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X . 

Odds and E n d s , 
Diyatalawa became historic ground on account of what happened 

in four years. Whatever public opinion had to say, and this was by no 
means little when a prisoner-of-war camp in Ceylon was originally 
rmo&ed, there were few, projects which proved a more striking suc­
cess, and eventually received more whole-hearted support, than the 
discovery and development of Diyatalawa, A greab service had been 
rendered to the Empire at a critical .moment, and in the happy way of 
blundering along without design or plan, a great service was rendered 
to generations yet unborn. 

When Diyatalawa ceased to do service as a concentration camp, 
aod the Boer prisoner-of-war, with the guards who watched them, had 
departed, it became a ghost-town of unoccupied huiss—a striking pic­
ture of deaolation and abandonment. There wag considerable specula­
tion as to what would be the nexb move. Rumour had it tha t the heads 
and staff, and the advisers of the War and Colonial Offices, were con­
templating an order which would obliterate this admirably nfcted-oub 
encampment. A proposal was in fact made to dismantle the buildings 
and sell the material on the spot. : The press, vehemently protesting, 
declared such action a thousand pities, and even worse. 

Pacts were marshalled to show tha t a providential solution lay at 
hand for solving the objection to Nuwara Eliya, which was being used 
at tha t time as a Sanatorium for ' T o m m y Atk ins ' . In marked con­
trast, Diyatalawa offered a climate which was not blanket ted for 
months on end with mist and rain during the monsoon, or which was 
uncomfortably damp and cold. I t was urged tha t nothing could esceed 
the convenience which Diyatalawa offered, with a first-class broad-
gauge railway touching its limits and communicating direct with the 
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Port oE Colombo, for the movement of troops at short notice. Here lay 
fine opportunity, so public opinion declared, for establishing a Ceylon 
Mili tary Sanatorium, a model of its kind, an example to the whole 
Empire , and the best possibly in the Indian and Eas tern world. 

Other sober-minded folk, who took stock in the light of opportuni­
ties for developing the country, prophesied to what extent Diyatalawa 
would expand if it was selected as a permanent Military Camp and 
Sanator ium. They foresaw a market which would promote the estab­
lishment of stock and poultry farms, of orchards and fruit gardens ; and 
how residential bungalows and cottages were bound to spring up in 
the environs. These and more were the predictions made 45 years 
ago. - ' 

Even the most obstinate opinion could not gainsay the wisdom and 
the tact with which the Governor, Sir "West Ridgeway, followed up one 
step of foresigbted s ta tesmanship by another which has conferred such 
immense benefit on the Island, In response to the clamour, a three­
fold scheme was authorised by His Excellency detailing the probable 
uses to which the camp would be put in the future. I t was to serve as 
a 'rest camp' for the Military and the Imperial Navy in Eas tern Waters ; 
an encampment for the Ceylon Volunteers (later known as the Ceylon 
Defence Foree) ; and lastly aa a place, of recess for the Survey De­
par tment . 

The last proposal was the only one which excited doubt and com­
ment. The disadvantages which the junior officers, who from the bulk 
of the staff, would have Go f-ice were prominently pictured. I t was 
shown that they were by no'means overpaid, tha t the necessaries of life 
in the camp and its neighbourhood were not in general easily procurable 
at rates at which they were sold elsewhere. Disapproval was voiced in 
a series of questions : Are all these men to be compelled to live for 
three months of each, year at a cost exceeding their ordinary expendi­
ture ? Is the public exchequer-to meet this by a payment of batta to 
which they are noB, .under the existing regulations, ent i t led? Wha t 
about their families ? Wha t of those to whom-these thres months of 
Vecess' are the only time during which they have an opportunity of 
seeing anything of the ordinary town life? 

The essentially modem Diyatalawa which has materialised from 
tbe empty shell which was left by the Boer prisoner-of-war, owes its 
modernity So the presence of the Military, Naval and Survey Camps 
within its barkers. Foreign goods, garden produce, beer, Scotch whisky 
and tobacco, replace markets for quaint curios, bone and wooden trinkets 
merchandised by the Boer craftsmen. Tapering firs'and pines, and giant 
gums hide tbe original bare " town of silver sheen ''.■ Electricity illu­
minates it at night. And there can be no question tha t in the years 
which have clothed it in its present modern garb, Diyatalawa has been 
voluntary witness bo many other great services to the Empire at critical 
periods of stress and anxiety. 

The visionary who predicted the development of the neighbourhood, 
if he be still alive to remark: " I told you eo ! ", has but to take you on 
the rolling downs and let your eye scan the private houses and cottages ; 
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which have sprung, up, sheltering in the valleys or behind wind-belts. 
He will i l lustrate the great demand and short supply of building sites 
by quoting the soaring price of land—since the beginning when sixty 
rupees an acre was considered a good price. The dream of garden and 
orchard has taken tangible form on tbe gently undulating greatly increas­
ed bill-slopes, and the pioneer efforts of the Uva Orange Farm specialis­
ing in lime juice products have proved the commercial possibilities, with 
modern methods of manufacture, of fruits collected from the orchards. 

And as the eye moves round scanning the lower valley, it will pick 
up the clear out line of motorable road, built on the gravel track laid by 
the Boers. This road places within a distance of four miles, a comfort­
able and well-ordered hotel for the visitor who would see Diyatalawa— 
an Imperial experiment of the Boer War, and the result of Governmental 
afterthought. 

; XI . 

Travelled. Gentlemen. 
For some considerable time after the Boer prisoners-of-war left 

Ceylon, books, periodicals and letters sent or written to friend and 
acquaintance conveyed news of their home-coming, and threw light on 
their experiences in settling down to the altered conditions in South 
Africa. Repatriation Boards had been established to replace the far­
mers on their farms, and relief works had been organised on a large 
scale in the Orange Biver Colony to provide work for the Boer who 
might otherwise find himself unemployed. The Bri t isher who had 
already established himself in South Africa jocularly referred to the 
repatriated Boers as ' travailed gentlemen ". 

The case of Jan Coetzee, a Boer farmer who was a prisoner-of-war 
in Ceylon, is typical of the experiences of many others who had set out 
to re-establish themselves, their families and household, on their farms 
which had been left abandoned for several years*. Coetzea had been 
discharged at a port in Africa after an uncomfortable sea-voyage—in 

.fact many of the Boers made very bad sailors, and did not want to see 
the ' big dam ', as they called the sea, any more. 

Like his comrades in misfortune, Jan had been fairly generously 
treated by the Repatriat ion Board. He had signed a bond for £5Q and 
had received in exchange two mules, two long-horned oxen, a plough, six 
bags of seed-wheat, six of mealies, three of seed-potatoes, one of flour, 
some sugar, coffee, candles and soap. He knew his bond would never 
be called for. 

J an , his vrouw in rusty black gown and wide brimmed bonnet, with 
their hinders, and a Zulu waggon driver who is also general fafttotum, 
were bivouacked at a forsaken wayside station on the Central South 
African Railway. At dawn the following day, the mules and tbe oxen 
were yoked to a waggon. Tbe family stowed themselves away on bags 
and blankets, and the Zulu tugging at the reins looped round the horns 
of the ' leaders ' of this mixed team, set the procession going. 
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The road was easy, 'ifc was jus t a track from which the under­
growth had been worn by traffic. In the wake of the procession a cloud 
of impalpable powder was stirred up by the wheels and hoofs. .After 
three hours driving they all caught Bight of their goal. The waggon 
rattled down a slope to what was Jan ' s home. H e looked at the change 
wrought during the interval of .absence, and contemplated war 's toll. 
He saw an empty ruda catt le kraal with a stone mo.rfcarless fence. The 
framework of a brick house part ly stripped of its thatched roof. An 
acre of laud which had once been cultivated, but was now choked with 
weeds. A patch of slender sfcemmed trees in a hollow, and a dam 
breached by the rains, holding up a shallow sheet of water. 

The vrpuw entered her house followed by the bairns. There was a 
general taking of stock. I n the living room nothing remained but a 
settee. The room beyond was stark bare. Shell explosion or fire had 
carried off a part of the roof, but it certainly hadn' t removed the furni­
ture . These, most likely, had been annexed by the Kaffir predatory 
bands who had made the most of the advantage which was offered to 
them. 

The Government having placed J a n and his family on the farm 
whence they came, with stores enough to meet their wants for a month, 
made it clear that their share of work bad been done. Ifc was at this 
stage left to Jan , and his comrades all over the country, to do something. 
Their position was desperate. The rains were due very shortly. Delay 
to prepare the ground for seed spelt no harvest. Both the mules were 
worn out and glanders was rife in the district. The oxen were poor, 
many of them in the clutch of rinderpest. Happily, the beasts which 
Jan had selected were heal thy. Within a few hours of their arrival he 
had settled down to a job. The oxen stolidly paced up and down the 
little field. Wi th luck, the corn waB going to sbow itself in tender 
green clumps before the month had run out, 

Many a keen observer of the trend of affairs was known to remark : 
" T h e s e ruined Boers are certainly undismayed and dignified under 
disaster.-. Few other peoples would display sucb fortitude and bear such 
heavy losses with so even a mind" . 

"Yet another reference to a Boer repatriated from Ceylon is made by 
Mr. E . F . Knight , the popular special correspondent to the Morning Post 
in those days . Writ ing to that paper from South Africa, he described 
how on a. visit to a Boer's farm, he was greeted by the farmer and his 
sturdy boy a. The Rouxvilla Repatriation Commission had allowed 
them eight oxen with which to begin ploughing. " He has brought a 
good deal of land under cultivation since his return from Ceylon" , said 
Mr. Knight, " and he made us a very welcome present of some of the 
fine potatoes and onions which he had produced. Like the other farmers 
I met, bo was hopeful of the future ". 

The scheme behind the relief work in the Orange River Colony was 
based on efforts to improve the Government Fa rms , while giving 
employment and a means of livelihood to the Boers released from con­
centration camps,, The main idea was tio build dams on the farms and 
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irrigate aa much of it as possible on a co-operative basis, and then to 
cut it up into lots for settlers. Eaob of these relief schemes was placed 
under a Brit ish Officer who was both organiser and administrator. 
Besides, he was also paymaster, as a large number of things had to be 
bought and paid for—spades, horses, forage, etc. His staff included an 
engineer, a store-keaper, and a time-keeper, as well as clerks. 

Most of the relief schemes at t racted a large number of Boers, who 
came with their wives and children. The men got good pay, 4s. 6d. a 
day, and the " b o s s e s " , 7s. 6d. a day. Drawing conclusions from a 
letter describing one of these schemes, it would appear t ha t the main 
job was to get the dam built for the irrigation works. The writer says : 
" The first sod has been cut, and we calculate that ifc will take 18 months 
to 2 years to get the work finished. I n the early stages, unt i l the 
engineer was ready with the levels, the labour was turned on to planting 
up a garden, the idea being to ensure a supply of vegetables to the 
inmates of the camp. I t was reckoned tha t each man would have to 
pay only nine pence per week for his vegetables, and that be would get 
a selection pf potatoes, onions, pumpkins, sweet potatoes, cabbage, 
cauliflower or beetroot. Pre t ty cheap ! Bu t of course Government 
supplied seed and manure gratis. We have also got a grocer and a 
butoher's shop - so, as you see, we are getting on " . 

The following exbraots are culled from a letter written by J . N . van 
Zyl of Fourisburg, a Boer repatriate who had spep.6 2 i years as a 
prisoner-of-war in Ceylon: " I am glad to say that the Boers who 
returned to South Africa from Oeylon are quite reconciled to Brit ish 
rule. A good percentage of the claims have been paid out and the pro­
mises made to us in Ceylon have been amply fulfilled, so tha t we 
have no cause for complaint with the Governmen t " . Another prisoner-
of-war writes : " Funny how friendly we are now, when only a short 
time ago we, Bri t ish and Boer, were doing our best to shoot one 
a n o t h e r ! " The irreconcileables had dwindled down to a great mino­
rity and apparently were " mostly young men with more bravado than 
sense" . 

Many a letter which was writ ten by the Boer on his return, to 
friends in Oeylon, made very feeling references to the hospitality t h e y 
had received when they were banished from their home and friends— 
" being daily reminded of this fact, by the barbed wire enclosure " . One 
of the moss pleasing gestures on reoord was a simple souvenir : ,a 
photograph of the Paar l Gymnasium Boys1 High School, Cape Colony, 
which was sent to Mr. 0 . F . Vanderwert , then residing at Hill Street, 
Colombo, with the following lines penned on the back of i t : " a s a small 
remembrance of your highly appreciated kindness shown to my brother 
while a prisoner on your I s l and—H. K. J . Van der Spuy " . 

The ' brother ' referred to was a Boer prisoner-of-war at Diyata* 
lawa. On parole he made the acquaintance of Mr. Vanderwert who did 
what little he could to make this Boer's brief Btay in Colombo as plea­
sant as passible. Few incidents had surprised the recipient of the 
souvenir more than this evidence of how much these homely folk appreci­
ated a little kindness* 
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X I I . 

T h e L a s t Cal l . 

Soldiers, sailors and civilians in vary large numbers, have carried 
away memories of Diyatalawa with its billowy waefce of patanas, and 
its amphitheatre of girdling mountain ranges. I t is doubtful if there 
be any of th is vast crowd, who have not made pilgrimage to the pictures­
que cemetery a l i t t le beyond tbe Survey Department Offices and 
quarters . I t is readily picked out by the isolated clump of fir trees sur­
rounded by patana whioh carpet the grCiind below them with a mosaic 
of sunlight and shadow. 

When the Boer camp was originally planned, this secluded site on 
a quiet knoll was requisitioned as a sleeping place (or those who would 
never ie&ve tbe scene of their transient abode. Here, as month gave 
way to month, one migh.fi have seen row upon row of tombstones rise. 

On the southern side of this hallowed acre there are 133 graves 
in six lines, separated by pathways paved with white stones, where She 
Boers were buried. On the northern side there are two lines of Bri t ish 
dead mosuly from the regiments on guard. Nearly all who were buried 
here when Diya'talawa was a prisoner-of-war camp had succumbed to 
6ba epidemics of enteric fevar. Victor and vanquished thus lie side by 
side having responded to the " last call ". 

The peacefufness of the surroundings of this cemetery kindles an 
indefinable sadness as the eye scans the lines of crosses. Each one of 
the Boer graves has the same Celtic oross above it and a board which 
bears particulars of the man lying underneath, together with a refer­
ence to a text from Holy Wri t . The cross and the carved inscription 
were originally of wood, the handiwork of the Boers themselves. I t 
was possible to piok oat fihe inscriptions whiah had been carved by one 
and the same unknown craftsman. More recently, a concrete cross and 
slab have replaced the wooden memorial. 

A closer study of the inscriptions of the Boers who sleep their lasli 
so far away from their homeland shows that they are nearly all familiar 
Dutch names coming down from families who were the pioneers of 
South Africa and had been in the Great Trek. 

There are many names reminiscent of the great figures of the war, 
and some of which are of special interest to Ceylon. In the Boer 
section there is but one name which is typically Eng l i sh : George 
Dickaon, but he was a Free Stater from Bethlehem. Robinson is 
another, but bis ChrisSian namea, Daniel Johannes , show tha t he too 
was born a Dutchman. There are two inscriptiods bearing the name 
Kruger, and one with the name Oronje—a Gommandanfc. The name 
Olivier, and Pretor ius , is repeated over aod over again upon the tablets . 
Among the Christ ian names there were several which were scriptural . 
Ih is not difficult to imagine the mood of the Boer father who named his 
son Belshazzar. 

The youngest in this roll of dead is Douw van der Wal t of Bloem" 
ouisein, aged 16 years. Abraham J, Wiessener of Thaba Norm, O.V.S.* 
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was another who was but a lad of 16. Pathet ic to recall, it was mostly 
the youth that appear to have fallen victims to the stream of death 
which enteric fever let loose, and several who died between September, 
1900", and. February the following year were still in their teens. The 
oldest man to be buried here was 90 years of sge.—David J, Henop of 
Kroon Sftad, O.V.S. Another veteran who had answered^his country 's call 
and would appear to have died irreconcilable on the 10th of December, 
1902, or seven months after be was free to leave, was Pieter Jordaan 
Dordrecbe of K.K., aged 87 years . ' 

One of the most remarkable ta'bleta is erected over the grave of 
W. J . R. Breta of Bloemfontein. It shows him as having been 144 years 
old. His death is the last recorded, with the date : 17th December, 1902. 
To have twice outlived the Psalmists ' span of life is indeed a very unique 
reckoning; but the probabilities are that this is one of the many errors 
wbioh have been introduced during periodical renovation by the irres­
ponsible and indifferent. 

The tragedy of these simple inscriptions can be traced in many 
.other diverse ways. For instance, imagine the blank despair of a 
Christmas ushered in with five funerals, preceded by six on tbe 23rd of 
December. Contemplate the coincidence of Jacobus F . Greyling and 
Jacobus L. Greyling being buried on one and the aame day. They were 
both Free Staters , the first 25 years of age, from Wepner ; the second 
23 years old, from Ficksburg. Were they brothers ? And there is tbe 
case of the two Prinsloes of Ficksburg, one aged 18 who died on tbe 
15th of March 1901, the other agad 51 who died 3 days later. Were 
they father and son ? And did the father not will to live when his son 
was taken away ? 

There are many names on the list which are familiar locally: 
Laurens, van den Berg, Soeyn, van Wyk, vau'Rooyen, de Bruin, Wille, 
de Klerk. Three bore the surname Nel : Andries J . Nel, Jan I . Nel 
and Johannes H. Nel. There are two de Jongs, one from Rousville, 
the other from Bathulle who died within a fortnight of each other, the 
one 44 and the other 38 years of. age. 

Five graves are marked by marble or stone monuments which have 
replaced the simple cross. One of these commemorated the burial place 
of General Oliver's son.. In 1918, t-he Government of SouSb Africa 
caused a stone obelisk to be erected in a eentralposi t ion overlooking 
these graves. On three sides of it, marble slabs with leaded lettering 
display a full list of all those Boer prisoners-of-war who lost their lives 
in captivity or on parole. 

The locks in the gateway of the wired boundary have somewhat 
rusted, proving tbat the cemetery has.not been put to very frequent use 
after the Boer camp was closed nearly four decades ago. Yet, though 
the years have rolled by, they have not staled interest in th is—the one 
and only visible link with tbe Boer prisonera-of-war in Ceylon. As one 
passes out of this well ordered sanctuary, far away from the bustle and 
din of urban activity, who will gainsay that it is better that these Boers 
should lie here, amidst the lemon-scented grasses which scatter their 
fragrance when the tussocks wave in tbe wind, than in the congested 


