
Scapegoats of the Empire 

Author background: 

First published in 1907 in Australia: Its author, George Witton, wrote it after returning from three years in 
military jail in England, following his prosecution for the killing of prisoners during the Second Boer War 
of 1899-1902.  Witton had served first in the Australian artillery, then joined the Victorian Imperial 
Bushmen as an NCO before being commissioned as officer in the Bushveldt Carbineers in 1901.  

Author motivation: 
The book presents Witton’s account of the events leading to his arrest, trial and imprisonment, as well as 
his experience in jail. Witton was one of three officers (along with Harry “Breaker” Morant and Peter 
Handcock) sentenced to death, following accusations that they had violated the rules of war by shooting 
Boer prisoners.  Witton and his co-defendants claimed that British military commanders had issued orders 
not to take prisoners, and authorized harsh measures against Boer guerilla tactics.  Morant and Handcock 
were executed in 1902; Witton’s sentence was commuted to life imprisonment.  The book asserts Witton’s 
innocence on the charges against him. 

Book’s Context:  

The Second Boer War pitted the citizen-soldiers of the independent republics, Transvaal and the Orange 
Free State, against the forces of the British Empire. The early phases of the war featured pitched battles and 
sieges, as Boer forces equipped with modern rifles and artillery inflicted defeats on British troops who were 
using out-of-date tactics, and then cut off and besieged the cities of Ladysmith, Mafeking and Kimberley. 
Once British reinforcements began arriving from across the Empire, these sieges were lifted, and the tide of 
the war turned.  Boer logistical capacity and manpower was stretched, so they were unable to face the 
British in conventional pitched battles.  Instead, Boer commandos waged guerilla war, living off the land 
and attacking British supply routes, with the goal of extending the war to the point that British and global 
anti-war sentiment might force British commanders to offer favorable peace terms. Frustrated by this turn, 
British commanders also turned to new methods of warfare—recruiting their own irregular forces 
(including the Bushveldt Carbineers), rounding up Boer civilians into the first “concentration camps” to 
prevent their providing support to the mobile commandos, demanding oaths of loyalty from Boer civilians, 
and also authorizing soldiers to treat Boers waging irregular war not as regular combatants entitled to the 
protections of the Hague Convention, but as spies, criminals or traitors. The results were a blurring of the 
lines between civilian and soldier, and accusations of atrocities on both sides; many Boer women and 
children died in the concentration camps, as reported by humanitarian activist Emily Hobhouse in The 
Brunt of the War and Where it Fell.   British media, though, remained largely supportive of the war, 
reporting incidents in which Boer commandos allegedly used exploding, dum-dum bullets; reneged on 
oaths of loyalty; and dressed in British uniforms, or faked surrender, to get to close quarters and kill British 
soldiers.  Witton’s account demonstrates how this climate of “pseudospeciation” affected those who fought 
the war, and were then held accountable. 

What the book does: 

Questions  

1) An “unreliable narrator” is an author whose credibility has been compromised.  Witton writes directly 
from his experience; what, if anything, in the text makes you question his credibility? 

2) Witton provides a long summary of the defense counsel Major Thomas’s argument, including the 
statement “I fear there is a great deal of rather mawkish sentimentality about some of these Boer bands, 
who do so much to keep this prolonged war going in spite of the marvellously good treatment the British 
have extended towards their people, wives and children.” (ebook, 64). Does empathy for an adversary 
fighting against the odds always hamper a war effort?  

3) To whom or what, in Witton’s narrative, did Breaker Morant remain loyal?  What other adjectives would 
you apply to Morant – or to Witton?  


