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Few South Africans have worn as many uniforms, figuratively speaking, as Jan Christiaan Smuts. He fought against the British Empire, sat in its war cabinet, and became a field marshal in its army. Between those roles he did something that shaped the lives of thousands of South African soldiers and policemen: he built the Union Defence Force.
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Smuts was born in 1870 on a farm near Riebeek West[footnoteRef:1] and studied law at Cambridge. By 1898 he was State Attorney of the South African Republic. When war broke out a year later he left his office for the field, and in 1901 he led a commando deep into the Cape Colony, riding hundreds of miles through hostile country. [1: Riebeek West lies about 70 km north of Cape Town, in the Swartland.] 
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General Smuts (centre) with members of his commando in the Cape Colony, 1901. (Photo: Nongqai archive)	Comment by Nongqai editors: CAPTIONS. Right-click the photo › Insert Caption, or simply type the caption on the line straight under the photo. Say who or what, where and when, and who took it or where it comes from.
The lessons of that campaign stayed with him. Small, mobile units of men who knew the veld could hold their own against a far larger army, but only if they were properly led, equipped and supplied.
The Defence Act of 1912
When the Union of South Africa was formed in 1910, Smuts became Minister of Defence. Two years later he steered the Defence Act through Parliament[footnoteRef:2], and the Union Defence Force came into being on 1 July 1912. It brought together:	Comment by Nongqai editors: FOOTNOTES. References › Insert Footnote. Footnotes are kept and listed under the article. [2: The South Africa Defence Act, Act No. 13 of 1912.] 

1. a small Permanent Force, including five regiments of the South African Mounted Riflemen,	Comment by Nongqai editors: LISTS. Use Word's bullet or numbering button on the Home tab. Don't type dashes or numbers by hand.
1. the Active Citizen Force of part-time volunteers,
1. cadet corps at schools, and
1. rifle associations in the country districts.
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A trooper of the South African Mounted Riflemen. Until 1920 these regiments also policed the countryside. (Photo: Nongqai archive)
The Mounted Riflemen are of special interest to Nongqai readers. For their first years they did double duty, serving as soldiers and as the mounted police of the rural areas, until the South African Police took over that work in 1920.
Tested in 1914
The new force was tested almost at once. In 1914 a rebellion broke out among some of Smuts's former comrades[footnoteRef:3], and in 1915 the Union sent its troops into German South West Africa. Smuts himself commanded one of the forces in the south of the territory. [3: The rising of 1914 is also known as the Maritz or Boer Rebellion.] 
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Union Defence Force troops on the march in German South West Africa, 1915. (Photo: Nongqai archive)
Smuts went on to serve twice as Prime Minister and was made a field marshal in 1941. But the force he founded in 1912 is perhaps his most lasting legacy to the men and women who served in South Africa's uniforms.
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General Smuts and his commando, 1901
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UDF troops in German South West Africa, 1915

PLACEHOLDER — use your own photograph





