled that ‘When 

marching from Dodoma to Irangi his boots were new and hurt him so he had to take off his boots 

and march barefooted. His feet became so sore that he was left 16 miles from Irangi. On regiment 

returning, he was picked up. Had 10 attacks of malaria in East Africa.’ He was diagnosed with 

‘weakness of ligaments’, the result of ‘active service’. He had also lost two teeth whilst on service. It 

was recommended that he be given three months recuperative leave from March then be 

‘discharged temporarily unfit for further service not set to Reserve Service Regulations’.  

Vic’s experience accords with Mullen’s diary which Peter Digby had access to and wrote up for 

Scientia Militaria in 1977. Peter summarises: The most noteworthy points in connection with the 

first phase was the almost continuous shortage of rations; sameness of the rations even when 

available in quantity, the rigours of the climate, intense heat by day and at one period severe cold by 

night. The inadequate supplies of clothing which reached the Regiment, made it necessary for many 

to march or be assisted for miles without boots. Many had insufficient garments to cover their 

nakedness. Above all there were the ever recurring tropical diseases - malaria, diarrhoea and 

dysentery, with extreme debility which invariably follows. These hardships were always borne with a 

patience and determination deserving of the highest commendation. 

He was discharged on 3 July 1917, receiving Silver War Badge 2088 and the King’s Certificate on 9 

January 1918.  He served 586 days forfeiting none. It appears he was still in the Convalescent 

Hospital on 4 July 1917 having been found permanently unfit for further service. 

There was clearly a miscommunication of Vic’s status as a notice went out to the effect that ‘Having 

been declared illegally absent is struck off the strength, 23 July 1917.’ This was by Court of Enquiry. It 

was only on 23 February 1920 that CO Potchefstroom no. 239 dated 29 September 1917 posting the 

above named as a deserter is hereby cancelled.’ 



While Vic might not have participated in the second phase of the campaign, he no doubt kept 

abreast of its actions and those he knew. In All Soul’s Chapel, St Mary’s Cathedral in Johannesburg, a 

tablet recorded the names of the 167 men who lost their lives serving with 8 SAI. 

By 1919 Vic had devised the idea of the Comrades Marathon but no one would sponsor it until 1921 

when the League of Comrades agreed to support it, hence it becoming the Comrades Marathon. 

Supposedly, one of the reasons against the run was that it would be physically impossible to achieve. 

Vic knew otherwise. He, 8SAI along with nearly a quarter of a million other men in East Africa had 

proved what the body could endure if it had to. The first run from City Hall, Pietermaritzburg to 

Durban was run on Jan Smuts’ 51st birthday which also happened to be Empire Day, 24 May 1921. 

Quite fitting given Smuts had been the Commander in Chief of the East African force when Vic 

served. Of the 34 runners who participated, only 16 completed. 1922 was to see a veteran of the 

war win, Arthur ‘Greatheart’ Newton who had served with the Natal Light Horse as a despatch 

rider.9 It was also the year an age restriction was imposed – 18 years of age following a young lad of 

16 having run. The age limit corresponded with the age of enlistment and it is said the 11 hour cut 

off was in line with the ending of the war at 11am on 11 November. 

Being the end of women’s month which I know SAMHSEC recognise, it seems fitting to note that the 

first woman who ran the Comrades did so in 1923 – unofficially. She was Francis Haywood, a typist 

from Durban. It took her 11 hours 35. 

Vic never ran the Comrades but was involved in its organising until 1938. He was also responsible for 

starting 15 MOTH shell holes and served as a corporal in World War 2 although his picture shows 

him as a sergeant. Vic died on 5 October 1962, aged 76. And with that, it is therefore only fitting that 

101 years after the first run was made and 95 runs later (no runs between 1941 and 1945), we 

remember the man who started it and the reason he did – to remember fallen comrades. 
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