


 
 















 









 







 









 
 
 



 

















































 



 



























































 



                 A   PHILATELIC                               
HISTORICAL     CAMEO    OF    THE 
                    “PENKOPPE”  
          IN THE ANGLO BOER WAR. 
 
Boer Commando’s consisted of able - bodied fighting men between the ages of 13 and 80 years. 
 
The minors who actively took part in the War were called Penkoppe, alluding to a young 
wildebeest buck with penlike horns showing that it was still in the process of growing up and not 
yet mature, boisterous and fearless. 
 
Many young boys from the ages of 8 joined their fathers on commando initially as horse hands and 
helpers but due to the fact that they were good shots they inevitably found themselves taking part 
in active warfare. They had to convince their peers that they were able to fight. Many left home 
without consent to join the commandos. 
 
At Fourteen Streams boys of the age of 12 years were found amongst the Boer Commandos. In 
Natal the same phenomenon occurred. In many instances they were left at home to protect the 
family while the head of the household went on commando.  
 
According to the Constitutions of the ZAR and Orange Free State burghers between the ages of 16 
and 60 were conscripted and accordingly it became accepted practice to consider a “penkop” a boy 
under the age of 16 years. This however was not rigorously applied as boys up to the age of 20 
years were considered to be penkoppe. 
 
 

                 
 
 
 
 



PENKOPPE IN PRISONER OF WAR CAMPS: 
 
They were captured and taken to camps like Diyatalawa in Ceylon, St Helena, Bermuda and India. 
 
DIYATALAWA CEYLON: 

                                   
 
 
INDIA: 
 

                    
 
 
 
 
 
 



IN ACTIVE SERVICE: 
The well known Reitz boys Jack 12 , Arnt 16, Deneys 17 and Hjalmar 20 all took an active part in 
the war. 
 
Commandant Gideon Scheepers had a large group of penkoppe in his ranks. They were from the 
Karoo districts of Aberdeen and Graaff - Reinett. They were renowned for their bravery and were a 
thorn in the flesh of the British. Scheepers was only 22 years old when he was captured. His 
Adjudant was Kareltjie Lehmkuhl aged 16 years. The members of Scheepers commando were 
recognised by their white headbands. 
 
 
CONCENTRATION CAMPS: 
 
Concentration Camps could not prevent youngsters escaping to join the Boer forces. Pietie de Wet 
escaped from a temporary camp in Rouxville to join the commandos. After spending some days in 
the mountains near Zastron he joined the Boer commandos where they threatened to return him to 
the camp. He protested against the pain of death and against proving he was a good shot, he was 
allowed to remain. He joined the Commando of Willem Diederik Fouche in November 1901. 
Fouche’s commando consisted of mainly 200 to 250 penkoppe and young men who would rather 
have been shot than not have fought the British. They were recognised by their yellow headbands 
while the commando of Wynand Malan was known by its blue head bands. 
 
 
 

      
   
 
                         Fouche Commando with Pietie De Wet his Adjudant in the second row. 
                             He was the son of  Commandant Gideon De Wet.  
 
 
 
 
 



PENKOPPE IN NATAL: 
 
There was not a theatre of war where these boys were not active. They entered Natal with the Boer 
forces, they were in the front lines with the Siege of Ladysmith, the Battles of Colenso, Spioenkop 
Pieters Hill, the siege of Mafeking, on the western front and in the invasions of the Cape Colony 
and the siege of O’Kiep. 
 
They were mostly attached to their fathers or other family members in the various battles. They 
died with heir fathers or on their own if unaccompanied on their fight for freedom. 
 
Many proved to be excellent scouts and were part of Theron’s Verkenners Korps and other units. 
Deneys Reitz accompanied General Smuts on his invasion of the Cape and was active at the battle 
of Spioenkop. 
 

                                          
 
                                                                         Penkoppe at Ladysmith. 
 
                           

               



PENKOPPE AT STORMBERG: 
 
 
 

       
 
 
 
 Penkoppe with Howitzer (most probably Natal). 
 
  
    

 
 
 



PENKOP COMMANDO UNITS: 
                    

The penkoppe formed their own units in certain areas of the country and assumed names for their 
small fighting forces. Amongst there were the following: 
 

1. “ The Penkop Regiment”. 
This group consisting of seven members were active in the bushveld between Brits and Rustenberg 
under the leadership of Izak Meyer with the knowledge of General De La Rey. Five of them were 
known as the “ Vyf Vuurvreters”( Five Fire-eaters), they were : Izak Meyer, Apie, Jan and Piet 
Bezuidenhout and Piet Badenhorst. They were fearless and on their own attacked a British patrol 
taking ammunition and stores required. Four British soldiers were killed and seven injured. 
 
Later  Piet Badenhorst formed the : 
 

2. “Transvaal Brigade”. 
This unit consisted of 60 members  which operated as an independent unit. They were known for 
their action at Frederickstad station. Fritz Breytenbach their leader was killed here, to be replaced 
by Piet Badenhorst. They were in action at Magatosnek where they fought against Methuen’s 
forces. 

 
3. The “Royal Turks”. 
 

This group of 17 boys assumed the above name under the leadership of Japie Barry as a sub group 
of the Roelof van der Merwe Corporalship. They were active in November 1899.They took part in 
the siege of Wepener and were active until about July 1900 when the group was captured with the 
surrender of General Prinsloo on the 29th /30th July 1900 in the Brandwater Basin. They were sent 
to Ceylon. 
 

4. The Izak Malherbe Corporalship . 
 
This unit had a substantial number of penkoppe in its midst being part of the Pretoria Suunyside 
Commando which included Deneys and Joubert Reitz. They were active around Ladysmith, 
Spioenkop and Pieters Hill where this corporalship was annihilated by the British. 
   

5. The “Africander Cavallerie Corps”: 
  

This unit  was active in and around the Vet River in the Free State and consisted of 150 members 
led by Commandant Abraham Malan. Deneys Reitz returned to the Free State after the battle of 
Spioenkop and joined this unit. They were involved in many skirmishes with the British which 
eventually led to seven of their number and their leader being killed. Reitz left this group and 
rejoined the Pretoria Commando. 
 

6. The “ Ryk Seksie” or “Dandy Fifth” 
This group was a Transvaal group,all under 20 years, with the exception of Jack Borrius who was 
28 years of age all of whom came from Potchefstroom. Reitz joined this group which consisted of 
Benjamin Coetzee, Nicolaas Swart, Cornelius Vermaas, Percy Wyndall, Edgar Duncker, Fritz 
Balogh, Jan van Zijl, Piet de Ruyt and Henry Rittenberg. Wyndall and Druncker were English 
speaking while Fritz Balogh was an Austrian from Pretoria and Piet de Ruyt a Hollander. They 
were all under 20 years of age. 
They were of a neglected appearance wore tattered clothes and were devoid of any money or 
valuables and as a result assumed the name of “ Die Ryk Seksie”(The Rich Section) and “The 
Dandy Fifth.”  
 



“DANDY FIFTH” contd: 
 
Four of this group were sentenced to death by the British and six were captured or wounded. They 
formed part of Smuts’s Commando and his invasion into the Cape Province. They took part in 
scouting and various skirmishes. By December 1901 only three remained that were able to fight. 
They were assumed into Commandant Ben Bouwer’s Commando with the exception of Ben Coetzee 
who despite an injured and splint-set leg rode off to join Commandant Manie Maritz at Calvinia. 
 

7. The “Gravett se Tarentaalkoppe”( Gravett’s 
Guineafowlheads): 
 
This was a group of young Boksburgers under led by one Gravett. Gravett was killed. It is 
unknown what became of this group. 
 

8. The “ Tiende Legioen”: 
 

This was a group under control and command of General Ben Viljoen in the Eastern Transvaal  
which did reconnoitring and other missions. Roland William Schikkerling aged 19 years , known as 
Napoleon, was a member of this group. 

 
9. The “ Vlieende Kommando”:(The Flying Commando): 
 

This group was active around Kimberley and Modder River. 
 

10. The “Die Rustenburgers”: 
 

This was a group of boys in the Rustenberg area who lived in caves in the area repairing saddles. 
They supplied rieme (leather straps) and other requirements to the fighting Boers. 
 

11. “Die Kinders”: 
  

This was a group of 25 boys under Veldcornet E.F. Rohm which did espionage and reconnoitring 
for De Wet during February 1901 with his second invasion into the Cape. They were active between 
Springkaans Nek, Ladybrand and Winburg. They were held up at Klipnek against a British 
Blockhouse but broke through. 
They were used to cut the wire entanglements during the dragnets conducted on Kitchener’s 
instructions to try and capture De Wet. 
 
They had amongst them Rooi Flip Snyman who single-handedly took a group of British prisoner 
despite having been bayoneted in the face. Eight days later he was fighting bandaged and all at the 
Battle of Slangfontein. He was killed with two of his mates in an ambush. 
 
Thys van Tonder was also a member of this group which tracked and undermined British advances. 
He was known to have taken a wagon load of Tommies prisoner at Springfontein single handedly 
under a ruse that “his” commando would shoot them dead if they did not obey his commands. He 
persuaded them to lay down their arms only to be released and commanded to walk back to camp 
stripped and unarmed. 
 
During the entire war there were reports of bravery and heroism by the penkoppe. Many a victory 
was as a result of their deeds. 
 
 
 
 



WESTERN TRANSVAAL: 
 

Cornelius Eloff was 12 years old and his brother Salie 10 years old when they took part in their first 
encounter with the British in the Western Transvaal.  
 
During November 1901 Veldcornet  Kemp and his men were captured by General Plumer and his 
Australian force in the Pongola bush. It is clear that some were mere children. 
 
 

              
 
 
In the winter of 1901 Commandant Kritzinger invaded the North Eastern Cape. He encamped on 
the farm Wildefontein in the ravine of the Karrigmelkspruit where he was routed by the columns of 
Col. Harry Scobell. A number of British were wounded amongst whom was one Gibbons. 
 
 A number of burghers were captured of which three were chosen to be tried for treason and 
murder, among which was a 16 year old Johannes Petrus Coetzee who came from the farm 
Paardekraal district Cradock. He was captured with Cornelius Johannes Claasen (22 years) and 
Frederick Abram Marais (32 years). 
 
Coetzee was tried for Treason and the murder of one Gibbons who died of wounds in the 
aforementioned encounter. He was found guilty at a sham trial held in Dordrecht on the 24th June 
1901 and taken to Cradock where he appeared on the town square in public where he was sentenced 
to death (just like the others at their hometowns). He denied murdering anyone. He was taken to 
the local gaol where, on the morning of the 13th July 1901, he was hanged in the presence of 
“undesirables” of the community, being those, the authorities considered Boer sympathisers. 
 
The trial of the youngster was criticised in the British Newspaper “The Morning Leader” in which 
it was stated he was found guilty by a court “which had only the most elementary notions of 
evidence. There was obviously no adequate evidence on which to convict him. He was a very strong 
young man, neither ruffian nor brigand and certainly in no sense a ringleader. His hanging was 
quite indefensible unless we are resolved to hang all rebels as such”. 
 
 
 
 



 SENTENCING  A PENKOP TO DEATH  IN PUBLIC: 
 

            
 

                                                 
                                                      
                      Johannes Petrus Coetzee and his appearance on the town square  Cradock  
              to hear his sentence of death. Source “Hoe Zij Stierven” and “After Pretoria “ Wilson. 
 
On the 12th July 1901 Scheepers’s commando was entrapped on the farm Onbedacht . After a fight 
with the forces of Col Harry Scobell 35 burghers were captured among which were 27 Cape rebels. 
Three boys of this group had the death sentence imposed upon them for allegedly being part of a 
group which had fired on a British patrol. Daniel F. Olwagen aged 18 years and Ignatius W. Nel 
17 years and one Van Vuuren were tried and found guilty on the 2nd August 1901. 

 
 
D.Olewagen of Graaff-Reinet                     Ignatius Nel of Bulkraal Graaff-Reinet. 
 



PENKOPPE EXECUTED AT GRAAF REINET: 
 
 Olwagen and Nel were executed by firing squad of The Coldstream Guards  at De Krans, Graaff- 
Reinet on the 26th August while Hendrik Petrus Van Vuuren (27) of Willowmore, was sent to 
Colesberg to be executed together with Frederick Toy( of Sweden) and Hendrik Johan Veenstra 
(22)of Amsterdam.  
 
The reason for this was apparently to send a message to instil fear in foreigners fighting with the 
Boers, showing what they were in for, should they be captured. 
 
Nel  was a horse groom and had no notion of what his trial and sentence meant. He did not even 
know that the appearance in the town square was his last appearance to hear the death sentence 
imposed upon him. He was mentally retarded. 
 
                                                     
 
                                                                    Hendrik Petrus van Vuuren. 
 
Many other Penkoppe were captured, tried, sentenced and some executed – some held in gaol until 
the end of the war – some sent to Prisoner of War camps. Just to mention a few: 
 

                                              
                   
                                                           Source: “So Het Hulle Gesterf”  Jordaan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TRIALS OF PENKOPPE: 
 

1. Johannes Hermanus Roux: (18 years) from the farm Jordaanskraal Grahamstown district. 
Born on 8th August 1883, he joined commando on the 12th March 1901 and was captured 
on the 8th August 1901 at Ventershoek in the Steynsburg district. He stood accused of being 
“active in arms” and despite surrendering to Luit. Barber he was found guilty on the 30th 
August 1901 of the additional charge of attempted murder on the Luit. and sentenced to 
death. He was paraded on the market square at Graaff- Reinett and advised of his 
impending death sentence which was carried out by a firing squad on the Spanduaskop 
road outside Graaff-Reinett on the 7th October 1901. 

 
SENTENCING ON THE PLAIN: GRAAFF REINET: 
 
 
 

          
 
PENKOPPE SENTENCED: 
Among those Penkoppe mentioned above  in the “ Die Ryk Seksie” or the “Dandy Fifth” were Piet 
de Ruyt, Henry Rittenberg and later Cornelius Vermaas, Arrie Van Onselen and John Alexander 
Baxter. 
They eventually joined Smuts’s commando when he made his incursion into the Cape. 
 
After reaching the Tarkastad district after a harrowing and epic trek through the Free State and 
the Stormberge in the Eastern Cape they were almost spent. They had endured rain, snow and the 
very worst of bad weather and had escaped capture by good fortune and their ability to withstand 
the privations placed upon them due to their exuberance of youth and the inspirational leadership 
of Jan Christiaan Smuts, their General.  They were in rags and tatters clothed in blankets, bags and 
skins and emaciated for the want of provisions. Their horses were spent. 
 
 
 
Providence guided them to the ravines of the Elands River on the 17th September 1901 where they 
had the initial fortune to overwhelm the 17th Lancers of Colonel Harry(Henry J) Scobell and take 
with them ammunition, horses and khaki uniforms to clothe themselves. The last act led to their 
execution as General French had passed a Proclamation unbeknown to them, that all burghers 
captured wearing British Khaki uniforms were to be executed. 



CAPE MIDLANDS: 
 
The Smuts Commando continued into the Cape Midlands hotly pursued by Colonel Scobell whose 
wrath had been entertained as his men had been killed and suffered ridicule at the hands of some 
junior penkop force under the command of General Smuts. 
 
SCOBELL’S FORCES IN THE CAPE: 
 

     
 
 
Members of Scobell’s forces. They were from the CMR and blacks and coloureds recruited from the area 
around Graaff Reinet. 
 
In August 1901,Lieut- Col Harry Scobell , 42, of the Scots Greys was ordered by General French to 
round up the various rebel commandos active in the Cape Midlands. There were various units he 
had to focus on, amongst others : 
 
1. Kritzingers Commando. 
2. Scheepers’s Commando. 
3. Lotter’s Commando. 
4. Smuts’s Commando. 
 
Scobell was an outstanding horseman and was able to envisage the routes and actions the Boers 
would take which was the basis of his successes.  
General French was stationed at Middelburg  which he made his Headquarters and from where he 
commanded operations up and down the Midland Railway line. French was determined to quash 
the rebel uprising and had no mercy for what he considered “the illegitimate belligerents” who had 
to be treated as harshly and effectively as possible even if it meant the summary execution of 
youngsters without trial or compunction. 
 
SCOBELL AND THE PENKOPPE: 
Scobell’s columns acted out of Graaff - Reinet where the Military Court was held and from where 
the greater number of “rebels” were sent to their executions. He rigorously enforced the 
Proclamation of General Kitchener dated the 22nd April 1901. 
 
 



MARTIAL LAW: 
 
 

 
 
                        Source: Commandant Johannes Lotter and his rebels: David & Taffy Shearing. 
 
 
 
 

PIET DE RUYT was the first of the burghers to be captured wearing Khaki clothes. He was 
captured in a Hotel room in the Bedford district where he and his friends had been on a drinking 
spree the night before. His friends left him at the Hotel in a drunken stupor where he was captured 
wearing a khaki uniform taken off the 17th Lancers. He was summarily executed near the spot 
where he was captured on the road to the Baviaanspoort outside Bedford.      
 
           Hotel ruins where De Ruyt was executed. Source : “So Het Hulle Gesterf” 
 

             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SUMMARY  EXECUTIONS OF PENKOPPE: 
 

CORNELIUS VERMAAS (20) HENRY RITTENBERG (20) and ARIE VAN ONSELEN (22) 
members of Smuts’s commando were captured while reconnoitring around the Osberg near the 
Sundays River at Kriega station on the 2nd October 1901. They were instructed to check the area 
round Glenconnor en route to the coast when they were overrun by a Colonial Flying Column still 
dressed in their khaki uniforms taken off the 17th Lancers .Their summarily execution on the 3rd 
October near Gelnconnor was confirmed by General French. Initially they were buried at the foot of 
the Osberg in one grave. Vermaas’s remains were reburied in Uitenhage while Van Onselens and 
Rittenberg’s remains were re- interred in the small graveyard at Kariega’s Halt. 
 
CORNELIUS VERMAAS: 
On Vermaas’s grave in Uitenhage  the inscription reads: 
 
“Hier Rust Onze CORNELIUS. Hij stierf den heldendood op zijn verjaarsdag den 2de Oktober 1901. 
Met hom sneuwelde zijne makkers Henry Rittenberg en Arie van Onselen”. 
 He was formerly from Losberg in the Transvaal. 
 
On the graves of Arie van Onselen and Henry Rittenberg the inscription reads: 
 
 “Hulle het gesterwe sodat ons vryheidsideaal kan lewe.” 
 Cornelius Vermaas :  

                                                    
 
Arie van Onselen: 
 

                                                   



                  
Graves at Uitenhage and Kariega station : 
 
Source:Huisgenoot supra /Dr J de Swardt/So Het Hulle Gesterf: Joost & Oosthuizen. 
                                                                                                                                                                                             

      
 
JOHN ( JACK ) ALEXANDER BAXTER (22) years although not considered a Penkop is dealt with 
under this heading as he was also one of General Smuts’s commando together with those mentioned 
above. Baxter was executed at Aberdeen on the 13th October 1901 after inadvertently riding into 
Colonel Scobell’s column which he mistook to be his own commando. He suffered from weak 
eyesight.  
 
He was born in Newcastle Natal. At the age of 16 he started work in the telegraph office in 
Johannesburg but later worked at the customs and excise offices at Elandsfontein ( Germiston) from 
where he went to Pretoria Head Office. Due his weak eyesight he was refused entry into the 
commandos at Pretoria. He resigned and joined the forces of General Liebenberg at Klerksdorp who 
was active in the Gatsrand area where he came upon the “The Ryk Seksie” or “The Dandy Fifth” 
and the “Vyf Vuurvreters” formed by Izak Meyer. They were active around Syferfontein koppies 
north of Potchefstroom. 
 
When General Smuts regrouped his forces “The Transvaal Brigade” under Fritz Breytenbach , was 
seconded to General Piet Liebenberg to whom they referred to as “generaal AGTEROM” as he never 
committed himself to direct attack but always went “agterom”. The group became disenchanted for 
the lack of action and broke away and became embroiled in action at Frederikstad, derailed trains, 
attacked convoys and took action against Methuen. At Frederikstad Breytenbach was killed. He 
was replaced by Piet Badenhorst. 
 
Due to them failing to take orders from General “Agterom” Liebenberg, a Court Martial was held 
before Generals Smuts and De La Rey where they stood accused of insubordination. They were all 
summoned to appear at Schoonspruit. They appeared ,and  after evidence was led by Liebenberg, 
they were given the opportunity to pose questions which they did . Piet Badenhorst calmly asked 
Liebenberg how many trains he had derailed, how many times he had confronted the enemy as 
opposed to what “The Transvaal Brigade” had done. Liebenberg was furious. Smuts conceded that 
they had been insubordinate to Liebenberg, but allowed them to continue as a separate unit. Later 
they came under Smuts’s wing when he left for the Cape Colony and that is where Jack Baxter 
entered the scene. 
Jack Baxter, as in the case of the others had taken a khaki uniform from the 17th Lancers. 
Colonel Scobell held a Court Martial, found Baxter guilty and sentenced him to be summarily shot 
on the same day he was captured. 
 
 



BAXTER: 
Scobell said of him: 
 
“ The prisoner was dressed in Khaki. He was a nice, smart looking young chap by name Baxter 
and I am sure an Englishman( his grandfather was an English minister), though he declared that 
he was German. He was an extraordinary good plucked chap. Never even changed colour when I 
told him his sentence, just asked for paper and a pencil and wrote letters all the time. I saw the job 
through as he sat on a box to be shot, I couldn’t  help shaking hands with him, telling him how 
sorry I was and how much I admired his bravery. He said: “ I am alright. Don’t bother about me. 
We are both soldiers and have to die sooner or later. I am not afraid to die.” Thirty seconds later he 
was dead. 
 
Baxter wrote letters to his parents which were subsequently handed over. They were concise 
explaining that he had been condemned to death for wearing khaki clothes and that it was the will 
of God. He advised that his will was with H.S. in Klerksdorp. 
 
General Smuts never forgave Scobell for the cruel and sadistic action taken against these youngsters. 
He refused to shake his hand at the Peace Conference at Vereeniging and even later when appointed 
Minister of Defence Smuts refused to meet with or talk to Scobell who was then Commanding 
Officer of the British troops in the Cape. Scobell blamed Smuts for failing to advise his troops of the 
danger of wearing khaki clothes. 
 
 
 
 
 
Baxter’s grave in Aberdeen: 
 

                                      



CAPTURED PENKOPPE: 
 
The following are a few of the many who were captured : 
 

1. Barend Jacobus Bester POW no 24502 aged 17 years from the farm Leliekloof Cradock 
captured with Lotters commando tried on 20th September 1901 and sentenced to death 
commuted to Penal Servitude for life on Bermuda for High Treason reduced to two years.( 
No 7 on photo) 

 
2. Jacobus Daniel Marais POW 24925 18 years from the farm Zamenkomst  Cradock same as 

above.( No 6 on photo) 
 

3. Enger Brazelle POW 24562 aged 18 years same as above. 
(No 15 on photo) 

       
     4. Stephanus Francois Marais POW 24923 from the farm  
         Langkloof Cradock aged 18 years same as above (no 22 on  
          photo) 
 
      5. Stephanus Cornelius Schoeman POW            aged 17 years      
        tried 17th Sept 1901 guilty of being active in arms and murder        
        sentenced to death by hanging commuted to imprisonment for  
        the duration of the war and 20 lashes.( No 24 on photo) 
 
 
 

              
 
                                  Source: Commandant Johannes Lotter and his Rebels: Taffy and David Shearing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BERMUDA: 
Children Prisoners of War landed up in the Overseas and local Concentration  camps as is clearly 
shown in the following: 
 
                                                                                                                                                                            
Children Prisoners on Darrel’s Island Bermuda. 
 
               

                         
 
 
 
BERMUDA: 
The oldest and youngest Boer Prisoners of war 80 years and 8 and 9 years respectively. 
 
 

                                   
 
 
 



PENKOPPE IN THE CONCENTRATION CAMPS: 
 
 

 
 
 

                                            
 
 

The contribution of the Penkoppe to the Boer war- effort was immeasurable. They were the icons 
for the Boer cause. 
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                                                 They May Not Be Forgotten. 
 
 
             

 


