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Boer War

unsuccessfu!  attempt  In
escape, 1o Ceylon, where over
10000 Boer prisoners were
being held. He does not refer
much o his unsuccessful big
for freedom, dut we know
from bis sister that he and sev-
eral others tried to dig a tuane!
under the barbed wire fence
during feigned visits to the
camp latrines and were dis-
covered after one of their
number ratted on them.
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A rare find from the

DAVID SAXS

or most of the decade,

2 major project has

been underway o
docsment the history of
South Africa’s rural Jewish
communities belore it is irre-
trievably lost.

The project has been head-
ed by the South Alrican
Friends of Beth Hatefutsoth,
whose membecs, mainly vol-
unteers, have pursued it with -
remarkable thoroughness and 9

zeal, In the course of thetr
work, much important docu-
mentation has been uaearthed,
maost recently a collection of
“around 20 Boer War letters
written from the front by the
young Jeannot (John}
Weinberg, a Jewish boy from
Bloemfoniein, fighting for the
Boers.

no idea that the letters he was
regularly sending off to his
anxious " parents would one
day become the object of
scholarly scrutiny. Numbering
some 20 in all, they would
seem [0 be the only surviving
body of correspondence by a
Jewish saldier during the war,
certainly from among the 300
or so who served on the Boer
side.

Weinberg wrote not in
Dutch. but in Gerrman, uniil
April 5, 1900 and thereafter in
English (the former have since
heen  translated). They arc
also. with one or two excep-
lions. comparatively legible,
which is a bonus: many an his-
torian well knows the (eelh-
grinding frustration of being
confronted with handwriting
so iltegible as to rendler prima-
ry documents eflectively
worthless. -

Weinherg's war did not
last very long, but he had a
busy time of it while it did.
There is a touch of swagger
in his early letters from the
front (“I have smell the pow-
der and it does not appear all
that dangerous™), but they
become more serious as the
true face of warfare revenls
itsell. He served in the west-
ern sector, centring around
the siege of Kimberley, and
took part in the famous bat-
tles of Modder River and
Magersfonicin.

Listed as
one of
‘seven brave
Bloemfontein
boys’

Following  the Tormer
engagement, he was listet as
one of the “seven hrave

Bloemfontein  boys”™ whoe
defended a koppie against an
enlire regiment in the local
paper. Weinberg himself com-
mented that it was not a case
of bravery, but of sheer stupid-
ity since, had a cavalry detach-
ment soddenly stormed in_ all
seven brave boys would have
been easily captured.

He also showed consider
able sympathy for his beaten
apponents,  following  the
Magersfontein  battle {“It's
reaiiy terrible how the English
military are bheing treaied™
and claimed that the Brilish
had thrust Ltheir most fnexperi-
enced troops right into the fir-
ing line like lambs to the
proverbial staughter.

On the POW
list his name
is given as
‘Johannes
Weinherg’

Unfortunately, there is a
gap in the correspondence
hetween December |7 (just
after Magersfontein) and April
3. by which time Weinberg
was sitting in a Bloemfontein
Jail. courtesy of the Britisk
occupation force.

It is not kaown. therefore,
how he saw or was invaived in
the  eventual  reliel”  of
Kimberley, the caprure of
General Cronjé and 4 000
Boers a! Paardeberg and ihe
fall of Bloemfontein,

From the official British
POW list {where his name is
given as “Johannes
Weinherg™)., we do know that
he was captured shortly helore
the surrender of the capital.
From his sisler. Bertha
Sieradzki. we learn thar he

was released on parole and
then rearrested when he was
overheard making cheeky
remarks about British soldiers.

A copy of Bertha
Sieradzki's memoirs, writlen
nearly 60 years later, has also
been obtained from the

Weinberg would have had Jeannet Weinberg (standing, arms foided) as a Boer POW in Cape Town, 1900.

Friends of Beth Hatefutsoth
and is useful in filling in some
of the gaps.

Things went from bad 1o
worse for young Weinberg as
he was sent first to the POW
camp in Green Point, Cape
Town, and then, following an

Remainder of ~
correspondence
deals with
Weinberg's
internment

The remainder of the corre-
spondence - nearly two-thirds

of the total - deals wiih
Weinberg's  internment. A
high-spirited and capable

young man. he took imprisgn-
ment in his stride at first but as
{ime wore on the boredom and
futilily of the POW’s life, not
to  mention

homesickness.
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hegan lo make itself fel. He
was also, to his dismay, classi-

fled as “Russian™ by the
British because of his place of
hirth and moved to Ragama
Camp with the rest of the Tor-
cign volunteers, whom he
thoroughly disliked (“They
are, withow! exaggeration, the
scum of the scum,” he wrote,

Second Werld War, already in
his 60s, was in the Home
Guard. He died in 1961, aged
80.

Weinherg's letiers, together
with sundry docements and
photographs from the period,
have heen lent to the Friends
of Beth-Halefutsoth hy two of

" his children, Albert Weinberg
dnd-Brenda Blumberg, both of
Joharnesburg.

“and it is my
unfortunate lot
to have lo mix
with therm now

that T have
avoided  them |
since our

arrival here,™)

W hile
Weinberg. like
most Jews in
the Boer forces,
was a some-
what assimilai-
cd Jew, there
are  neverthe-
less several ref-
eronces to
Jewish issucs,
in particular the
virtual impossi-
hility of keep-
ing Yomtov in
captivily,
“Passover s

near  and  no
muaizos,” he
remarks for
example in

February 1901.
“1 am becoming
a regular hea-
then, all  the
cause of the
British.”

Alter a short
spell i Germany,
where his famnily
had refocated In
the latter stages
of the war
Weinberg
returned |
South  Africa
and entered the |
hatel husiness
with consider-
able  success,
He ran  hotels
in De  Aar.
Kimbertey.
Vryburg  and |
eventually
Kuruman,
where he was
mayor for four
ymv.rs.

His military
carcerwas by |
ne means ended.
During the First
World War, he
scrved  in the
South West
Adirica campaign
as a captain in
the Kalahari
Iforse Regiment
and during the

Apart Trom Boer Wur
material. they include severni
items relating o his First
World War service and even
three letters concerning the
now practically forgoticn
Swaziland uprising of {8Y8,
in which he served as a volun-
teer.

The laller event was
Weinberg's fivst time in uni-
formy although no fighting

actunlly ook place and his let-
ters, shost bul full of the hoast-
[ulness extherance of
youth, make up a rare and
engaging slice of Africana in
their own right.

Copies of all the carre-
spondence have been mnde
and the collection as a whole
will form part of an exhihi-
tien on the role of Jews in
the Angio-Boer War, o pro-

gt

joet ol the 8A Jewish Roard
af Deputies, with input from
the [Fricnds af Beth
Hatelutsolth,

The nificial apening of
this exhibition will he on
Suntday evening, Novembher
7. with Professor Richard
Mendelsohn, al the
University of Cape Town,
delivering  the  keynole
address. Anyone inlerested in

attending or vicwing the
exhihition can coufact the
Board of Deputies for

details.



