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Being The Many Diverse Adventures Of The Induna & The Boy
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Hegemony & Trade Routes For His Children,
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For my mother







… and all the excitement had induced a kind of vertigo, a youthful intoxication tasting of gunpowder, glory, and exaltation. That is how, ’fore God, a lad the same age as the number of lines in a sonnet comes to witness a war when the goddess Fortuna decrees that he will not play the part of victim but of witness and, at times, of precocious executioner. But I have already told Your Mercies, on a different occasion, that those were times when a life, even one’s own, was worth less than the steel used to take it. Difficult and cruel times. Hard times.


From The Sun Over Breda by Arturo Pérez-Reverte








Main Characters


Zulus




Shaka KaSenzangakhona: King of the Zulus; born in the 1790s; seized the throne in 1816


Senzangakhona KaJama: Son of Jama, and Shaka’s father; allied the Zulus with Dingiswayo’s Mthethwas while King


Sigujana: The son Senzangakhona chose as his heir


Mbopa: Shaka’s prime minister


Mdlaka: Commander-in-chief of the Zulu army


Dingane, Mhlangana, Mpande: Three of Shaka’s brothers


Ndlela: Induna in the service ofMnkabayi


Mgobozi: Shaka’s most trusted general


Njikiza (the Watcher of the Ford), Phepho, Namasu, Sola: Men of the Fasimba regiment


Nolaka (the Leopard Man), Bamba: Indunas in the service of Mhlangana


Nkulukeko: A district head


Thenjiwe: Shaka’s chief body servant


Pampata: Shaka’s favourite concubine


Nandi: Shaka’s mother


Mnkabayi: Sister of Senzangakhona KaJama and hence one of Shaka’s aunts








Others


Henry Fynn, Francis Farewell, James King, Jakot Msimbithi: English traders


Mzilikazi: One of Shaka’s favourites, who betrayed him and fled north with his people, who became known as the Matabele


Soshangane: One of Zwide’s generals, who Shaka spared and who established his own ‘tribe’ – the Shangaan


Dingiswayo: King of the Mthethwas; became Shaka’s mentor and helped him seize the Zulu throne


Zwide: King of the Ndwandwes; killed Dingiswayo; defeated by Shaka in two wars







Prelude


We have heard how Malandela’s son Zulu, whose name meant ‘Sky’, took his extended family and settled in among the green hills between the Pongola and Thukela rivers of the south-east coast of southern Africa, where the grass was sweet and the herds grew fat. After Zulu came Gumede KaZulu, who was followed by Phunga KaGumede, then Mageba, then Ndaba, then Jama, and along the way a clan became a tribe: the AmaZulu, the People Of The Sky.
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They were Abantu – Human Beings – and all other tribes they regarded as wild beasts, savages, izilwane.
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We have heard how an heir to the Zulu throne, Senzangakhona KaJama, made a female of the Langeni tribe pregnant. It was Ukuhlobonga, he said, the Pleasure of the Road: a dalliance between clenched thighs; if both of you lost control and penetration occurred, a fine of a few cattle would appease the girl’s father and she’d still be regarded as a virgin.


With Jama ailing and close to death, his brother Mduli all but ruled the small tribe in his stead. And there was now a problem.


As the enraged elder told his nephew, this was not a matter that could be resolved with a few cattle. For the Langeni were the home tribe of Senzangakhona’s mother and, in getting one of their females pregnant, the young fool had committed incest in the eyes of Zulu law.


Mduli’s only recourse was to deny everything. ‘You say she is pregnant,’ he told the Langeni delegation that had been despatched to the Zulu royal kraal at Esiklebeni. ‘I say impossible! You say her belly is swollen with the seed of a Zulu King. I say rubbish! This female is ill.’


Her swollen belly, he declared, was caused by a stomach beetle called a ‘shaka’.


‘That is what’s in her gut,’ sneered Mduli. ‘A shaka!’


Fine, said Nandi – the ‘afflicted’ maiden in question, whose name meant ‘Sweet One’– and when her son was born she named him ‘Shaka’. Now here is your Beetle, said her family. Come and fetch him! And his mother too, for they were only too happy to be rid of the wilful girl.


Senzangakhona was by then King and was told by his uncle that he no longer had any choice in the matter; it would be better to hush up the affair. Reluctantly, the new King took Nandi as his wife. No lobolo, or bride price, was asked for or paid – a mark of shame; a sign of how little Nandi was valued even by her own family.


Years of abuse and cruelty followed. And things didn’t get better when Nandi and Shaka were sent off to live with his mother’s people. As if the scandal of the ‘banishment’ wasn’t bad enough, Shaka’s insistence on his being the heir to the Zulu throne saw him mocked and bullied by the other local boys, while their parents shunned Nandi. She had brought this all on herself, they said. She had tried to seduce a Zulu prince and failed – and yet still acted as if she were a queen. Finally it became too much and they left the Langeni, to live like beggars seeking succour wherever they could.


In 1802 came the great famine of Madlatule – Eat and Be Quiet – and they almost starved to death as they roamed the dying land. Yet always, amid these hardships, their bellies howling, Nandi would hug her son tightly and tell him: ‘Never mind, my Little Fire, never mind. One day you’ll be the greatest King in all the land.’


Finally, when Shaka was eleven, they went to live with a clan of the Mthethwa tribe – and their fortunes began to change for the better.
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Meanwhile there was one other who joined Mduli as the power behind the Zulu throne. This was Senzangakhona’s elder sister, Mnkabayi – and it was said that, aided by her loyal induna, Ndlela KaSompisi, this wise and powerful woman had been dabbling in Zulu politics – such as they were – even while her father Jama was alive. Whatever the case, she and Senzangakhona were particularly close and she could be counted upon to make sure that, as far as possible, her brother lived up to his name as The One Who Acts Wisely.


She was also feared by the tribe’s sangomas, who were led by a certain Nobela at that time and who constantly sought to exert their influence on the Zulu Kings.


Aiee … that old crone, Nobela! Even though she never sought to exercise her authority over the others openly there was no doubting she held them in her thrall, and Mnkabayi’s hatred of her knew no bounds. Which wasn’t surprising since Nobela was one of those who had wanted Mnkabayi dead before she’d even suckled her mother’s breast.


It had to be Nobela told Jama, if he was to save himself – and the tribe – from the curse that accompanied twins. In an act of courageous obstinacy, however, Jama decreed that Mnkabayi, who had left her mother’s womb first, and her sister Mmama would both be allowed to live. Anyone who sought to harm them would have to face his wrath.


Mmama died while still an infant and, although her immediate family then treated her just like any other child, Mnkabayi would never forgive the sangomas.


Ironically, this very antipathy saw some seek her patronage. And these creatures made good spies.
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We have heard of the warrior Godongwana, who at a young age revealed the traits that would one day make him a great ruler, and how his jealous brothers managed to persuade their father Jobe that Godongwana was plotting to overthrow him. Upon receiving a summons to Jobe’s kraal, Godongwana chose to flee rather than see his father shame himself by believing the lies of others.


Finding himself among the Hlubis, people of Xhosa stock, he soon distinguished himself through his bravery and initiative and became a headman in the tribe. One day, a White Man came to his kraal who was likely the last survivor of an expedition despatched from the Cape in 1807 to find an overland route to Portuguese East Africa. Having heard that Jobe had died and deciding it was time to return home to claim his birthright, Godongwana agreed to guide the man to the coast, but en route the stranger contracted a fever and died. Godongwana never forgot the White Man, never forgot the things he’d spoken about as they sat around the fire of an evening.


For, coming from the Cape, the White Man could speak Xhosa, a Nguni language Godongwana understood, and the young prince could grasp most of the concepts he raised – trade, empires, wars of conquest. It was the sheer scale of such concepts that awed him. And got him thinking.


It was the White Man, Godongwana later said, who gave him the idea of uniting the tribes in the region. But it wasn’t to be conquest for the sake of conquest, for Godongwana envisaged what was in effect a commonwealth that would be able to deal with the White Men on their own terms. For that was something else the White Man told him: the Long Noses were coming, and in greater numbers than he could ever imagine. And their actions would gradually begin to impinge more and more on ways the tribes thought were timeless and immutable.


After burying him, Godongwana took the White Man’s gun and horse and returned home. He was a dead man come to life, reborn and renamed – for he now called himself Dingiswayo, the Wanderer, and cut a fine figure with the horse and rifle. It mattered not that the horse soon died, for these were not healthy environs for naked zebras, or that the gun was next to useless, lacking ball and powder. They were still powerful talismans, and few had the courage to dispute his claims. Here was a man truly blessed by the ancestors.


The year was 1809 and it was Dingiswayo, not Shaka, who first set about uniting the tribes and clans on the south-east coast of Africa, organising something approaching a standing army, and fighting wars not only to increase his herds but to gain – and hold – territory, so as to secure the trade routes with the Portuguese in Mozambique. The Zulu King merely completed what his mentor had started.


A brave warrior with some outspoken notions as to how battles should be fought, Shaka would have come to Dingiswayo’s attention sooner or later. That their relationship should soon deepen into something beyond mere respect and admiration, however, wasn’t surprising. It’s likely that Dingiswayo saw in the young Zulu a kindred spirit, a fellow outcast.


And in 1815, the ruler of the Mthethwas persuaded an ailing Senzangakhona to acknowledge Shaka as his heir. When, on his deathbed, the Zulu King reneged on his promise, selecting his son Sigujana as his successor instead, Dingiswayo sent the elite Izicwe regiment with the twenty-eight-year-old Shaka to help set matters right.


In this, Dingiswayo, Shaka and Nandi were assisted by Mnkabayi. Sigujana had already proved himself to be a dissolute ruler whose reign did not bode well for the future of the tribe, and Mnkabayi’s endorsement of Shaka’s claim went a long way to assuaging any doubts the people might have.


At the same time she persuaded Nandi to stay Shaka’s hand, should he contemplate removing his other brothers – especially Dingane who, as next in line, could be expected to plot against this usurper who had spent so much time among the Mthethwas that he could barely speak Zulu.


In turn, following his aunt’s orders, Dingane surprised everyone by acknowledging Shaka as King and swearing fealty when the two finally met. This was the final endorsement the nation needed and, that day, cries of ‘Bayede, Nkosi!’ Hail to the King! ‘Bayede, Nkosi, bayede! Bayede!’ rang out around the sacred cattlefold.
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A short while later Shaka set about slaughtering those who had been unkind to Nandi. Mduli, the cantankerous uncle who had sent Nandi’s relatives packing, was among the first Shaka saw put to death. But it’s said he asked to die like a warrior, with an assegai thrust, and went to join the ancestors praising Shaka’s greatness, for he had looked into Shaka’s eyes and seen there everything Senzangakhona’s other sons lacked.


Chances are that Mnkabayi herself would have been spared even if she hadn’t played an active role in helping Shaka to seize the throne. Her noble upbringing – a willingness to grit her teeth and endure Nandi’s tantrums – had seen her treat Nandi far better than her brother’s other wives had done. And Shaka came to treat her as a veritable queen, second only to Nandi, entrusting to her the care of his great northern ikhanda, or war kraal, which was the Sky People’s most important settlement next to KwaBulawayo.


When his impalers had finished with the members of the Zulu court, Shaka took his wrath against the Langeni, Nandi’s home tribe, punishing those who had shunned Nandi and mocked him.


At the same time he set about reorganising the Zulu army.


[image: ]


And we have heard how he introduced his men to the iklwa – a short stabbing spear used in an underarm motion, much like a Roman broadsword. Why, he asked his men, would a warrior want to divest himself of his weapon in combat? That each man might be equipped with four or five long spears mattered not a bit. All were for throwing, which meant throwing away, thus leaving one with nothing with which to defend oneself. Aiee! What foolishness!


With the help of Mgobozi, the Mthethwa warrior almost twice his age who had fought alongside Shaka in the Izicwe legion – and who had decided to remain behind to serve the King – Shaka set about training his men in how to use the iklwa.


What they could throw away, he decreed, were their sandals because, invariably ill-fitting, these made a warrior clumsy. From now on Zulu warriors would march and fight barefoot, and Shaka sent his men back and forth barefoot across thorns to toughen their feet. (In later life, though, whenever he came upon a shattered terrain littered with sharp rocks, Shaka would order a pair of sandals made for him.)


Following Dingiswayo’s example, Shaka also proceeded to reorganise the Zulu amabutho, or regiments, according to age-sets, as a way of improving discipline and defusing any potential threat the army would have for himself, or his plans.


Previously, local chiefs had been responsible for sending men to the King whenever the need arose. If they were opposed to a campaign, they’d send fewer men than were actually available, claiming that’s all they had. Even if a chief condescended to despatch all the men he could muster, they remained primarily loyal to him. They were still his men and therefore more likely to do his bidding than the King’s.


By creating his regiments according to age rather than region Shaka changed all of this. Males born within the same four-year period would be summoned to Bulawayo from across the kingdom and formed into a fighting unit with its own name and unique shield markings.


Regional and clan loyalties were thereby negated. While in training or on active service the regiments were stationed at the amakhanda, the war kraals sited in areas of strategic importance. Thrown together, each far from home, but of the same age, the men were soon referring to themselves by their regimental rather than their clan names.


However, Zulu custom threatened this cohesion. Once a man married he was allowed to leave his regiment and return to his clan lands to establish his own homestead. This, of course, brought him back under the sway of the local chief. Shaka’s solution was to withhold permission for his warriors to marry while he was consolidating his own power.


The Ufasimba – the Haze – was the first regiment trained in Shaka’s methods from the start of its career, and it would become his favourite ibutho.
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Warriors at this time were expected to forage for themselves and therefore another important innovation the new King introduced was having twelve- and thirteen-year-old boys accompany the soldiers, carrying rations, water gourds and sleeping mats. One boy would look after three or four warriors, while indunas – senior officers – would have an udibi to themselves.
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We have heard how the uneasy peace that gave Shaka time to begin training his men and form his new amabutho ended when Zwide, King of the Ndwandwes, fell on Matiwane and his Ngwanes, killing men, women and children and burning their kraals. Only the precious cattle were spared. When Dingiswayo angrily demanded the meaning of this massacre, wily Zwide claimed he’d received news that the Ngwanes were plotting against Dingiswayo and had attacked them before they could bring their plans to fruition.


The Wanderer wasn’t fooled, and Zwide sent his sister to soothe the Mthethwa monarch’s anger. She also stole his seed, it’s said, and the Ndwandwe medicine men went to work. For a King’s semen was regarded as the source of his power, and thus Dingiswayo was cursed.


Meanwhile, Dingiswayo called upon his allies and moved on the Ndwandwes. Although he had bested a few clans who saw in the Zulus easy pickings, Shaka felt his army wasn’t ready and his powerbase still insecure, but he had no option but to obey his mentor’s summons.


However, the curse was already working. The Mthethwa army halted close to KwaDlovungu, Zwide’s capital and, while waiting for his allies to join him, Dingiswayo went out scouting, accompanied by five female bodyguards, and was duly captured by a Ndwandwe patrol. The small group was escorted to KwaDlovungu, where Dingiswayo was cordially received by Zwide, who slaughtered an ox in his honour.


The following day, the ruler of the Mthethwas was executed, and his head was removed so that Zwide’s mother, Ntombazi, could add another King’s skull to her collection.


Left in disarray, the Mthethwa army was easily defeated. The only reason why the Zulus did not become involved was because Shaka and his men were intercepted by a messenger from Dondo of the Khumalos, who told them what had happened and enabled Shaka to withdraw his army.


Zwide, who knew of Shaka’s achievements, especially against his own legions, and also knew he was Dingiswayo’s favourite, saw this as an act of cowardice and resolved to leave the People of the Sky until last – when he had finished devouring Dingiswayo’s other allies.
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When Zwide finally sent his army against Shaka, the Bull Elephant was ready for the clash. ‘Know this, my children: we fight for our lives!’ he told his regiments shortly before the battle. ‘Death is the only mercy we can expect!’ Zwide was coming for their women, their children, their cattle! ‘But we have his measure,’ said Shaka. ‘Let him come, and he’ll encounter a tempest the like of which this land has never seen. This land …’ The King spread his arms. ‘Do this, defeat these lice, and this awaits you! These green hills, these plains and swollen rivers! Standing shoulder to shoulder, you have the power to win this land. To rule this land!’


The Bull Elephant then had his greatly outnumbered amabutho encircle Gqokli Hill. In due course they were in turn surrounded by the Ndwandwes, who were led by Zwide’s son Nomahlanjana. But, so great were their numbers, the Ndwandwe soldiers found themselves trapped among each other, struggling for space – unable to throw away their spears, as Shaka would put it. And the Zulus attacked, then returned to their position on the slopes of the hill. And so it went for most of that day – the Ndwandwes would attack, struggling uphill in their sandals, the Zulus would repulse them, then counter-attack as they fled down the hill, before returning to their positions.


Soon thirst began to take its toll. Shaka had ensured waterskins were stored on the summit of the hill, while the Ndwandwe warriors began to wander off, ignoring their screaming officers, in search of something to drink.


The Zulus themselves had suffered many casualties – and were still outnumbered – but a final charge shattered the exhausted Ndwandwe ranks, and a slaughter ensued.


Gqokli Hill was the end of the beginning. It announced to the world – the growling, quarrelsome relatives who surrounded them – that the Sky People were no longer going to be vassals.


Other successful campaigns followed once the Zulu regiments had regained their strength, and new regiments were created and trained. At home, Shaka consolidated his power by embarking upon a campaign of a different sort against the Zulu sangomas. Because they had the Calling and so could commune with the ancestors, they enjoyed a special status and were as revered – and feared – as the King himself, who would do well to ensure he had their support. Shaka, however, made sure they knew things had changed and he was now ruler of all. All had to obey him or else have the King’s Impalers find them a new perch.
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And we have heard how Zwide sent his men against the Zulus once again. This time they were led by a more able commanderin-chief, since Soshangane had been at Gqokli Hill and had learnt a lot. It was thanks to him that of the three assegais Ndwandwe soldiers carried, one was a short stabbing spear much like the Zulu iklwa – and their flimsy wooden shields had been replaced by tough oval cowskin shields similar to the Zulu isihlangu. He’d also tried to instil in his men a sense of discipline, so that columns and troop movements were now more orderly. He wasn’t sure the men were ready yet, but he had no choice but to obey his ruler.


Shaka had a spy in Zwide’s court, though, and was ready for the Ndwandwe invasion. His force easily defeated, Soshangane was allowed to go free, while the Zulu amabutho went rampaging through Ndwandwe territory. But Zwide eluded them, fleeing north with his sons, but Shaka was able to ensure his mother Ntombazi’s death was painful and prolonged.


The Sky People now controlled the trade routes – and hence the trade – with the Portuguese.
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And the praise-singers, the izimbongi, sang of Shaka’s greatness: He is Bull Elephant! He is Sitting Thunder! He is Lightning Fire! Hai-yi hai-yi! I like him when he wrapped the Inkatha around the hill and throttled Zwide’s sons. I like him when he went up the hill to throttle Ntombazi of the skulls. Bayede, Nkosi, bayede! Blood of Zulu. Father of the Sky. Barefoot Thorn Man! I like him because we sleep in peace within his clenched fist. Hai-yi hai-yi! I like him because our cattle are free to roam our hills, never to be touched by another’s hand. I like him because our water is sweet. I like him because our beer is sweeter. Bayede, Nkosi, bayede!
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We have heard how, before Gqokli Hill, Zwide ate up most of the Khumalo tribe. Led by Mzilikazi KaMashobane, the survivors had fled to Shaka. Time and again Mzilikazi proved his courage in battle, and he soon became one of the Zulu King’s favourites.


In June 1821, after defeating Soshangane’s invasion and consolidating his power south of the Thukela River, Shaka turned his attention to the north-west. ‘Go!’ he told Mzilikazi. ‘Go to the land of Chief Ranisi, go in my name and offer him the compliments of the Bull Elephant, then impale him on the bluntest pole you can find, let his screams ring out across the valleys as a warning to the others who would spurn our protection!’


If successful, decreed Shaka, Mzilikazi could lead his people back over the White Umfolozi to the rolling hills below the Ngome forest … They could go home! Could return to the land of the Khumalos!


This duly happened, but then some in the Bull Elephant’s inner circle, believing Mzilikazi to be too much of a favourite, whispered in Shaka’s ear that Mzilikazi hadn’t handed over all the cattle he owed Shaka as a tribute after the campaign.


Mzilikazi kicked the emissaries Shaka had sent him out of his kraal, saying: ‘If Shaka thinks I owe him cattle, let him come and fetch them!’


And still Shaka stayed his hand. But finally he gave in to the warnings of his councillors that such flagrant mocking of his authority could not, must not, be allowed to go unpunished. Finally, he sent his army against Mzilikazi and his followers, who’d left their home village to take refuge in a mountain stronghold.


And there are those who say Shaka stayed his hand yet again and allowed his favourite to make his escape. And, before finally settling in what is today Zimbabwe, Mzilikazi and his people – who would come to be called the Matabele – roamed the land to the north; a tribe of nomadic bandits practising the total warfare favoured by Shaka.
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Nandi, meanwhile, wasn’t happy, for she wanted her son to find his Ubulawu.


Since the days before Malandela, the father of Zulu, one of a King’s most powerful weapons was a potion called Ubulawu – or the Froth. He’d mix the muthi in a sacred vessel at sundown, while praising the ancestors and speaking the name of the enemy he wanted to defeat.


The King always used the same vessel. But when he died it was destroyed and the heir had to ‘find’ his own vessel; a process which could take years. It was said, though, that the King would know it as soon as he saw it. Emissaries from all over the kingdom would travel to the King’s kraal with a selection of pots, hoping he’d ‘recognise’ one of them, for it was a great honour for a clan to be the one who guided the King to his vessel.


Over the decades, the vessel itself came to be called the Ubulawu, the ‘froth’ becoming of secondary importance. Eventually the Ubulawu stopped being a pot and became any artefact the King deemed a bringer of good luck – and so a potion became a talisman.


Senzangakhona’s Ubulawu had been destroyed on his death and Sigujana hadn’t had time to find his before Shaka had him assassinated.


And Nandi kept pestering Shaka to find his own talisman, but he professed disdain for the tradition. ‘Let my mighty army be my Ubulawu,’ he said.


Of more importance to him was the fact that, as Soshangane had demonstrated, the remaining tribes had begun to organise themselves better and adopt Zulu-style tactics, and even versions of the iklwa. Far more cunning would be needed in future campaigns, and it was cunning that saw the Bull Elephant destroy the Thembus which, next to Faku’s Pondoes on the coast, was the last tribe that posed any real threat to Zulu hegemony.
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Meanwhile another tribe of barbarians, of izilwane, had arrived on the scene: White Men. They established a trading station on the shores of the sheltered bay they called Port Natal, and which the Zulus referred to as Thekwini. It was an ideal anchorage sheltered from the worst of the storms that made sailing along this coast so hazardous, and was marred only by a sandbar which was covered by less than a metre of water at low tide.


They claimed to serve a distant King called Jorgi who lived far, far away, but who might be a valuable ally to the Zulus. But the truth was, as members of the Farewell Trading Company, they were there to make money, trading in ivory and, it was hoped, gold.


But Lieutenant Francis Farewell, who had first conceived of cutting out the Portuguese at Delagoa Bay and dealing directly with Shaka, had a rival. Lieutenant James King – who captained (and, with his mother, co-owned) the ships Farewell had hired to explore the littoral – also recognised the potential of Thekwini.


As soon as the expedition returned to Cape Town on December 3, 1823, King got to work by writing a letter to Earl Bathurst, Secretary of State for the Colonies, seeking to broach the idea of establishing a British settlement at the bay.


He made no mention at all of Lieutenant Francis Farewell or the Farewell Trading Company.


Not surprisingly, Farewell was incensed. But then, clearly believing he could raise more money there, King set sail for England. Suddenly, Farewell had time and proximity on his side. He raised money from the wealthier businessmen in the Cape’s Dutch community, won over by his tales of cattle kraals made entirely of elephant tusks, and had an advance party on its way to Port Natal before King was anywhere near England.


And early on the morning of May 10, 1824, the sloop Julia slipped over the sandbar and anchored in the northern sector of the bay. Henry Fynn, who had arrived at Cape Town in 1818 at the age of fifteen, was the group’s leader. He was tasked with ensuring that dwellings for the main party were built and also establishing contact with Shaka.


He set about the latter with alacrity and would become one of the Zulu King’s favourites among the White Men.
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Then Nandi died, and we have heard of the horrors that followed.


Over the coming months Shaka took to slaughtering whole villages of people he felt weren’t showing sufficient sadness at the passing of his mother. He forbade fornication, and had holes torn in the huts so that his slayers could come round at night and make sure this law was being obeyed. Another ukase allowed that the cows be milked but no one was allowed to drink that milk; instead, it would be thrown onto the ground.


It was as if Shaka wanted to see everyone join his mother on the Great Journey. These weren’t sacrifices, all those people put to death for failing to show sufficient sadness; it wasn’t about reminding the ancestors of her greatness. Instead, it was as if all of those who still lived were an insult, an affront – how dare they eat and drink and fuck while she lay curled up in a hole! If she couldn’t live, then neither could they!


Shaka even shunned Pampata, his favourite concubine, while Mnkabayi and the King’s prime minister, Mbopa, and others loyal to the King did their best to ensure some form of governance was kept in place. Aiee! And see how Shaka rewarded Mbopa! Just when you thought his actions couldn’t get more depraved or more spiteful. Aiee! Dingane, Mhlangana and the other brothers had trembled and slept with their spears, thinking Shaka might use this as an opportunity to thin their ranks, but see where Shaka’s madness had led him: to the kraal of one of his most trustworthy servants!


And then it was over. It was as if Shaka had been ill with a fever – because that’s how sudden the recovery was.


There were still lapses, when the King disappeared into his hut, his indlu, for days on end and no one dared disturb him, or times when every utterance of his condemned some unfortunate to death, but these became less and less frequent.


The insane laws were repealed, and the nation rejoiced.


But there were those such as Mnkabayi who, observing the King closely, came to suspect that the terrible fever had merely been the birth pains of something infinitely worse.
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And we have heard how, in 1826, Shaka decreed that the Umkhosi, the First Fruits, would be conducted differently henceforth. Traditionally, the final rituals of the Zulu harvest ceremony were carried out by the various village chiefs around the kingdom as well as by the King, their ceremonies mirroring his, but Shaka announced that, henceforth, only the King would conduct the rites that concluded the First Fruits.


This would serve to centralise his power even further. Mnkabayi could appreciate that and therefore she supported the ruling, despite the disgruntlement it caused among the abanumzane, or headmen.


But why invite the White Men from Port Natal to witness these sacred rituals? That’s what she couldn’t understand. That’s what vexed her. It was sacrilegious and reinforced her belief that Shaka’s ‘recovery’ after Nandi’s death had been temporary, merely the prelude to further, more dangerous madness.


But there was more to the Umkhosi, more to the First Fruits, than a mere harvest festival. It also involved the King going into seclusion for several days beforehand. Doctored by his inyangas with Imithi Emnyama, Black Medicine, he would commune with the ancestors, seeking their blessing for the year to come. And Shaka intended to use the ability this afforded to move between worlds, to divine the strange power he had discerned in the White Men. It was a sign of his desperation that he had resorted to sorcery to seek out this power, but he had become obsessed with discovering the nature of this otherness, the taming of which would enhance his own supremacy. Or so he believed.
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And so they came, the People of the Sky, leaving their swollen crops to journey to KwaBulawayo, Shaka’s capital, the Place of He Who Kills. And the regiments came in what was the largest mustering of the Zulu army to date, so that all might see for themselves the might of the nation. It was truly a momentous time that few would forget. But, even as the people feasted and celebrated, there were those who tried to disrupt the First Fruits. They too resorted to sorcery and, had they succeeded, they would have brought about a disaster – the ultimate sign of the ancestors’ displeasure – from which Shaka might never have recovered. However, then irony took a hand. Shaka was stabbed while watching his warriors dance, and the would-be assassin escaped in the ensuing chaos.
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A terrified Fynn was called upon to treat Shaka. In truth the wound wasn’t all that serious and the White Man managed to save the King, but the consequences were. After he had recovered, the Bull Elephant took to skulking in his royal compound for longer and longer periods, causing Mnkabayi – and others – to fear for the future of the nation … 
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And we have heard how the Induna and the udibi moved through these events, these tragedies and triumphs, incidents and accidents, agonies and ecstasies, always, always loyally serving Shaka, the King of Kings. Now let us hear how the story ends.
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Izindaba zami lezi … 


These are my stories, of long ago and far away.


Uma ngiqambe amanga … 


If I have lied, I have lied the truth.


If this is not the way things were, it’s the way they should have been.








PART ONE


Devils In The Dark


I am very far from being certain that the Zulu is on an inferior evolutionary stage, whatever the blazes that may mean. I do not think there is anything stupid or ignorant about howling at the moon or being afraid of devils in the dark. It seems to me perfectly philosophical. Why should a man be thought a sort of idiot because he feels the mystery and peril of existence itself? Suppose, my dear Chadd, suppose it is we who are the idiots because we are not afraid of devils in the dark…


From The Club of Queer Trades
by G. K. Chesterton








‘Take some more whiskey and go on,’ I said.





From The Man Who Would Be King
by Rudyard Kipling


 


They come for him in the afternoon.


The wind of earlier has died down. The day is as still as a lion in repose, the cloudless sky as blue as only an African sky can be on days like these. Not that they notice, for the enormity of what they’re about to do numbs them.


They’re oblivious to the children playing around them, the adults going about their chores, making pots and shields, beer and maize meal.


It’s as if they’ve passed over to the other side – the world of the amadlozi, the ancestors – and are invisible as they make their way between the domed huts.


There are four of them. Each man is, of course, barefoot and wears the isinene and ibeshu that comprise the Zulu loin covering. Each also carries the short stabbing spear the People of the Sky call the iklwa, an onomatopoeic word imitating the slurping, sucking sound the broad blade makes when it’s withdrawn from a dying man’s torso.


To avoid undue suspicion – and who knows who suspects who, and who’s watching who, in this climate of doubt and dread – they approach the royal compound from different directions.


One takes a wide detour that brings him to the black isigodlo – the walled compound that houses the King’s harem. The man’s younger brother serves with the regiment currently tasked with guarding the seraglio, and that’s his pretext for venturing so close to this forbidden section of KwaBulawayo.


He wants to make sure the full complement is still there, and that some men haven’t been redeployed and are now lying in wait to ambush them.


For the four of them could well be walking into a trap, with Mdlaka having withdrawn the royal guard – at Shaka’s prompting – so that those who plot against him might be goaded into revealing themselves by doing something rash.


(And decades later, the young men will ask the old general: ‘Is it true? Is it?’)


The second man – the leader of the four – approaches the royal compound through the section housing the King’s izilomo, his advisors and councillors. Quite a few others have found excuses to visit their home kraals, so as to escape Bulawayo before the King’s brooding erupts again into a storm of anger. And they have no doubt that this will happen, for Shaka’s unexplained seclusion is like a thundercloud growing darker and darker.


The man, however, notes nothing to arouse his suspicions in the behaviour of those who’ve remained here at the capital. They greet him with the deference owed his rank, ask after his health, ask him if he wants to share some snuff. He knows, from past experience, that this is their way of initiating attempts to discover if he knows anything new about the King’s current state of mind. Today, as always, he politely refuses the snuff, claiming an important errand, and then moves on.


Would they know – would they have heard – if Shaka was setting a trap for him? But surely, if that’s the case, they wouldn’t be their usual sycophantic selves – and someone always hears something, don’t they?


Which is why they must seize this chance! For who knows how long it is before they’re betrayed? Or, if already betrayed, who knows how long before the Bull Elephant, having watched and witnessed enough, decides to crush them?


(And, decades later, they’ll ask the old general: ‘Is it true? Is it true Shaka survived?’)


There’s no time to lose! Let the bitch conspire and connive. But many of the izinkosi will be happy to see Shaka go merely because he long ago decreed that they would no longer be referred to as ‘inkosi’ or ‘chief’. Henceforth that was to be a title reserved only for the King; and henceforth they would be addressed as ‘unumzane’ – a term of respect, yes, but one previously used merely for the head of a family.


As for Mdlaka withdrawing Shaka’s bodyguard … he was only the King’s second choice for commander-in-chief. Shaka had originally offered the post to his old Mthethwa crony, the late unlamented Mgobozi, who said he preferred fighting in the front line instead. Yet more often than not it was Mgobozi’s counsel Shaka sought, which had to rankle over the years with Mdlaka. Rankle and fester.


And how do I know about that! From scars that never heal, but instead multiply and widen. Every day a new affront: having to grin and bear it, gritting your teeth to stop yourself from clenching your fists, and thereby betraying the rancour and humiliation you feel.


How I know about that!


Although amply rewarded, Mdlaka has never really received the credit he deserves for ensuring that the new regiments are well trained and that discipline is maintained; thus ensuring they’re always where Shaka wants them to be.


And perhaps Mdlaka has at last decided to, if not cast his lot in with them, then at least leave the gates open. Is that such a far-fetched assumption?


Certainly, it’s one reinforced by the third man, who’s ambled all around the perimeter of the royal compound. As far as he can see, there are no signs anywhere of a large force of men hidden and waiting, he reports when the four of them converge again near the entrance to the isigodlo.


The fourth man has approached through the regiment’s lines – the dwellings allocated to them when they’re stationed at Bulawayo – and can confirm they too are deserted except for the udibis who look after the huts and ensure they remain habitable during the regiment’s absence.


The leader nods. There is no longer time for vacillation. For one thing, you don’t want to be seen lurking near the royal compound with a spear in your hand.


(‘Is it true?’ they’ll ask him. ‘Is it true Shaka survived and was spirited away by those loyal to him?’)


The fourth man is to remain here to act as a lookout. If it turns out to be a trap, there’ll be little he can do, of course. But, if it’s not, he can prevent others from entering the compound, while his three companions are going about their business.


The others exchange glances, then look left, look right, to make sure no one’s around, before darting through the entrance quicker than rats.


As if mimicking its inhabitant, the royal hut seems to sit there brooding and scowling. Crouching even though it’s broad daylight, they approach the hut, two coming from the left, the leader moving in from the right, so that anyone looking out through the entrance can’t see them.


At the hut, the other two look to their leader. He can’t strike the killing blow, so they have to – and he understands the need to urge them into action promptly, as even now they’re likely to be having second thoughts. He tilts his head, while indicating the doorway with the tip of his spear.


The first man takes a breath, then ducks through the door, followed quickly by his companion, their spears ready to feast on Shaka – that sickness which started as a beetle in Nandi’s womb and has grown to have a malicious, destructive life of its own.


He imagines them striking like cobras, and his impatience sends him also into the hut, after just a few heartbeats. And he sees why there’s been no sounds of a struggle, or of someone crying out in shock.


The hut is empty.


Shaka isn’t there.





1
Dark Days


A frightfully forbidding countenance: a killer’s face and a manner that shows a disposition for murder.


This is how Fynn describes the Induna in his Diary. He also says the man’s name was ‘Msika’.


He’s wrong about the name.


And this morning, in early June 1828, the Induna looks especially forbidding, especially murderous. Rage tightens his blood vessels, fills his muscles, flares behind his eyes.


He’s tall and broad-shouldered, with heavy arms and strong thighs. His duties take him far and wide, so he’s had little time to enjoy the numerous rewards the King has bestowed on him. His herd has grown, but he has yet to acquire the paunch and heavy buttocks that signify nobility among the People of the Sky.


To stop his hands from trembling, he adjusts his isinene, pats the calfskin pouch which he wears around his waist. The front covering of the Zulu kilt, the isinene comprises skins cut into circular patches and strung together on sinews to form tassels weighted to prevent the apron from opening in the case of sudden movement. The pouch itself contains flints and a smaller bag of beads.


He breathes in deeply, exhales. Then raises his face toward the sun, lets its warm rays caress his cheeks, press against his eyelids, and calm him.


As much as it pains him he’ll have to exercise restraint. His iklwa will stay hungry; words must suffice for now. To do otherwise, and go charging among them like a ravenous lion, will only exacerbate an already parlous situation.


For they are, after all, Mhlangana’s men … 


Aiee! He bows his head. That thought turns the sun cold, causing him to clench his fists, curling his toes as though to anchor himself to this same spot. Because that thought brings with it a presentiment: the carrion stench of something bigger, stronger, moving ever closer. The creak of armoured scales, the sinuous sweep of shoulders and hips. Snorting nostrils. Yellow teeth. Horns sharper than a wizard’s spite. Inexorable, unstoppable. So that issuing a dressing-down to a contingent of disobedient warriors will be like spitting at a charging rhino.


But their transgression is serious. Something has to be done and, with Mbopa still indisposed, it’s up to him.


Having finished securing the amashoba below the Induna’s knees, his udibi rises. A long bulging scar resembling a large centipede stretches from just above his navel to his left hipbone. The assassin’s blade had left him in death’s grip for a long while; even Fynn had despaired and all the White Man could do was close the gash and see it was kept closed – and clean. By contrast, Shaka’s wounds had been much lighter. But, in the end, thanks to Fynn’s ministrations, and the muthi from a few trusted inyangas, the udibi had overcome the fever and the pain.


A head shorter than the Induna, and slimmer, he’s in his early twenties and therefore much too old to be an udibi carrying extra weapons and food and water for a warrior. But, shortly before the First Fruits celebration of 1826, Shaka had ordered him to work with the Induna again in order to find those trying to sabotage the harvest festival, which for the first time was going to be officiated over by the King, and only by the King.


Since the Induna serves as Isithunzi SikaShaka, the Shadow of Shaka, the King’s emissary, who is allowed to wear the blue crane feather and who speaks and acts with the Bull Elephant’s authority, his udibi has come to be called Mthunzi, a shortened form of the ‘Shadow of the Shadow’.


In common with others his age and many older males, he hasn’t yet taken the isicoco. Made by plaiting a fibre around the skull, then smearing it with black gum to harden it, the headring is one of the most important adornments in Zulu society. Only once the isicoco is assumed is a male recognised as an indoda, a man. Before that, no matter his age, he’s regarded as a boy, an insizwa, or hornless ox.


The Induna glances down and shifts his feet, causing the leggings to rustle. ‘Ngiyabonga!’ he says. I thank you.


Mthunzi moves over to the mat where two more amashoba lie. He picks up one – a leather thong with long fringes made from a cow’s tail – and returns to the Induna’s side. The older man extends his left arm.


Around them sprawls KwaBulawayo: the Place of He Who Kills. This is Shaka’s Komkhulu, his Great Place, where he spends most of his time, thus making it, to all intents and purposes, the kingdom’s capital. Situated between the Mhlathuze and Thukela rivers, and built on a slight slope for better drainage, it’s laid out in typical fashion. Round as the full moon, it consists of a series of concentric circles. First, there’s the stout outer fence of poles lashed together; about four kilometres in circumference, this palisade is patrolled day and night. Along the curves of the left and right hemispheres, extending from the main gate to the royal enclosure, are the huts of the regiments.


There are also the homes and workplaces of the artisans who make shields and assemble spears. Regiments receive their shields from Bulawayo when they’re first given their names by Shaka, and they must come here again to ask for replacements when such are needed. Although weapons are manufactured throughout the kingdom, an iklwa from Shaka’s Komkhulu is highly prized, and often handed out by the King himself as a reward for bravery.


The isigodlo, or royal enclosure, fills the upper arc of the city, farthest from the main gate. When Nandi, the King’s mother, was still alive, the largest house here – and in the isigodlo of every other war kraal – was hers; after her death every indlunkhulu was pulled down. Shaka’s hut is much smaller and occupies its own compound.


In the isigodlo are also to be found the huts of the King’s councillors and servants, a communal cooking and eating area, as well as storage huts for the King’s provisions. Traditionally, this is also where the monarch’s wives reside, in a section known as the ‘black isigodlo’, where trespassing means instant death. Shaka, however, will never marry and, in each of the amakhanda, the war kraals, spread across his kingdom, the black isigodlo houses members of his harem– who were watched over by Nandi when she was alive and are now overseen by Pampata, the King’s favourite concubine.


Hidden deep within the black isigodlo is the Enkatheni – the hut that houses the sacred Inkatha. Constantly added to, it comprises muthi made from substances such as the King’s vomit and shit, and other materials culled from wild animals so as to co-opt their magical powers. All of these ingredients are smeared over a coil of grass rope which is in turn covered by python skins. Shaka has further strengthened the Inkatha by adding fragments from the izinkatha of vanquished tribes and flesh from the bodies of the chiefs that his impis have slain. Some say the coil has grown so large and is now so wide that the King can barely straddle it.


In the centre of the ikhanda, as in the centre of all Zulu settlements, is the sacred isibaya, or cattlefold. It is here the beasts are brought in at night, and there are a collection of smaller pens for calves, or cows about to give birth and also those which belong to the ancestors.


It’s also here that the regiments parade and supplicants gather. At the top of the isibaya, near the isigodlo’s main entrance, is the ibandla tree, under which Shaka holds court.


Pausing to listen to the low hum of activity around them, it’s easy to assume all is well, but the Induna knows better. Look closer, move among the huts, and you see the people wear furtive, shifty expressions. Laughter is rare, and when anyone in authority is spotted, there’s a scurrying to avoid crossing his path.


Hai, what with the trade routes firmly under Zulu control – and a new outlet having opened up at the place the White Men call Port Natal – also with their herds increasing, the cattle being able to roam the hills in safety, you’d expect Shaka’s children to be happy. But they’re not, because the bloodshed hasn’t stopped. Ever since the assassination attempt, Shaka’s amabutho – his regiments – have almost constantly been at war as he’s embarked on campaign after campaign. And has this been to gain yet more territory? No. For after destroying this or that chieftain’s army, he’s simply ordered a withdrawal and sent his men rampaging off somewhere else.


And now the war is coming home, isn’t it? Frail men with hollowed cheeks, shaking knees and shattered minds roam the paths of the kingdom, begging for food or water, and then lying down in the long grass, ready to make the final journey, happy just to have made it home. Once brave warriors, but now left to rot, their final resting place will be the gut of the vulture or the hyena … 


This fear, this sense of a nation cowering, while waiting for the blow to fall, brings to mind the terrible days and months that followed Nandi’s death. That was a time of spiteful laws and mass executions. Now the King skulks in his hut once more; and, although longed for, his reappearance is also dreaded, for now all know what he’s capable of.


Having finished tying the amashoba to the Induna’s arms, the boy who is no longer a boy steps back. He is done.


The Induna thanks him.


‘I’ll be accompanying you, of course.’


The Induna grins, but shakes his head. Mthunzi will wait here – and he already knows why. The repercussions that could result from the Induna chastising men from Mhlangana’s regiment will be bad enough for the Induna and he won’t countenance others risking themselves.


‘Besides,’ he adds, ‘I may yet need rescuing …’


The udibi bows his head. ‘And I will be ready should the need arise.’


‘Good. Now, let us finish here, so that I can go and seek out those jackals.’


He dons the civet collar and inserts the tail feather from a blue crane in his leather headband – these show he is Isithunzi SikaShaka, the Shadow of Shaka.


He doesn’t today have the King’s permission, and one may only wear the blue feather and serve as the King’s Shadow in Shaka’s absence. He earlier sought an audience with the Bull Elephant, only to be turned away and told that waiting will be futile, as Shaka hasn’t seen anyone for days and days. Under normal circumstances, therefore, for such presumption the Induna would be facing a serious rebuke, or worse.


But these aren’t normal circumstances. These are dark days, perilous times.





2
Spear Red To The Haft


Blood! Let blood flow like the Thukela – with the frightening suddenness that gave the river its name. Blood for blood. Blood of vengeance. Blood of retribution. Blood like phlegm choking the world. Assegais in the elephant grass; blood-soaked loam. Bare feet, tougher than rhino hides, on the march; the Bull arisen and on the march; rage on the march. A brown river in flood, carrying along cattle-hide izihlangu – shields – and short stabbing iklwas.


A black bull is slaughtered bare-handed, its meat roasted on green mimosa, treated by the war inyangas and distributed to the men in strips. This is black medicine intended to strengthen them and bind them together like the Inkatha – like the fragments that create isihlangene, the full moon. Then the regiments, the amabutho, were sent forth, their bladeseager to feast.
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After the assassination attempt, Shaka had at first been dilatory, lingering in his hut, sticking to the isigodlo long after his wound had healed. He scarcely roused himself when his would-be assassin was captured. He didn’t even question the man, merely glanced at him and returned to the isigodlo, leaving Mbopa to order the execution.
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But the river was rising; the drums only Shaka could hear amid his pain were beginning to beat faster and faster … 
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Some said the assassin’s blade had been doctored with muthi and that the King was now bewitched. Kept pinioned in his hut by evil forces, he was a mere husk, they said. And, when they have finished with him, these same baleful forces would turn on the King’s children. So it’s only a matter of time before the curse spreads to them all, crippling their cattle, devouring their crops. Not even the sangomas could help, because Shaka’s ill-considered culling had left their number too weak.
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Higher and higher; storms upcountry – as in the King’s head – causing the river to swell, and test its banks. Faster, louder, more insistent, the drums helping the King to tame his wound, now focus his mind.
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Some said Fynn had done the bewitching, while purporting to heal Shaka. He had merely been biding his time, waiting for the right moment, this izilwane – this savage – from across the Great Waters. And, as a result, now Shaka was on his way to becoming the White Man’s creature.
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And then Shaka, King of Kings, left his hut … 
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Blood. The remnants of the Qwabe tribe had tried to take advantage of the assassination attempt, by sending the King’s indunas packing when they came to ask why their tributes were overdue. One ibutho was all it took to send the Qwabes fleeing southwards, along the coast, to crowd up against Faku’s Pondoes.
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Blood. The Chunus in the north-west were broken up. It was an easy victory which saw the survivors pushed southward, just like the Qwabes.
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Blood. Shaka pointed his war axe to the north and his amabutho were sent after the Ngwanes. Feigning flight, they tried to ambush the Zulus. A desperate battle ensued, Zulu casualties were high, but the Ngwanes were beaten. Abandoning their cattle to Shaka’s forces, they fled over the Drakensberg.
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After a period of relative peace, an assassin’s blade had prompted Shaka to sweep away all the tribes who had refused to join the Zulu kingdom – as far as the Drakensberg in the north and the Mzimkhulu River in the south. However, the great northern war kraal, about two days march from the mountain range, remained the main bastion up there, as the People of the Sky lacked the capacity to maintain a permanent presence in the region. Or in the southern highveld, where the Griquas and other mounted gunmen were becoming a growing problem, even if they were merely in quest of cattle and not looking to occupy Zulu territory.
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Blood. Sikhunyana, another of Zwide’s sons, had gathered together an army and was coming to reclaim Ndwandwe territory. Shaka’s amabutho caught them in the hills north of the Phongola River. The White Men, and those of their servants versed in the use of firearms, accompanied the regiments and took part in the battle. No quarter was given, and even the women and children who had accompanied Sikhunyana were slaughtered.
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With the annual First Fruits approaching, it was to be hoped that Shaka’s hunger for vengeance had been sated. The Bull was tired now, so let there be peace. Besides, although the campaigns had been successful, the pickings had been slim, as they involved harassing tribes already struggling to survive due to the turmoil Shaka had created elsewhere.


Most of the regiments were duly summoned to KwaBulawayo for the great mustering, and it seemed as if no more blood would flow for a while. Especially as it emerged that Shaka was planning a different kind of campaign in consultation with one of the savages based at Thekwini.


For some reason, even though Fynn had undoubtedly saved his life, Shaka had begun to shun his company, and Fynn – who the Zulus called Mbuyazi – rarely visited Bulawayo these days. It wasn’t that the Bull Elephant was angry with him; all would have known if that was the case. But something had clearly happened between them.


On the other hand, Shaka was angry with Francis Farewell.


First, the savages continued to harbour criminals and refugees at Thekwini – and, as the unumzane of the settlement, Farewell was the one Shaka held responsible for this transgression. In the past the King had vacillated between lambasting either Farewell or Fynn (who would visit Bulawayo more often) for disobeying his orders or else ignoring the whole matter. But it was said the assassin, when he was tracked down, had been heading for their settlement, clearly expecting protection there. Farewell must learn to stop sheltering crocodiles.


Second, the flow of gifts has petered out, since Farewell’s company is now in financial difficulties. Too many ships with cargo holds full of ivory have been sunk in storms on the way to the Cape, putting off potential investors. The settlement at Port Natal has even begun bartering for food, and Shaka has had to resume trade with the Portugiza. Where now were all the exotic commodities and weapons that Farewell had promised him?


Third, when Farewell had had the chance to redeem himself a little in Shaka’s eyes – by helping the Bull Elephant defeat Zwide’s spawn once and for all – he’d been ‘injured’ on the march, and conveniently near to an umuzi where he could recuperate in relative comfort.


And suddenly the smooth-talking James King found himself Shaka’s favourite. He wasted no time in taking advantage of this unexpected boon, starting with breaking Farewell’s monopoly on trade with Shaka. Realising he was ‘in disgrace with Fortune’, at least in some men’s eyes, Farewell reluctantly allowed King to operate independently.


And it was James King who was now busy persuading Shaka to embark upon a campaign of a different sort.





3
Two Nights Ago


‘Do you have anything to tell me, Ndlela?’ she asks her induna.


‘Yes, Ma, it seems as if he and the boy were sent on an errand by Mhlangana.’


‘Mhlangana! Doesn’t the fool know only Shaka or Mbopa may do that?’ asks Mnkabayi.


‘Perhaps the prince feels that with things as they are, there’s little chance of his impudence reaching the King’s ears. Also his servants are saying Mhlangana was extremely anxious about something.’


‘Regarding which matter he sent the Nduna to investigate?’


‘We can send out messengers to find him and recall him, Ma.’


‘No, let my nephew remain unaware that we know of his transgression.’


‘A wise strategy, Ma.’


‘Aiee, that one,’ says Mnkabayi, thinking angrily of her nephew Mhlangana. ‘And what of Mbopa,’ she continues, ‘how fares the old cannibal?’


‘I have spoken to the inyanga who’s been treating him, Ma, and he says the worst is over. The prime minister will survive.’


‘Good,’ says Mnkabayi. ‘That’s as it should be.’


A dutiful pause, then: ‘Will there be anything else, Ma?’


‘No,’ sighs Mnkabayi. ‘You may go.’


Infuriating man, thinks this sister of Senzangakhona. Mnkabayi is about fifteen summers older than Ndlela, and they were lovers, once, when he was only a herd boy and she the experienced guide who taught him the warm secrets of a woman’s body. But there was something about him, the glimmer of promise, that saw her take an interest in other aspects of his education, as well as his advancement, long after she’d found new cubs to pleasure her. Now their age difference doesn’t seem so great, and the induna is her most trusted advisor. They have healed the rift that developed between them as a result of Mnkabayi’s action that fateful First Fruits two years ago – the reconciliation taking place without words but merely in a resumption of their interaction – but things still remain somewhat strained.


Infuriating man! I knew you’d have qualms and try to stop us, and so I tried to protect you. Was that a mistake? I’ll own up to that. Perhaps I should have told you what was going on, thinks Shaka’s aunt.


But, no, the method here was immaterial; it was the effect that mattered!


‘And it’s the method that angers you, Ndlela,’ thinks Mnkabayi. ‘But do you honestly think I believed Mhlangana and his pet sangoma would succeed in their demented scheme? of course not! Kholisa was deranged, and had beguiled Mhlangana – and that was what led me to give my tacit consent to their machinations, for it was how things would stand once it was all over that mattered to me.’


That business with the impundulu, the zombie – that was merely the snare. And it had worked, for it had trapped Mhlangana and delivered the prince to her. And while he may dream of the day he gets to sit on the throne and can see her sent to the impalers, he doesn’t realise that he too has become an impundulu who will be used to lure a bigger, more important predator.
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Floating on a fever, Mbopa opens his eyes and sees his mother crouching next to him.


No!


Grimacing, as the simple movement sets off a fresh series of spasms in his stomach, the chief minister rolls over, stares at the wall of his hut, but sees – and smells – burnt thatch. A smouldering … smoke … dead cows in the spear grass … 


They’d even killed the dogs.


And you, Mother!


Strange, though, that he should remember seeing smouldering thatch, orange caterpillars atop black stalks – for he had only arrived several days later. By which time the cattle had become carcasses fed upon by scavengers.


And Vakashi, his friend with a homestead nearby, had arranged for the bodies to be buried. He’d also sent the messenger to Bulawayo after the slayers had departed and it was safe to emerge from hiding.


That’s what you did in those terrible months following Nandi’s death: when the slayers appeared in your district, you fled. They’d arrive late at night to pounce upon those who had been singled out, and all the surrounding homesteads would be deserted before they had finished sating their bloodlust.


Aiee! His stomach! Torrents have flowed from his mouth and arse, leaving his hut smelling of shit and vomit, even though he’s lying on a fresh layer of large green leaves which his servants have replaced three times already tonight. But, while that first storm seems to have abated, something remains in his gut. It has claws and is trying to scratch its way out.


His sweaty feet slide against each other, he’s having trouble breathing and he’s very, very thirsty. The pain is relentless, and there seems to be no position he can lie in that will see it ease.


And these thoughts … these thoughts have claws too.


‘What of Mzilikazi? Consider Mzilikazi,’ he says to Shaka, who’s taken his mother’s place alongside him.


‘Yes, Mzilikazi – the one whose name we dare not mention. Your favourite, remember him?’


Mzilikazi KaMashobane being one of the few survivors of the Khumalo clan which Zwide mauled before coming after Zulu blood, who subsequently brought his people over to the Zulu camp and who proved fearless in battle. Who became Shaka’s favourite. Who the King allowed to return to his clan’s old territories.


‘But he wasn’t satisfied, was he? For Mzilikazi wanted to be recognised as a King in his own right. He wanted to be treated as an equal.’


Eventually Shaka couldn’t ignore his favourite’s grumbling, or his little acts of disobedience, which were likely to give others similar ideas. He sent an ubutho to punish Mzilikazi, but even then … Mzilikazi’s own brother had betrayed him, offering to show Shaka’s men a secret way up onto the plateau where the wayward favourite and his followers had sought refuge. But, even then, Shaka stayed his hand long enough to give Mzilikazi a chance to escape northwards.


‘Hai, your actions dismayed some of your advisors, but not me. For it was all the same to me. Yet now I have to say something,’ says Mbopa, his eyes on Shaka, who remains conveniently quiet. ‘You allow Mzilikazi to go free, while I – who have only ever shown you loyalty – have my family slaughtered. Why?’


And why … why does recalling that sweaty night when he seized the assassin’s discarded blade, and before he even knew what he was doing … Why does that memory bring with it terror, guilt even, when there should be exultation? But guilt! Why guilt?


He knows he owes his life to Shaka. Accused of cannibalism, he’d been sentenced to death, and was saved only when Shaka intervened. Almost immediately Mbopa had been able to show the new King how easily the art of diplomacy came to him, and thus began his ascent to the position of prime minister.


‘I owe you my life,’ continues Mbopa, ‘but is that not a debt I have repaid time and time again? Why kill those who had done you no wrong? Why do this to your most loyal servant?’


Usually, when preparing to put an unpalatable, but necessary, proposal before the King, he rehearses the exchange beforehand – considering what he’ll say, what Shaka is likely to reply. But tonight the King remains mute. Mbopa just cannot imagine what the Bull Elephant might have to say to him, or what explanations he’d offer.


Hai, but then again a King doesn’t have to explain anything.


Pampata’s tried to speak to him already, but Mbopa doesn’t know what to make of the royal concubine’s sorry attempts to excuse Shaka’s actions.


[image: ]


She doesn’t understand, just doesn’t understand.


Knowing he won’t be able to sleep, Ndlela has come to watch the izinkomo, the cattle, in Bulawayo’s large central isibaya.


They, at least, seem at peace.


Unlike myself, thinks Ndlela watching the quiet izinkomo.


And unlike the others dwelling in these huts: rows upon rows of huts encircling the cattlefold. Look closely and you’ll see eyes peering out of the doorways, frightened, anxious. No songs, for even the children are glum, and the dogs no longer bark; they’re as silent as the drums and the praise-singers. Aiee, even the praisesingers have fallen silent.


‘It’s started,’ Ndlela whispers.


And she doesn’t understand … more than that, she won’t be able to understand.


It’s started.


She condoned their actions. That she might not have realised the enormity of what they intended to do is neither here nor there. No matter how long he talks, he won’t be able to make her see. Won’t be able to make her realise that, no matter what she thinks, it’s started.


It’s started.


She’ll say Kholisa failed, and she’ll think that matters. But it doesn’t and, anyway, the sangoma didn’t fail. Ndlela’s been able to establish that Kholisa did in fact raise an impundulu – a zombie. He can’t be sure about what happened next, but suspects the creature had, for some reason, attacked its own creator.


The conspirators then resorted to other means so as to disrupt the First Fruits – but the madness had already infected them and begun to spread.


And this is what Mnkabayi needs to understand. Raising an impundulu is a horrific act that will have dire consequences for all involved. The forces she’s now set in motion won’t stop with the fall of Shaka. There’ll be ripples and reverberations and the way things are will never be the way they should have been, and that which is still to come will never be what it could have been.
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When Shaka had retreated into madness as a way to mourn his mother Nandi – and began issuing his insane laws – as prime minister Mbopa had quietly, and as far as possible, taken over the day-to-day running of the kingdom. He and the others who remained loyal to Shaka had to do anything to keep things as normal as possible, so as to reassure the people that the King’s sudden hatred of them, his children, was only a temporary malaise.


Of course Mbopa was aware that Shaka knew what he was up to, and saw the King’s silence on the matter as a sign that some part of the King was still the King and that part of him realised the need to maintain law and order.


But he had been wrong … Or perhaps not totally so. Given the King’s irrational state, it was just as likely that Shaka would condone Mbopa’s actions the one day, then see treason in his endeavours the next.


Whatever the case, the King decided Mbopa needed to be taught a lesson in not allowing his ambitions to become too rapacious.


Pampata told the prime minister she had begged with Shaka to reconsider. But even she was finding it hard to get through to the King during those days, and her position as his favourite concubine had been far from secure.


She had pleaded with him to reconsider, but Shaka had remained adamant. All the same – and here Pampata became almost frantic, because Mbopa had to believe her, he just had to! – the King had never intended for Mbopa’s homestead to be destroyed and his family slaughtered. He had merely ordered his prime minister’s cattle to be confiscated.


‘And he would have returned them to you,’ Pampata had insisted. ‘Of that I’m sure.’
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What she didn’t tell him was how Shaka had sent for her and wept in her arms when he heard what had happened. ‘I who have lost my mother know how he feels, and how will he ever forgive me?’ he had said.
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Mbopa writhes and rubs his feet together, and addresses Shaka once more: ‘I do not doubt your beloved was speaking the truth. But, wise as she is – and I have noticed that, of late, you have begun to ignore her again, and that’s not a good sign …’


Where was he? (His stomach! His poor stomach! It’s as if he’s swallowed handful after handful of long Devil’s thorns.)


Ah, yes … ‘Wise as she is, and persistent as she is in her efforts to seek my forgiveness on your behalf, Pampata doesn’t understand that some things should never happen. They should never be allowed to happen. And if they do … aiee!’





4
Spirits Of The Living Dead


The thing is, old cucumber, King tells Shaka through the interpreter he’s brought with him from the Cape, you’re quite right to be disgruntled with Farewell. At the end of the day, he’s a businessman, a trader. At the end of the day, Your Highness, profit is all that matters to him. Simply profit. That means he wants more from you than he’s willing to give.


Also, and I’m sorry to have to be the one to break this to you, continues King, but Francis has no official standing, none whatsoever. King Jorgi? He knows nothing about this.


If Shaka wants to open up a dialogue with King Jorgi, he needs to make contact with one of King Jorgi’s official representatives. And the head pasha, the top nawab in these parts, is the Governor of the Cape.
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And so King gets Shaka to sanction a diplomatic mission to Cape Town. In February 1828, a document is drawn up by King and signed by Shaka. It reassures King George IV of Shaka’s friendship and suggests a treaty be negotiated between the Zulus and the British. Representing Shaka will be Sothobe KaMpangalala. He’s a giant of a man, almost the size of Njikiza, who wears his isicoco on the back of his head. He is, of course, accompanied by a retinue of retainers. But, says the document, Shaka’s ‘friend James Saunders King’ is actually in charge of the undertaking.


The mission leaves at the end of April on the ElizabethSusan, a ship the traders have built at Port Natal and named after Farewell’s wife and King’s mother. The weather is bad for most of the voyage to Port Elizabeth, and Sothobe and King are among the few passengers who aren’t seasick. Zulu praise-singers will celebrate the former’s bravery in sailing ‘the uncrossable sea, which is crossed only by swallows and white people’.


A short while later, Shaka sends his army against Faku’s Pondoes.
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It’s an action which confuses Mbopa and the King’s other advisors. In going after Faku, Shaka is in effect sending his amabutho towards the Cape frontier; so how does this square with his assurances of goodwill to Britain? Why does he seem to want to undermine his own diplomatic mission?
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Four days after leaving Port Natal, the ElizabethSusan arrives at Port Elizabeth (formerly known as Algoa Bay). King immediately sends word to Cape Town that the Zulus are coming. The response is for him to remain there for the time being, with Sothobe and his party being entertained at government expense until arrangements can be made to convey them to the Cape. As it happens, that’s as far as they will get, for King’s dubious charms appear to have no effect on the local authorities.


Quite the opposite: he’s raised their hackles and their suspicions.


It also doesn’t help that just a few years earlier, while trying to raise funds for an expedition to go and ‘rescue’ Farewell, Fynn and the other White Men at Port Natal (and thus to start trading with the Zulus himself), King had exaggerated Shaka’s ‘barbaric’ nature and the threat he represented to the Cape Colony’s eastward expansion.


Consequently, one day while King’s away, Major Josias Cloete, the commanding officer of the Port Elizabeth garrison, settles down to have a chat with Sothobe, using one of his own interpreters. The chat soon becomes an interrogation, and Sothobe – who’s been well treated until now, having been fêted and taken on tours of the burgeoning port city and shown all manner of desirable goods – suddenly feels like a prisoner of war.


Can Sothobe produce anything to prove he was actually sent by Shaka?


They are here with Lieutenant King, isn’t that enough? It is their custom to send cattle as a gift, but there was no room in the ship’s hold, explains Sothobe. But there is still the ivory tusk Shaka gave them for that purpose.


Seeming satisfied on that score, Major Cloete asks Sothobe what Shaka’s intentions are? What does he expect from this mission? What does he want from the Crown?


Sothobe’s answers are vague. It could be that he’s confused by this sudden change in attitude on the part of his hosts, or because he really doesn’t know – as it’s King who will be doing the negotiating when they reach Cape Town, with Sothobe and his retinue there merely to prove that King has Shaka’s ear.


That this might be the case is evident when Sothobe steadfastly refuses Major Cloete’s suggestion that he and the other Zulus proceed on to Cape Town without King.


King himself is furious when he learns that the Zulu has been interrogated behind his back. He claims it’s an insult to him as a British subject, and a pathetic display of ‘petty authority’.


For their part, Major Cloete and various officials at the Colonial Office wonder – if the delegation is here to reach an understanding with Britain, and if its aims are as innocuous as King claims – why King is so pissed off about the major having had a ‘private’ chat with Sothobe … 
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Meanwhile, Shaka’s regiments are rampaging along the coast. He isn’t with them, though, for he’s established his base of operations about 130km away from Port Natal, on the bank of the Umzimkhulu River, where Fynn has built a kraal. Fynn himself is there, as is Jakot. In fact, the former is serving as a hostage to ensure the safe return of Sothobe and the other Zulus, although he’s hardly being treated as such.


The army is now split into two, with the one wing moving inland to deal with the tribes there, while the other continues along the coast. It has become total warfare, as Shaka seems to show no interest in gaining more vassals.


He will not play with them, as the White Men have done at the Cape, yes – even as these crocodiles have continued to defy the British by stealing their cattle and killing farmers. Instead, the tribes will be obliterated, made to vanish. And Shaka urges his amabutho onward, ever onward, with further plundering, burning and killing.
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And, in early June, word duly reaches the Cape that the Zulu King is heading their way in person. Panic ensues, whereupon all available forces are mobilised and the frontier posts manned. Meanwhile, a small contingent under Major Dundas is ordered into the tribal lands beyond the frontier, to see what the situation is like.


Dundas eventually tracks down Faku, who tells him the Zulu regiments are accompanied by armed White Men. After leaving Faku, Dundas and his men attack a group of warriors in the vicinity of the Umtata River, believing them to be Zulus. They’re not, but instead the remnants of one of the tribes Shaka’s men have all but destroyed. Though outnumbered, Dundas manages to chase them from the area. He then returns to Simonstown.


In the interim, Major-General Richard Bourke, the Lieutenant-Governor of the Cape, has ordered the HMS Helicon to take King and Sothobe’s party back to Port Natal. The ElizabethSusan follows a few days later.
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The reason why Dundas can’t find any Zulus is because Shaka has suddenly ordered their withdrawal and he has retired to the war kraal that protects the kingdom’s southern reaches, to await them there. When the advance parties arrive, they are jubilant, for they deem the campaign to have been a success, having captured many cattle. Shaka has these men beaten with sticks.


When the regiments arrive, he refuses to allow them to undergo the cleansing ceremony. Angrily, he berates them as cowards, and says the only way they can redeem themselves is to march immediately against Soshangane KaZikode, who has established himself along the Olifants River, to the north-west of Delagoa.


The men and their officers are aghast, because that’s a long way off. Are they not to be allowed to return home and rest a while? But there’s no going against Shaka’s orders. Wearily, resentfully, they set off again.


Shaka sends messengers carrying orders for two more regiments to reinforce them. Dingane and Mhlangana are to accompany these, he adds.
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King returns to face Farewell’s enmity, for he’s now destroyed all the hard work Farewell has done to maintain good relations with Shaka, and to keep alive interest in the settlement among investors in Cape Town. As the final twist of the knife, King opens the sealed case General Bourke has sent to Shaka, hoping its contents might help ameliorate Shaka’s anger – only to find it contains a few sheets of copper, some cheap knives and a piece of scarlet broadcloth.


Sothobe returns to advise Shaka to have nothing more to do with the White Men, whose King is much inferior to himself. In addition, he says, James King is not even trusted by his own people.


‘See these paltry gifts, Father,’ he goads an enraged Shaka. They are so inferior because they were unpacked at Port Natal, where King took the best things for himself.


Shaka examines the case, then tosses the contents on the floor. No one present can remember when last they saw him so angry. Even Sothobe fears for his life and everyone agrees it’s just as well that King has been taken ill and can’t leave Port Natal (where Fynn has diagnosed pleurisy).
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And now, as the month of June reaches its end, the regiments are returning. Or at least the remnants of them, drifting back in ones and twos.


The amabutho are being eaten, whisper these ghosts of the living dead.


All those regiments, their war songs have become screams.


They’ve defeated the tribes they’ve come across, but these have been mere skirmishes. The real enemy – the fetid swamps, the disease – has cut them down.


The Bull is stuck.


The Bull is dying.


And Shaka does nothing.


Instead he hides in the darkness of his hut.


Hai, he has been there so long that he and the darkness have become one.
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See these paltry gifts, Father!


His hands trembling, cold fire in his veins, burning ice behind his eyes, he examines the contents of the case, then tosses them away.


The thing is, Shaka doesn’t care about the copper and other trinkets, but King has forgotten the one thing he’s specifically asked him for – a bottle of the macassar oil that Farewell once told him about, which apparently removes the grey from one’s hair.





5
The Confrontation


‘Eshé, ndoda!’


‘Eshé,’ grunts the Induna.


A faint smile playing across his lips to show he’s noted the insult implied by the Induna’s truncated greeting, Nolaka allows his gaze to rest on the warrior’s civet collar and the blue feather.


‘To what do we owe this pleasure?’ he asks.


‘Is it true your generals are elsewhere, and you command this contingent?’


That is so: the generals are back at the prince’s home kraal, along with the bulk of the regiment, says Nolaka, the Leopard Man, so named because he once caught a leopard singlehandedly and presented it to Mhlangana so that the prince could use its pelt.


From the corners of his eyes the Induna sees how two, three, then five men have drifted over to form the beginnings of a circle around him. Some are carrying spears.


‘I would ask you a question,’ he says.


Nolaka parts his hands. ‘Ask, Shadow of Shaka!’


‘Do you know the penalty for stealing cattle?’


Not bothering to feign perplexity as to why the Induna should be asking such a question, the Leopard Man grins and says: ‘I do, and it’s not pleasant!’


The Induna doesn’t even need to look to know that more men have moved up behind him, to complete the circle.


‘Why then,’ he says, ‘did you allow your men to do that very thing on the way to Bulawayo?’


Nolaka’s face hardens. One or two of the warriors surrounding the Induna hiss.


‘What nonsense is this?’ asks the Leopard Man, taking a step closer. This is a regiment, which has proved itself in campaign after campaign, how dare the Induna cast aspersions on their honour!


The Induna refrains from pointing out that claiming distinguished service in battle when this is an exaggeration bordering on outright falsehood is scarcely honourable. Instead, adopting a tone of mild inquiry, he asks if this means Nolaka denies having taken Zulu cattle from Zulu stockmen in umuzis situated outside of the prince’s own assigned territory.


OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
       
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/Patch.jpg
PEOPLE
OF THE SKY

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLL





OEBPS/images/9780857383341.jpg
EMPIRE WAS ON - 1

ITS KNEES -
TWO HEROES
STOOD TALL

WALTON GOLIGHTLY





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





