
	
	 	

	
Harry	Renton	

Boer	War	Trooper,	Illustrator	
(1871-1931)	

	

	
	

	
	
There	are	surviving	photographs	of	Harry’s	mother,	5	sisters	and	3	brothers,	but	
none	of	Harry	presently.	This	may	be	because	he	spent	so	much	time	in	South	
Africa	after	the	Boer	War.	Harry’s	sister	Ella	was	the	author’s	great-grandmother.	
Much	is	known	of	beloved	Charlie,	killed	at	Ennemain	in	1917,	whose	remarkable	
letters	are	in	the	Imperial	War	Museum	collection	today	-	he	is	the	subject	of	
another	biography.	The	originals	were	bequeathed	to	the	author	by	Aunt	Judith	
Payne	and	cousin	Mike	Renton.	
	



Family	tree:	
	

	
	 	

This	family	tree	sketch	from	1960	was	supplied	
to	the	author	by	Mike	Renton	from	Bath,	UK	in	
March	2017.	I	am	“Jonathan”	(although	usually	
addressed	as	“Joss”)	shown	at	the	bottom	of	the	
figure;	three	other	siblings	are	not	shown	here.	
Note	that	“U.	Harry”	is	shown	but	without	any	
details.	In	fact,	he	married	and	had	children	as	
we	discuss	below.	Various	family	trees	under	
Ancestry.co.uk	get	Harry’s	details	mixed	up	
with	Charles’	details,	corrected	below.	
	
The	hand-drawn	tree	resolves	a	few	mysteries,	
in	particular,	the	connection	of	Mike	&	Hazel	
Egan	to	the	family,	Marjorie	&	Bob	Phillips,	and	
so	forth.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	 	



Renton	name:	
	
The	family	name	is	either	from	the	12th	C.	town	in	Berwickshire	or	from	the	Scottish	village	in	Dumbarton	south	of	
Loch	Lomond	near	Glasgow.	As	FindMap	shows,	most	Rentons	live	near	the	Berwickshire	location	today.	The	letter	
below	(from	Mike	Renton’s	father	Neil)	indicates	the	town	was	named	in	the	17th	C.	after	a	local	personality	maybe.	
The	letter	refers	to	the	“Maerse”,	Old	English	for	“border,”	as	this	area	sits	at	the	English-Scottish	border,	having	
once	been	part	of	Scotland,	but	absorbed	by	England	in	1482.	
	

	
	
	
	

	
According	to	this	link:	
http://www.stravaiging.com/history/castle/renton-peel	
only	Renton	House	and	Farm,	Coldingham,	Berwicks	(right	on	the	
A1)	survive	today.	There	are	a	number	of	historic	Rentons	with	
genealogies	dating	from	this	period	who	were	from	the	area.	It’s	
difficult	to	see	how	the	story	from	the	above	letter	fits	into	this	
timeline	if	“Rentoun”	is	the	historic	naming	in	a	map	drawn	in	
1654	(above	link).	
	
	
	
	
	
The	mystery	of	Harry	Renton:	
	
In	the	Renton	family,	Harry	is	something	of	a	mystery.	
There	are	no	surviving	photographs	and	few	references	
to	him	in	letters.	Few	Rentons	today	have	any	
knowledge	of	him.	One	of	those	is	Aunt	Judith	Payne	
(died	Sept	2017)	indicated	as	“Judy”	in	the	hand-drawn	
tree	above.	She	remembered	his	sketches	and	
impressively	illustrated	diaries.	It	was	this	memory	
alone	that	pushed	me	to	find	them	in	2017	–	see	below.	
	
A	rare	reference	to	Harry	comes	from	one	of	Charlie’s	
letters	from	the	trenches	on	6th	Jan,	1916	or	1917.	He	
sent	a	postcard	and	two	letters	to	Charlie	(see	below),	
presumably	from	South	Africa	since	he	emigrated	there	
in	1912.	
	 	



Harry	Renton’s	details	from	genealogy	websites:	
	
Harry’s	parents	Thomas	Renton	and	
Maria	(“Ouma”)	Kitson	were	married	
at	Bradford	Cathedral	on	16th	May,	
1863.	Harry	was	the	oldest	son	born	in	
1871	after	a	succession	of	daughters,	
shown	in	the	photograph	on	the	first	
page.	Curiously,	he	was	baptised	at	the	
same	cathedral	in	1876,	five	years	on,	
along	with	three	siblings	(right).	
	
In	1881,	at	the	age	of	9,	he	was	living	
with	the	family	at	6	Upper	Park	Gate,	
Bradford.		Thomas	is	a	Law	stationer	
and	a	billiard	room	keeper;	sister	
Florrie	is	a	Law	Stationer’s	assistant	
and	sister	Lizzie	is	a	student.		In	1891,	
at	the	age	of	19,	he	was	living	with	the	
family	in	London.	His	employment	is	
given	as	an	auctioner’s	clerk;	Florrie	
has	been	promoted	to	Law	writer;		Ella	
is	a	typewriter;	Lily	is	a	post	office	
telegraph	clerk;	Tranmer	is	a	joiner’s	apprentice.	In	the	1901	census,	all	family	members	are	listed	as	law	writers,	
(along	with	niece	Emily	H.	Parker)	except	for	Frank	the	bookkeeper.	Harry	no	longer	appears.	As	far	as	later	
immigration	record	shows,	Harry	trained	is	sometimes	referred	to	as	a	clerk	(“klerk”),	but	later	a	draughtsman	
consistent	with	his	excellent	illustrations	below,	I	guess.	
	

	
	
1900:	There	is	an	army	tradition	in	the	Renton	family	(uncle	Joe	in	the	
Black	Watch),	and	this	may	have	led	to	Harry	enlisting	for	the	Boer	War.	
He	entered	as	Trooper	22939	of	the	Imperial	Yeoman’s	(IY)	guard,	11th	
Company,	3rd	Battalion	(Yorks).	The	11th	Company	was	raised	in	1900	and	
sponsored	by	the	Queen’s	Own	Yorkshire	Dragoons.	The	use	of	“yeoman”	
derives	I	think	from	“young	men.”	The	IY	was	a	volunteer	mounted	cavalry	
force	(35,000	men	drawn	mostly	from	the	middle	to	upper	classes)	of	the	
British	Army	that	saw	action	in	the	Second	Boer	War,	with	a	massive	
reduction	of	men	in	1901	due	to	dissatisfaction.	Harry’s	IY	was	officially	
disbanded	in	1908,	consistent	with	a	record	of	Harry	looking	for	work	
then	in	the	Transvaal.	Some	IY	lived	on.	General	Allenby	was	initially	
sneering	of	the	IY	calling	them	“useless”	but	came	to	find	them	more	useful	
after	extensive	filtering	and	training.	Interestingly,	Harry’s	sketches	below	
appear	to	confirm	some	widely	held	views	of	the	army	regulars	and	
generals.	
	
I	have	searched	on	the	Boer	War	and	other	sites	for	more	details	of	Harry’s	
service	there.	Fortunately,	one	of	the	very	best	accounts	is	of	Trooper	
Thomas	Wood	who	must	have	known	Harry.	They	served	in	the	same	
company	(80-120	souls),	same	battalion	(300-800	souls),	same	time	period.	They	may	even	have	enlisted	together.	
I	have	included	Thomas’	diary	as	an	Appendix.	
	
Marriage:	
	
Harry	married	Johanna	Catharina	Ingram	on	17th	Jan,	1901.	The	Ancestry	record	(right)	is	the	only	proof	I	have	at	
the	moment.	Johanna	was	born	to	a	large	proud	family	of	Ingrams	that	date	their	origins	back	to	the	1820	Settlers	
to	South	Africa.	There	is	a	good	website	1820settlers.com	where	her	tree	is	given.	The	Ingrams	left	England	for	
South	Africa	due	to	the	severe	shortage	of	work	and	money	brought	on	by	the	Napoleonic	Wars.		
	



Whether	they	stayed	married	beyond	the	birth	of	their	two	
children	Tranmer	(1902)	and	Albertha	(1908)	is	not	clear.	
There	is	a	fair	amount	of	movement	between	Natal	or	
Durban	and	the	UK,	both	travelling	separately,	at	at	times	
they	are	referred	to	as	“single”	but	this	may	simply	indicate	
they	were	not	travelling	as	a	married	couple.	
	
Below,	I	show	the	ship’s	manifest	for	1910	when	Johanna	
and	children	travel	to	England.	They	are	recorded	in	the	
Renton	census	for	1911.	Here,	Johanna	is	shown	to	be	
married	with	her	two	children,	a	British	subject	with	a	
home	address	in	South	Africa.	As	the	oldest	male,	the	
document	is	written	and	signed	by	Charles;	he	was	soon	to	
be	drafted	into	the	War	–	see	the	separate	major	document	on	his	life.	

	
Johanna	also	returns	with	the	children	in	1911/12	(see	below),	travelling	2nd	Class,	as	shown	below.	

	
Is	it	possible	that	Harry	was	keeping	a	low	profile	to	avoid	being	drafted,	i.e.	hedging	his	bets	with	his	South	
African	residency?	He	does	return	in	1911,	but	appears	to	emigrate	for	good	in	1912.		
	
Death:	
	
There	is	a	death	certificate	for	Harry	(d.	1931),	and	a	death	notice	for	Johanna	(d.	1957).	At	the	time	of	their	
deaths,	Harry’s	wife	is	recorded	as	“Annie”	Renton	–	is	this	Johanna’s	nickname?	Johanna’s	husband	(see	below)	is	
recorded	as	Harry	Renton.	Brother	Frank	was	the	stationer	attorney	or	executor	of	the	will.	
	
	
	



	

	
	
	



	
	
	 	



APPENDIX:		Harry	Renton’s	illustrations	from	the	Boer	War		
	
I	spent	a	little	time	trying	to	interpret	these	sketches.	Humorous	and	cynical	sketches	were	all	the	rage	around	the	
turn	of	the	Century.	The	style	was	typified	by	Punch	magazine	that	kept	up	the	satire	for	a	few	centuries.		
	
Sketch	1:		 CIV	=	I	don’t	know	what	this	is?	
	
Sketch	2:		 IY	=	Imperial	Yeomanry,	Harry’s	unit.	
	
Sketch	3:	 IMR	=	I	don’t	know	what	this	is?	
	
Sketch	4:	 RR	=	Rough	Riders,	or	City	of	London	Yeomanry,	were	formed	in	1901	and	were	raised	for	the	Boer	
War	like	the	IY,	disbanded	in	1961.	See	here:	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_of_London_Yeomanry_(Rough_Riders)	
These	clasps	intended	for	the	cavalry	man’s	boots	were	also	placed	in	caps,	as	shown	in	the	sketches.	I	think	
Harry’s	reference	to	“Rather	Rough”	was	likely	to	be	a	comment	on	their	abilities,	rather	than	their	physicality.	
	

	
	
Sketch	5:		 “Private	Tucker”	occurs	in	a	few	Boer	War	stories.	E.g.	from	the	Anglo	Boer	War	forum:	
	
PRIVATE	TUCKER'S	BOER	WAR	DIARY,	the	Transvaal	War	of	1899,	1900,	1901	&	1902	with	the	Natal	Field	Forces	
(1980)	Todd	&	Fordham	
	
“Pte	Tucker	gives	a	day	by	day	account	from	joining	his	old	rifle	regiment	and	being	posted	to	SA.	The	book	has	
lots	of	illustration	but	I	am	sure	you'll	have	already	seen	them	in	other	publications.	And	like	a	good	Englishman,	
weather	features	large	in	his	diary	entries	-	I	wasn't	aware	it	was	so	wet	and	cold	during	Oct	to	Jan	in	SA.	However,	
what	I	found	sad	when	reading	this	book	was	mistakes	made	during	the	ABW	seem	to	have	repeated	themselves	
during	the	Great	War!	Pte	Tuckers	service	records	are	viewable	on	the	ancestry	website	his	service	number	is	802	
and	was	in	the	rifle	brigade.”	
		
Interestingly,	the	structure	and	feel	of	the	sketch	is	reminiscent	of	Rudyard	Kipling’s	“Folly	Bridge”	on	the	state	of	
the	Boer	War	(http://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/follybridge.htm),	
considered	by	him	to	be	a	bit	of	a	romp.	He	was	initially	jingoistic	until	he	
lost	his	son	in	the	trenches	of	WWI,	a	remarkable	but	tragic	story	in	its	
own	right	told	movingly	in	“My	Boy	Jack.”	
	
I	was	therefore	delighted	to	realize	a	connection	here.	“Norval’s	Point,”	
mentioned	in	the	sketch	and	in	Folly’s	Bridge,	is	a	tiny	inland	village	with	a	
bridge	across	the	Orange	River	described	by	Kipling.	R.S.O.	is	the	railway	
station	officer.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Sketch	6:		 A	repeat	of	Sketch	2	with	Harry’s	signature.	





	
	 	





	
	



	
	



	
	



APPENDIX:		the	Boer	campaign		
	
Thomas	Cook	was	an	exact	contemporary	of	Harry	Renton,	same	Company	of	100	men,	same	Battalion,	same	time	
frame.	Here	is	his	diary:	
	
	

	
	 	



	
	 	



	
	 	



	
	 	



	
	 	



	


