
THE IMPERIAL LIGHT HORSE REGIMENTAL MUSEUM 

By Pam Beck 

On Saturday 24
th

 September 2011 Lieutenant-Colonel Heinrich Janzen welcomed 33 SEWFHS 

members, family and friends to the Imperial Light Horse Regimental Museum in Kelvin. 

Being Heritage Day, Heinrich re-iterated the importance of preserving all of South Africa’s 

history and followed this with a potted history of the Regiment which was interspersed with 

a number of interesting and humorous anecdotes. Each one of us present was gripped by 

the passions which our narrator demonstrated for preserving the history and artifcats of this 

proud Regiment. 

He began by telling us that the Regiment was 

formed on 21
st

 September 1899 -113 years ago- 

shortly before the onset of the Second Anglo Boer 

War. This is the most senior regiment in the SANDF. 

Five men, Colonel Sir Aubrey Woolls-Sampson, 

Major Walter ‘Karri’ Davis, Sir Percy Fitzpatrick, 

Lieutenant-Colonel James Donaldson DSO and 

Major Charles Mullins VC were the founding 

members of the Imperial Light Horse. (Captains of 

the mining industry, Sir Alfred Beit, Frank Rhodes, 

Julius Wernher and Dr Leander Starr Jameson, to 

name a few, gave their full support). Of the 5 000 

colonial volunteers who answered the ‘call to arms’ 

at the Pietermaritzburg show grounds only 444 

officers and men were selected to serve under the 

command of Col. J.J. Scott-Chisholme. 

Unfortunately the Colonel was killed while leading the Regiment into battle at Elandslaagte 

on 23
rd

 October 1899. There are many stories of heroic actions from both sides. It was at the 

Battle of Elandslaagte that two IHL troopers were awarded the Victoria Cross for bravery. 

They were Captain Charles Mullins and Captain Robert Johnston. A third VC was awarded 

posthumously to Trooper H. Albrecht for his courageous effort at Wagon Hill in January 

1900. Surgeon-Captain T.J. Crean was presented with his VC for his courage and bravery 

shown while he attended the wounded on the battlefield at Tygerskloof (near Bethlehem) in 

December 1901. What accolades for the men of this young Regiment! 

1904 was an auspicous year for the ILH when Princess Christian presented the King’s Colour 

to the Regiment on 28
th

 September. The royal standard has been incorporated into the 

Regimental badge. To this day they are the only regiment permitted to carry the Union Jack 

on parade. 

A hut tax levied on the Zulu people by the Government of Natal under Sir Henry McCallum in 

1906 caused the onset of the infamous Bambatha Rebellion and 3 squads from the ILH were 

called in to join other Transvaal volunteers to help the Natal police quell the rebellion. 



By 1907 the South African armed forces were disbanded with the exception of four 

regiments of which the ILH was one. Three years later the new goverment of the Union of 

South Africa created the National Defence Force. The ILH Troopers assisted in quashing the 

Rand Rebellion in 1913. They successfully chased the rebels all the way into German West 

Africa (GWA) via Prieska. With the advent of WW1 in 1914 the Regiment was sent back into 

GWA to fight against the German colonial soldiers before being shipped overseas to join the 

Allied armies fighting on the Western front. 

Between the two World Wars the infamous ‘Strike of 1922’ occurred and the Smuts 

Government was forced to declare martial law and call in the South African Defense Force to 

help subdue the strikers and return the entire Witwatersrand back to normality. 

During the 1924-5 royal visit by the Prince of Wales, HRH Prince Edward, troopers of the ILH 

were proud to form the Guard of Honour outside the Rand Club in Johannesburg. From the 

very beginning all the troopers were excellent shottists and throughout the years, they 

competed in international shooting competitions. The tropies are all on show. Military bands 

always stir the emotions and the band of the ILH was no exception. There are photographs 

in the museum of the band marching through the streets of Johannesburg with Bandmaster 

John Shaul VC in the lead. 

During WW2 the Regiment was involved in campaigns in the Western Desert and Italy. This 

time the men of the cavalry had to adapt their skills from charging into the battlefield astride 

horses to driving armoured cars and tanks which are heavy, cumbersome and difficult to 

manoeuvre. They faced the might of the Wehrmacht at Tobruk; they experienced the 

triumph of the battle of El Alamein and were frontline units in the Italian campaigns. The 

fight for Italy was long and hard at a time when Italy was experiencing the coldest winter in 

centuries. The largest South African military cemtery is in Castiglione. A recent mayor built a 

museum to commemorate the battle and he presented a painting of the cemetery to the 

ILH. 

During the 1947 Royal visit to South Africa the Regiment was presented with its second 

King’s Colour by King George VI. Honours bestowed on the ILH during the 1950’s included 

the freedom of the cities of Johannesburg, Mafeking and Ladysmith. 

The Republic of South Africa was born on 31
st

 May 1961. The new Minister of Defence, Frans 

Erasmus, a staunch Nationalist, wanted to disband the Regiment. Thankfully this didn’t 

happen. It was no longer politic to be known as ‘The Imperial Light Horse’ and so to appease 

the authorities, the title of ‘Imperial’ was removed and the ‘Light Horse Regiment’ came into 

being. Uniforms and ranks were changed and, sadly, the Minister of Defence ordered the 

battle honours of Elandslaagte and Mafeking to be permanently removed from the 

Regimental colours. A new national flag was initiated by P.W. Botha and he presented the 

national Colour to the LHR in 1969. This Colour has been framed and hangs in the museum. 

Heinrich recalled an amusing incident which occurred in Bloemfontein in 1988 on the 

occasion of the 50
th

 anniversary of the re-enactment of the Great Trek when the duty of 

raising the original 1938 Vierkleur flag was his. By the 11
th

 hour there was no sight of the old 

flag and with the Regimental honour at stake, a distraught Heinrich discovered a new flag on 



a table at the entrance. He decided to use it and hoped no one would notice. He had a 

chuckle after the parade when he overheard a general voicing his amazement at the pristine 

state of a flag so old! 

The current home of the ILH was purchased during the 1980’s. The original premises were 

built in the 1930’s to house well-bred young ladies who had a preference for alcoholic 

beverages. Not too much is known about the buildings except that from time to time a 

number of soldiers have encountered phenomena of a spiritual nature! An overwhelming 

smell of feminine perfume sometimes wafts down through the building. Another strange 

story occurred one evening when the band was practising for a parade, Suddenly a loud 

clatter of horses’ hooves drowned the noise of the band. Everyone stopped playing and in 

the silence that followed they heard footsteps in the passage towards the closed door into 

the practice room. Needless to say the bandsmen dropped their instruments and fled the 

room! Is there a ghost in the house? 

The original dining room the two large pantries and an enclosed verandah is home to the 

museum. A wonderful array of Regimental memorabilia that has been collected, donated or 

rescued from dump sites have been placed in cabinets standing against the dining room 

walls. There is a collection of Regimental silver and two fruit slavers that reputedly came 

from Napoleon’s table, sports trophies and kettledrums that drummed the soldiers onto the 

battlefields at Balaclava. There is a springbok sports blazer and a citation awarded to a 

Sergeant Nel after he attempted to save men injured after an accidental explosion during a 

military exercise. 

Not every moment int he ILH family was a serious affair; there were a lot of lighter moments 

too. A humorous example was a tradition at the close of Reigmental dinners. Attending 

officers were encouraged to demonstrate their riding prowess by riding the two little 

wooden rocking horses, known as the ‘Panzer Perdjies’ across the polished floor of the 

dining room! 

A photographic history of the ILH is displayed on the walls in the room that was the kitchen. 

Here are display cases containing medals and citations that have been awarded to the men 

of the Regiment over the past 113 years. 

Adjacent to this is a special collection of battered military musical instruments. Who among 

us has not been stirred with patriotic fervour at the sight and sound of a military band on 

parade? Sadly military parades are few and far between these days because most of South 

Africa’s military bands became defunct in 1989 and the instruments were haphazardly 

dumped into storage. Fortunately Heinrich managed to save some of the instrument plus six 

fanfare trumpets each inscribed with the donor’s name.  

 


