THE EXTREMELY RARE VC ACTION MAORI WARS 1863 DCM PAIR TO A PRIVATE OF
THE 65TH FOR HIS GALLANTRY IN STAYING WITH HIS WOUNDED OFFICER AND
CARRYING HIM TO SAFETY THE FOLLOWING MORNING, ONE OF JUST 22 DCMS
AWARDED FOR THE NEW ZEALAND WARS, OF WHICH 7 ARE KNOWN
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DISTINGUISHED CONDUCT MEDAL V.R. ‘BENJN THOMAS 65TH REGT’; NEW ZEALAND
MEDAL 1861-1866 ‘3214 BENJN THOMAS 65TH REGT’. D.C.M. OFFICIALLY IMPRESSED,
SECOND RENAMED IN A CONTEMPORARY STYLE

Benjamin Thomas was born in Leominster, England in March 1836. He enlisted in the 65th Regiment
of Foot at Parkhurst on 31 October 1854, stating his occupation as Labourer and age at 18 years, 7
months. He embarked for New Zealand from Portsmouth on the 'Euphrates' on 26 December 1854 and
arrived in Auckland on 26 April 1855. Private Thomas' detachment was immediately posted to
disturbances in the Taranaki region. They served at Waireka in March 1860 and returned to Auckland
in 1863. Later that year a detachment of the 65th Regiment (including Private Thomas) sent to man
Alexandra Redoubt, overlooking the Waikato River near Tuakau, South of Auckland. From here they
took part in a number of engagements and small skirmishes in the surrounding bush against hostile
Maori who had been attacking supply lines and local settlers.

On 7 September 1863, in response to a request for assistance, a party of 50 soldiers from the 65th
Regiment of Foot led by Captains Swift and Butler set forth from Alexandra Redoubt to
Camerontown, 8 miles distant. After some time the troops encountered a raiding party of 300 hostile
Maori who had been attacking the Commissariat depot at Camerontown. The Maori were positioned
in large trees and dense bush on either side of the path to be used by the soldiers. A horrific volley of



fire ensued and both officers in the detachment fell seriously wounded. Colour Sergeant McKenna
assumed command of the party and charged the Maori who had temporarily retreated into the bush.
Four Privates (including Private Thomas) under the command of Lance Corporal Ryan remained with
the two wounded officers whilst McKenna and the balance of the Imperials pursued the Maoris
through the bush. As night set in Captain Swift died and Corporal Ryan and two Privates (Cole and
Talbot) returned to Alexandra Redoubt. The Maoris had doubled back around the party led by
McKenna and were now scouring the bush for the two officers and those that had remained with them,
necessitating the men to constantly find new cover.

Privates Thomas and Bulford remained with Lieutenant Butler and, as Lieutenant Butler complained
bitterly of the cold, Private Thomas removed his wool short and greatcoat and covered Lieutenant
Butler with them. Eventually Thomas and Bulford decided to carry Lieutenant Butler to Alexandra
Redoubt. They made their way through the dense bush and arrived near the Redoubt at sunrise the
next morning. Lieutenant Butler subsequently recovered from his wounds.

Private Thomas later served in the engagement at Rangiriri in November 1863 before the Regiment
was posted to Te Awamutu in 1864. It was here on 18 June 1864 that he was presented with his
Distinguished Conduct Medal by Lieutenant General Sir Duncan Cameron in respect of his bravery at
Camerontown on 7 to 8 September 1863. McKenna and Ryan were awarded the Victoria Cross and 5
DCMs were awarded. Private Thomas took his discharge with gratuity at Otahuhu Camp, Auckland
on 31 August 1865. He appears to have joined the Waikato Militia and subsequently the Forest
Rangers (as had his colleague Col Sgt McKenna VC). Benjamin Thomas was given a Military Land
Grant and died in Auckland on 14 January 1896.

https://vcgca.org/our-people/profile/1171/Edward-McKENNA
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Enclosures to No. 24.

COLONXEL WYATT TO THE ASSISTANT MILITART SECEETART.
Camp, Queen's Redoubt,
September 11th, 1563,

In accordance with the wishes of the Lientenant-General, I have called upon Color
Sergeant E. McKenna to furnisli me with a report of the action at Cameron on the Tth instant.

From the corroborative statements made to me by Licutenant Warren, who had ample
opportunities of acquiving full information of the various events and places, while in command of
the detachment, 63th Regt., that procecded from the Alexandr Redoubt in search of the mising,
on the 8th, (under Colonel Murry), and subsequently on the 9th, I am perfectly satisfied with the
truthfulness of the appended letter,

As acts of during and gallantry are sure to be appeciated, I trust the Lieutenant-Generl will
be plensed to bring this instanee to the notice of His Royal Highness the Field Marshal commandisg
in Chief, for some special mark of approval on the purt of Her Majesty, for his gallint condec,
after both his officers had been shot, in charging through the position of an enemy beavily out-
numbering him, s drawing off’ his small force through a broken and rugged country, with the los
of but one man killed and auother missing.

As soon ws T ean obtain the necessary documents from the officer commanding at Thakag, 1
will not fuil to bring to the notice of the Lieutenant-Geueral the gallant conduct of Lanee Corporal
Byun and Privates Williwm Bulford and John Talbot, who removed the body of their Captain from
the field of action, and remained with it all night in the bush, surrounded by the enemy, and
also that of Privates Benjamin Thomas and John Cole, who after remaining all night in the fim
with Lieutenant Butler, who was badly wonnded, in the morning carried bim several miles towards
the 64th Camp, until met by the reinforcement under Colonel Murray proceeding to their asdstaee

I would also beg to bring to the notice of the Lieutenant-General the conduct of Dramwer
Henry Welsh, who, when Private Grace was killed, picked up his rifle and emptied his pouch of azy
ammunition aud copper eaps, under a galling fire, and thus prevented the enemy from oblaining
that trophy, and I trust that the cool and determined bravery of the small parties under the com-
mand of Color Scrgeant MeKenna and Sergeant Meara will be favourably eonsidered and honorably
mentioned.

Only one rifle was ml'ltnm! by the enemy, that of Private Bellringer, who was killed when
with the advance Guard, which was then feardfully outnumbered and hardly pressed by the enewy,
and elowly rvetiring in skirmishing onder,

I sineerely trust and hope the Licutenant-General will make a favorable mention to His Royal
Highness of Lientenant Butler, who in the late, and already in the present war, has proved himself
most promising officer, and unsurpassed for coolness and conduet under t.r"fi.n% circumstancos.

From my kuowledge of the late Captain Swift, I may safely say that 1 considered him one of
the best Officers 1 ever hud the honor of commanding, and one who held a high position in the es-
timation of every individual in the 63th Regiment.

Bip,—

I have, &e.,
Avrren F. W, Wyarr,
Colonel and Licutenant-Colonel Commanding 65th Regiment.
The Assistant Military



As Thomas was discharged in New Zealand, his Maori Wars medal would have been issued there but
it is not clear whether his medal would have been named to the 65th, or the Forest Rangers, both of
which would have been locally engraved, or to the Waikato Militia, which would be Impressed.
Thomas’s medal is renamed in a contemporary style, similar to officially renamed and issued in the
1870’s. During this period medals issued in New Zealand were officially engraved using renamed
medals and a large number of medals were issued this way, so it is possible Thomas either applied
later for a medal or for a replacement. However the archives in New Zealand holds applications for
these medals and so far, no application has been found for Thomas. As such, though the medals have
been known in major collections for a long time, they are priced as the D.C.M. and a contemporary
but unofficially renamed Maori Wars medal would be.

A LEEDS MAN IN THE NEW ZEALAND
WAR.

Colour Sergeant McKenna, who writes the fol-
lowing despatoli is & Leeds man ;—He enlisted for the 65th
Repiment st Leeds, early in 1845, served in Irelond and
England until the 18th May, 1846, when he embarked with
the head-quorters of his corps for New Zealand, in the
troop ebip Java, wmrrivingat Auckland on the 27th Nov,
thesame year, Since that time (a period of nearly seven-
teen ﬂyem} he hos been statloned in dlﬁm%‘ru of the
ialand, being present in the Taranaki war of 1.

Alexandra Redoubt, Tualan,
September Sth, 1863,

&ir,—TI beg to state for the information of the Lient..
General Commanding, that at one o'clock p.m., on the 7th
September, 1863, I procoeded under command of Captein
Swift, with the foroe as per magin,* to attack » party of
natives who Lad set fire to the friendly native pab, erected
on the Township of Cameron for the purpose of trying to
rescue My, Armitage and o party of friendly ovatives who
wera known to have been down there, also n quantity of
eomminsariat supplies, brought up from Wainka,

Proceeding in skirmiching ordor, we arrived about half-

st two o'cloclk pom., at the skirt of the bush leadiui:lu

he ranges on whick the pah was situated, and after an half
honr's strugple through the bush, we cume fo a cleaving,
Ialting, the captain ordered our half ration of rum to be
distributed, sending on the advance guard immediately
after, 'Wlen on having proceeded a few hundred yards, ib
heeame apparent that the advance ganyd had lost, or strock
off the track, bub that wa had gained it. 1 then proposed to
Captain Swift to_advance and net s agoutto the party, to
which he immediataly assented, cautioning me nof to pro-
eced more than thirky yards in frontof the main body.
After advancing in this order for sbouti fhree quorters of a
mile, I observed tracks of nabives, and in lurge numbers ;
this T pointed out to the captain, and 2 little further on I
lieard thenatives inloud debate, on which (expeeting thab they
were reburning on the track that wa were pursuing), Iagain
informed Cuptain Swift, who ordered the men to lis down
in the bush, at the sume time ordering them not to fire
until he pave the word of command ; however, on finding
that the natives were not advamcing, I creptup to within
twelve yards of them, when, from their conversabion, X
judi%cd they were under the influence of liquor, Caplain
Hwilt immediately enlled to advance, ordering the men to
“ fix bayonets and chavge,” we advanced to within six yards
of them when they opane{l a most tervific five ; Oapt. Swilt
and Lieut, Butler were st thistimeleading on the men, and
after Teceiving the enemy'a fire, the men gave a cheer and
returned it in grand etyle, Licut, Butler shooting down a
native on his right, turned his revolver o theleft—as quick
38 thought, I saw him come on his knee, at tho same time
discharging the remainder of the harvels of his revolver,
brioging another native down at the sama time thal he
fell ghimself. Seeing that he wae wounded, I ordered
Corporal Hyan and one of the men to taka him
to the rear, when bLe exdered me to lead the men
tothe front; on iwning to my left I fonnd Captain
Switt mortally wounsed : and after speoking a few words
to him, he desired me to take his revolver and lead on the
men, a8 at that time T was loading, With one loud husss
we cimrgeﬁ, burning to avenge our officers, I now found
myself in an open cleaving of a few yards, the rebels flying
to covor on our front and left, where they openad fite on
my small party, who at this time numbered fwo sergeants,
oné bugler, and thirly-five men, Beeing that we were
greatly ontnumbered, I determined to hold on our position
if posslble, unbil :Iar_fc. frosting that the men in charge o
Captain Swift snd Lisutonant Butlor had retired well to the
renar, and beon joined by our lost advance guard; if go, I
kpew they would be able to make well townrds the
Redoubt befere darkness sab in, when probably I should
be able to join them ; buk I found at shoub a quarter to
pix o'clock that the enemy 'tmd&utround to our roar, thereby
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outting off our retrest by the way we came. I imme-
dintely ordered o charge, but wes met by a volley
that killed one and wonnded three men, On trying
ngain, I found it hopeless to abtempt it ; I therefore deter-
mined to retrent down the hill which was covered with
fern, and sending on our wounded, I threw ont_o line of
akirmirshers, ordering the front rank to ** fire and retire.”
In this order we vetived down the hill in a steady end
orderly manner, the natives uomin% out of the bush and
raining down a completo shower of bullets on e, when,
although we were not aboye 100 or 150 yards from them,
not a men waa hit. At this fime it was near dark, bub
we mannged o gevamble throngh the bush until ab last
we_loat gge frack, when T ordered the men arcund e,
and told ihem I should stey there until morn.in]g, order-
ing not o word to be spoken or 5 pipe to be lighted. T
now found that four of the mer were missing, and know-
iog that it would be completely useless to nttempt,
at that time, to find them, I deo ined to wait until
morning, hoping in the meantima to hear them about in the
bush, At a quarter to five o'clock am,, on the morning
of the 8th, we commenced to try and gain o track out of the
bush, and at aboub eight o’cleek a.m. we smcceeded, and
were mot about half-way from the Redoubt by Colonel
Muxray and his parky, and then leavued that our estesmad
enptain was dend, After delniling o man to roburn as
guide to Colonel Murray, I continued my march to the
oamp, which we reached at about steven a.m., complately
esbausted, 1 am porry to report our cawnalbies (as por
mn.rggnﬂ were very great, but takiog into cousideration the
number to which wa were ugpuaexl, ing near seven to one,
we hiave every reason to bothankful that it was not greator,
-I bLopa it may not appear presumpiuous on my part to
benr testimeny to the couf;nd golloot manner displuyed by
the Inte Captain Swift, and Lieutenant Bubler iu this
deepernie afinir ; the Caplain issning his command as if on
orade, and ¢ven when wounded, refusing fo falte ong man
toin the force to carry him to the rear, until be was fold
that I would not Le able to Jeep my position much longor;
acd Lisut. Butler, even when brought on his knee, in the
eoolest mavuer possible, deliberabely fired the shots from
his revelver into & crowd of Maories,

1 need scarcely add, that the men bebaved most gallanily;
in faot it would be impossible to recapitulate the many sots
of individual conrage, when each man emulated the other
in acte of hercic bravery.

I hwwever bep to bring to your favourable eonsideration
the valuable nssistange 1 received from Sergt. Bracegurdle,
who supperted me throughont in @ most intrepid manner 3
a5 also Laoce Qorporal Ryan, Privates Willinm Bulford,
John Talbott, John Cole, and Benjanmin Thomas, for the
devotion they manifested to their officers, by staying with
{hem until 7.30 pym, on $he night of the Tth inst. OCaptain
Swift died nt that time, after which they hid hls ¥ in
the bush and waited till morning, and theo, cnra.{m Lieut,
Butler in their arngs, they refurned, meetin 1, Murray
snd fores, Corpornl Ryan returned with Colonel Murray
and pointed out the spot in which Captain Swift's hody wns
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I aleo Dbeg to enclose the report of Sergeant Mears, in
nhln_rge of our advance guard ; also a plan of the scoue of
aoliom,
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Condition VF, claw tightened on D.C.M. Sold with copy research, including ‘Private Benjamin
Thomas D.C.M., a long forgotten hero’ by Aubrey Bairstow in Volunteers, 1997; v.23. Ex Corbett
collection and Mackrell Collections, Auckland. Nobles auctions 2005

Just 22 DCMs were awarded for the New Zealand Wars, of which 4 are privately held and only 7 are
known.



