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			Preface


			It is not only in fantasy sagas like George RR Martin’s Game of Thrones that kings fall to the assassin’s blade or poisoned cup. Rulers, no less now than in the past, know that the assassin’s shadow menaces their every step. An attempt on a ruler’s life might fail thanks to lucky chance, or it might succeed despite every precaution taken. The would-be killer might be motivated by private grievance or paranoia, or by religious or ideological conviction.


			Especially in a monarchy, the assassin might be driven by personal ambition to usurp the throne. In a traditional society, this was an act not to be undertaken lightly where there was something particularly awful in killing a king whose right to rule was enforced by divine sanction. And what made the deed the more reprehensible was that the assassin would usually possess a plausible hereditary claim to the crown, and this meant that the victim must be of close kin. This in turn required the usurper, once he had seized power, to purge all rival claimants who shared his royal blood lest they challenge him for the crown then or in the future.


			The record of Africa, no less than that of Europe, Asia and the Americas, is replete with royal assassinations and their blood-filled aftermaths. There is one instance, though, that eclipses all others in Africa because of the legendary eminence of the victim: Shaka Zulu, whose name so luridly conjures up all the brutal, warlike glamour of the precolonial continent.


			In writing this book, my objective is not to undertake another scholarly investigation into the formation of the Zulu kingdom in the reign of King Shaka. Several excellent historians – notably John Wright, Carolyn Hamilton and Elizabeth Eldredge – have already expertly mastered this field. Nor do I wish to attempt a fresh biography of Shaka himself. In several recent books, Dan Wylie has the jump on me there.


			Rather, what I am attempting is a focused inquiry into a single, pivotal event in Shaka’s life: his assassination. By teasing out the circumstances surrounding the plot to slay him, by investigating the individuals involved and their possible motives, and by considering the implications and consequences of the violent deed, I hope to throw some strong light on the functioning of the early Zulu kingdom and on the elusive character of Shaka himself.


			The reader is invited to follow along with me as I try to make sense of the case. Since writing history is not simply selecting, organising and presenting facts in an objective fashion, but also a literary act in which the author inevitably possesses a personal point of view, I shall be open with the reader. In pursuing my investigation, I shall pose a series of questions seeking answers from the available evidence, and it is up to the reader to decide whether these queries are sufficient, on target or misdirected. Likewise, I shall explain my reasons when I find the answers I come up with to be convincing, or at least plausible, and when I can find no satisfactory answer at all. Once again, it is for the alert reader to better me at my own game.


			Of course, to approach the controversial subject of Shaka is to venture into a tangled and dangerous forest with mantraps set across the twisting paths. ‘History perhaps does not furnish an instance of a more despotic and cruel monster than Chaka,’ declared Lieutenant Francis George Farewell, RN, one of the first hunter-traders established at Port Natal in 1824, who witnessed Shaka at the height of his power.1 Through their writings, he and his fellow pioneers, Henry Francis Fynn and Nathaniel Isaacs, disseminated their vision of Shaka as a forbidding savage ruling over a nation in arms, imbued with a fierce military ethos. Indeed, Isaacs went so far as to declare: ‘I am not aware that history ... can produce so horrible and detestable a savage. He has deluged his country in innocent blood.’2 Future white settlers, missionaries, officials and soldiers all elaborated on this ferocious image until it became fixed in the Western imagination.


			Indeed, as the founder of the Zulu warrior kingdom, Shaka has understandably been the subject of biographers, artists and filmmakers. Henry Cele’s compelling portrayal of Shaka in the lavish ten-part SABC mini-series Shaka Zulu, first screened in 1986, indelibly imbedded screenwriter Joshua Sinclair’s and director William Faure’s larger-than-life vision of Shaka the ruthless warrior-king in viewers’ minds. Viewers were duly intrigued, even if many critics attacked Shaka Zulu for historical inaccuracy and inherent racism.3 Several popular authors, notably EA Ritter and Donald Morris, have also employed considerable licence to sensationalise and romanticise Shaka’s career. More recently, academic critics such as Carolyn Hamilton and Dan Wylie have leapt into the fray and, employing the intricate tools of literary deconstruction, have exposed the historical invention and literary mythology that have ‘created’ the Shaka of popular imagination.


			Despite such critiques, which cut vigorously away at the legends that shroud the historical figure, we should not ascribe the strong survival of the Shaka warrior stereotype only to Western sources. The Zulu people have always celebrated him as a great conqueror. As his praises, or izibongo, expressed it:


			The nations he hath all destroyed


			Whither shall he now attack?


			He! Whither shall he now attack?


			He defeats kings


			Whither shall he now attack?


			The nations he hath all destroyed


			Whither shall he now attack?


			He! He! He! Whither shall he now attack?4


			In recent decades, many Zulu intellectuals and politicians have exploited the Zulu past, with its military traditions, and have invoked the towering personality of Shaka to promote and legitimate Zulu nationalism – none perhaps with greater élan than the late Mazisi Kunene in his epic of 1979, Emperor Shaka the Great. Their message has resonated with ordinary Zulu people who continue to believe in their ethnic characteristics as a warrior nation. As a male Zulu migrant labourer vigorously put it: ‘The Zulu Nation is born out of Shaka’s spear. When you say “Go and fight,” it just happens.’5
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			‘Chaka King of the Zoolus’ by J Saunders King


			(Nathaniel Isaacs, Travels and Adventures in Eastern Africa, 1836)


			Indeed, outside the Legislative Assembly Building in Ulundi – opened in 1984 when the Zulu nationalist Inkatha Freedom Party ruled the self-governing KwaZulu ‘homeland’ between 1977 and 1994 – is a highly idealised bronze statue of Shaka holding his great war-shield and brandishing his spear. Yet, when in 2010 a statue of the king accompanied by Nguni cattle was erected at the new King Shaka International Airport, it caused an immediate outcry because Shaka was not depicted carrying weapons. With accusations by the Zulu royal house that this rendering of Shaka made him look more like a herd boy than a warrior, the statue was removed for reconsideration. It has not yet been replaced because no one can agree exactly how to depict Shaka’s features, the problem being that nobody knows for sure what the king looked like.


			And this points to another significant problem in approaching the subject of Shaka. The decidedly problematic sources are limited, complex and contradictory. They consist of the dubious, highly coloured and self-serving accounts of white trader-hunters who actually encountered Shaka, mostly penned or reworked later after a long lapse of time; of remembered and recurrently embellished izibongo handed down over generations; of popular and oft-repeated Zulu traditions; and of the oral testimony of witnesses. This testimony was not systematically recorded until the very late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the interviewees had distant childhood memories of the Shakan period, or could only relate what the previous generation had to say of Shaka, in itself a subjective response. The archives hold an assortment of official British documents – the staple of conventional historians – which convey little but a gullible and misinformed grasp of Shaka and his kingdom. And, finally, there is the archaeological evidence, patchy at best and useful only in helping us envisage Shaka’s material environment. It is no wonder, perhaps, that Dan Wylie has concluded that ‘we know almost nothing for certain about Shaka’, and that what has come down to us ‘is an extraordinary palimpsest of half-understood rumours, speculations and plain old lies’.6


			Still, this is no reason to despair. When one thinks about it, the sources for the history of Ancient Rome (for example) are hardly any more soundly based: partially surviving histories written decades – if not centuries – after the events described or the tantalising summaries made of them; a scattering of copied and re-copied letters, speeches, poems and other pieces of literature; inscriptions, coins, dubious portrait busts and the rest of a fragmented archaeological record. Nevertheless, these considerable shortcomings and difficulties with the evidence have not put off classical historians, who continue to write about the Ancient World with unabated enthusiasm. So why would historians of the early Zulu kingdom shrink from a similar challenge?


			Yet this in turn presents a problem for this book. An academic monograph would lay out the full panoply of evidence in exhaustive footnotes and references. However, the nature of this book is such that I do not believe I should allow it to become tiresomely overburdened with the scholarly apparatus. I have therefore adopted the practice of confining my notes to direct quotations and to every piece of evidence specifically deployed to buttress my investigation into the case of Shaka’s assassination. Otherwise, for the sources for my supporting and contextualising account of the history of the early Zulu kingdom and its political, military, social, religious and economic milieu, the reader is referred to the Reading List at the end of the book.


			Zulu words are explained when they are first encountered in the book, but the Glossary provides the singular and plural forms, as well as the meaning, of those used more than once. Modern Zulu spelling is employed in the text, but the obsolete form is retained in direct quotations.
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			INTRODUCTION


			They Are Still Fighting, Even Now


			Had it not been for the sudden appearance one morning in the late 1860s of two enormous snakes with black and green markings,7 it would have been a day as any other at kwaNodwengu, King Mpande kaSenzangakhona’s principal royal military homestead, or ikhanda. The mammoth assemblage of a thousand or more domed grass huts lay in the very heart of the Zulu kingdom, in the Mahlabathini plain (‘the place of sands’) enclosed by a sweep of hills just north of the White Mfolozi River. It is not easy nowadays, from the poor archaeological remains of hut floors and postholes, to picture the massy scale of an ikhanda such as this, nor its hulking impact on the open grassy landscape, with its patches of acacia bush where aloes and euphorbias stood sentinel.


			The layout of kwaNodwengu followed that of the amakhanda of Mpande’s two royal predecessors and half-brothers, Shaka and Dingane. As with all the other amakhanda situated at strategic points across Zululand, it functioned as a hub of royal authority. All mirrored in colossal form the tens of thousands of humble circular clusters of thatched beehive huts dotting the undulating countryside. Each was a self-sufficient family homestead, or umuzi, the half-dozen or so huts arranged around a circular cattle byre, or isibaya, protected by a wooden palisade.
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			The wealth of the Zulu kingdom: Nguni cattle in the cattle byre of an umuzi


			(George French Angus, The Kaffirs Illustrated In A Series Of Drawings, 1849)


			It was only appropriate that the isibaya should form the core of every umuzi or ikhanda because the Zulu were above all a pastoralist people. Cattle were central to their culture and religious ritual, and were the prime indicator of wealth in a society that had little other means of accumulating it. Iron Age Bantu-speakers migrating southwards through Africa had introduced domestic cattle into southern Africa about two thousand years before. Nguni cattle, with their spreading horns, multicoloured skins and black-tipped noses, were the favoured indigenous strain in the Zulu country. The Zulu language contains hundreds of terms by which to identify the distinctive shapes of horns, the presence or absence of a hump, and the numerous different colours and patterns. Favourite cattle had praise-names and were trained to respond to whistled commands.
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			King Cetshwayo’s chief ikhanda, oNdini. The general aspect of his father Mpande’s kwaNodwengu ikhanda would have been identical.


			(Graphic, 22 February 1879)


			At kwaNodwengu the huts within the stout outer palisade enclosed an elliptical, open parade ground too extensive for a man to be heard if he tried to shout across it. A number of cattle enclosures were built against the inner palisade of reeds and grasses. At the top end of the parade ground, opposite the main gate to the ikhanda, was the great cattle isibaya, sacred to the king. There Mpande and the members of his inner royal council (umkhandlu) would discuss matters of state and he would pass judgment on the wrongdoers grovelling before him. It was also the place where he would perform the religious rituals required of the monarch and would officiate over the great national ceremonies.


			Directly behind the isibaya was the royal enclosure, or isigodlo, sacred to the king and divided into two sections of about fifty huts in all. In the central, ‘black’ section dwelt the female members of the royal house, or amakhosikazi, comprising Mpande’s wives, the widows of his predecessors, sisters, aunts and other relations. As married or senior women they were crowned with complexly worked topknots of hair, in Shaka’s time ‘greased and clotted with red ochre clay’,8 and wore leather skirts reaching to the knees. They decorated themselves with beads around the forehead, ankles and arms. Like all Zulu people, women as well as men, they wore ear plugs of carved, polished wood, about two to five millimetres in diameter. Just before puberty their earlobes had been pierced as the first of the rituals marking the transition from childhood to adulthood.
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			Zulu women in their umuzi brewing beer (utshwala) from ground sorghum, millet or maize and water. The low-alcohol drink was essential on social and ceremonial occasions.


			(George French Angus, The Kaffirs Illustrated In A Series Of Drawings, 1849)


			Alongside the amakhosikazi lived the king’s favoured maids-of-honour, the umndlunkulu, women who had been given to him as tribute and who served as his concubines. Unmarried girls across the kingdom had a front covering of beadwork or leaves to shield their nakedness, or perhaps a fringed waistband of skin, but these umndlunkulu were reputed to wear nothing other than strings of beads. If they were favoured, they sported brass coils around their arms as well as four brass collars that were so tight it was almost impossible to turn the head. It was death to look upon these maids-of-honour when they left the isigodlo under armed escort to bathe or to relieve themselves at a distance. The only male who could freely enter the isigodlo was the king himself, and the life of any other man who did so without being summoned was forfeit. The king’s great hut, larger by far than any other in the ikhanda, was in the black isigodlo, and there he might hold audience. At night the gates to the isigodlo were barred and the king was the only man to sleep there.


			His umndlunkulu, secluded and unoccupied except for entertaining the king with song and dance, grew corpulent on the staple diet of the isigodlo, blood clots and fat cooked into a rich soup and washed down with whey. This fare was in stark contrast to that of ordinary people, who ate meat only when they had sacrificed a beast and subsisted on sour clotted milk, beer made from sorghum, pounded grain boiled as porridge, and fresh vegetables.


			In the ‘white’ isigodlo lived the younger umndlunkulu who had not attracted the king’s eye, the royal children – who, as elsewhere in Zululand, had shaven heads and were nude except for a string of beads around the waist and (if a boy) a penis sheath of woven grass – and the izigqila. These last were women who had been captured in war or were the wives or daughters of men the king had executed. Their status was slave-like, for they could never be ransomed or freed. Not only were they obliged to be at the sexual disposal of men of the royal house but they also performed all the menial domestic chores in the isigodlo. Their days were filled cultivating the gardens, fetching water, gathering firewood, cooking food and waiting on the women of high status whose clay chamberpots they emptied.9


			Daily, the king would enter the isibaya to inspect his cattle – every Zulu man’s greatest source of pride – and regularly review the warriors barracked in the two great wings of huts standing in rows six or eight deep that enfolded the parade ground. Then he would position himself on an anthill or large rock and peer over the palisade of the isibaya, encouraging his warriors and his great nobles, or izikhulu, as they sang his izibongo (praises), leapt high into the air and rhythmically stamped their feet, showing off their highly disciplined and intricate dancing skills.


			Before one is swept up by the undoubted pageantry and excitement of life in an ikhanda, the harsher realities of life there should be considered. On the memorable day of the two battling snakes, the young unmarried men of the uKhandempemvu ibutho, or age-grade regiment, were taking their turn to serve their king at kwaNodwengu. Life there was Spartan despite generous servings of beef, otherwise reserved for the conspicuous consumption of the rich and powerful. It was easy to become lost in the confusing maze of almost identical beehive huts, and when a man wandered into a section occupied by another unit, he risked being beaten up and chased away. Because different amabutho were always being rotated in and out, huts would periodically be left empty. Then they would be filled with wood ash and excrement by those living in neighbouring huts and required much cleaning to be made habitable again. Lunguza – born in about 1820 and one of the nearly two hundred informants whose invaluable testimony was meticulously recorded by the colonial magistrate, James Stuart – recalled that for lack of supervision the warriors regularly relieved themselves very close by the outer palisade. Consequently, in the ikhanda ‘the stench was very bad’. Indeed, men even ‘voided’ in the streams where others drew their water.10


			The young warriors’ day of labour began at dawn when they set about their regular tasks of gathering wood and grass to repair the huts and palisades, tending the king’s fields of crops and guarding his extensive herds of grazing cattle. Through the custom of ukusisa, royal cattle such as these were entrusted to the care of all the amakhanda (and often to imizi as well). They remained the property of the king, but their carers had the right to make use of them for milk or dung and to keep their offspring.


			Herdsmen such as those at kwaNodwengu were armed. The other warriors going about their chores had stowed away their great, man-height, cowhide war-shields in huts raised on wooden stilts to preserve these valuable items (only two could be cut from the hide of a cow) from the rats; while their menacing stabbing-spears, or amaklwa, were piled out of sight in their huts. Likewise laid aside on this routine working day was the panoply of precious furs and feathers that made up the warriors’ superb and intricate ceremonial dress. Instead, in a society where there was no shame in nakedness, they wore no more than a cowhide penis sheath for modesty beneath a thick bunch of animal skins twisted to resemble tails. These tails might be continued all around the waist like a kilt, or be replaced over the buttocks by an oblong cowskin flap, often supplemented by further tails. Woven blankets, which were to become an increasingly favoured item of outer wear in cool weather, were only introduced in 1824 with the arrival of the first white traders at Port Natal and were initially luxury garments confined to the elite. The unmarried men of the uKhandempemvu ibutho would have worn their hair long and intricately worked into fantastical shapes.


			Unconscious of the supernatural drama about to be played out before him, Masiphula kaMamba, the hereditary chief, or inkosi, of the emGazini people, was stationed as usual in front of his hut halfway down and at the forefront of the left of the two great wings of barrack huts at kwaNodwengu. As Mpande’s chief appointed officer of state, or induna, he was the most powerful man in the kingdom after the king. Like all men of high status, he grew his fingernails long and wore an ingxotha, the heavy and excessively uncomfortable brass armlet that reached from wrist to elbow and was conferred as a royal mark of distinction. He was notorious for his cruelty, likened in his violent rages to a wild animal,11 and his subordinates grouped around him that morning maintained a wary and respectful distance as he kept his ferocious eye on the warriors going about their tasks in the great enclosure.


			The day grew pleasantly warm, for it was that mild season of early summer when women across the kingdom, sometimes joined by their husbands and children, were weeding the shooting sorghum and millet in the small, irregular fields that adjoined their imizi. Masiphula and his companions were suddenly startled to see two great snakes chase each other up and down the reed screen that shielded the low doorway to his hut. They twined furiously around each other until they tumbled to the ground, where they continued to writhe in the dust, now one on top, and then the other, their thrashing coils dripping with blood from the savage bites they inflicted on each other. Drawn by the commotion, a crowd of warriors formed to watch in awed dread. Those witnessing the extraordinary spectacle – including Mtshapi (born in about 1846) and Ndukwana (born in about 1824), whose testimony Stuart recorded towards the end of their lives – were in no doubt as to what was happening.


			In Zulu religious belief, the living and the dead were bound together as a single community in which the shades of the ancestors, or amadlozi, were the senior members. The shades brooded and watched over the living, who in turn consulted them in everything they did, propitiating them with offerings when they sensed their disfavour, and making contact with them through blood sacrifice in the isibaya. When an idlozi, who normally lived below the ground, wished to revisit the world of the living it did so manifested in the form of a snake. As King Cetshwayo clarified, when asked how you could tell when an ordinary snake was an idlozi, it was uncharacteristically untimid, and you could recognise one ‘even as you recognise a human acquaintance’.12 Because the amadlozi retained their mortal personality and characteristics, and maintained the same status in the other world they had experienced while alive, a commoner would materialise into a small, sluggish, harmless brown snake. Large green or mottled black snakes (izimamba), on the other hand, such as those tussling at kwaNodwengu, were known to manifest as the amadlozi of great chiefs.13 And, to clinch their identification that day, it was crucial that, out of a thousand huts at kwaNodwengu, the two amadlozi had specifically chosen to enact their eternal quarrel in the spirit world in front of that of Masiphula, the king’s chief induna, and no other.
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			‘Umpanda [Mpande], the King of the AmaZulu’


			(George French Angus, The Kaffirs Illustrated In A Series Of Drawings, 1849)


			Consequently, when a number of izikhulu hurried up to the scene of combat and tried to intervene, they cried out: ‘Our pardon, kings! What is happening?’14 They addressed the snakes as ‘kings’ because it was perfectly obvious to them that they were beholding the implacable, never-ending struggle between the amadlozi of King Shaka, the founder of the Zulu kingdom, and of King Dingane, who had assassinated him in 1828 some forty years before – Dingane, who had gone on to seize the throne and ruthlessly hunt down all his perceived rivals in the royal house.


			While the mounting throng looked on, the larger and greener of the two snakes overcame the other, which broke away and fled. Masiphula knew that the appearance of the amadlozi of kings in the form of snakes must always be reported to the monarch so that, should the amadlozi be offended in some way, he could propitiate them through the ritual sacrifice of cattle and by praising them. Accordingly, Masiphula dispatched a messenger at the run who approached Mpande as protocol demanded, singing his izibongo as loud as he could and stooping down as a sign of respect. The king, as was usual at that time of day, was in the isibaya holding a confidential meeting with his councillors, who were ranged deferentially in front of him. They were dressed like every other Zulu man, but with more beads and ornaments.


			Mpande was only too aware that the Zulu royal succession had always been decided by force, and that in 1840 he himself had overthrown his half-brother Dingane at the battle of the Maqongqo hills. It was later recounted that when, in 1856, his own two sons, Cetshwayo and Mbuyazi, were about to go to war over the right to the succession, Mpande had declared: ‘Our house did not gain the kingship by being appointed to sit on a mat. [In Zululand when a father appointed one of his sons his heir he would sit on a mat on account of his rank.] Our house gained the kingship by stabbing with the assegai.’15


			When Mpande’s izinduna all exclaimed in awe of the snakes, ‘Hau! They are still fighting, Nkosi, even now’,16 Mpande could not ignore the fact that the amadlozi of two kings were brawling in his own ikhanda. He immediately consulted the diviners, or izangoma, attached to his court. Izangoma, who could be either men or women, were easily differentiated from ordinary people on account of their bizarre apparel, weird hairstyles and body paint. They were chosen and possessed by the amadlozi, and so were able to translate the shades’ supernatural messages to the living and to prescribe the correct ritual responses to avert calamity or illness, or to counter witchcraft.


			Assured by his izangoma that the snakes were indeed the amadlozi of Shaka and Dingane, and that he must come to the defence of the former, the founder of the Zulu nation, Mpande peremptorily commanded his councillors: ‘Drive off that evil-doer of Mgungungdhlovu [Dingane].’17 ‘So,’ he continued with angry indignation, ‘he is fighting with Tshaka when it was he who finished off the sons of Senzangakona? He used to say he had killed Tshaka for troubling the people; in fact it was he who finished off the Zulu house.’18
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			PART I


			Three Spears


		




		

			CHAPTER 1


			Stabbed While Dancing


			In 1824, four years before Shaka fell bleeding under the remorseless spear thrusts of his assassins, there was an earlier attempt on his life. His subjects, believing he would die, gave way to wild and extravagant mourning. Depending on just how they regarded their king, their lamentations were genuine or feigned, but were stringently enforced regardless.


			The attack took place at Shaka’s esiKlebheni ikhanda, south across the White Mfolozi River from kwaBulawayo in the Mahlabathini plain, his principal ikhanda at the time. EsiKlebheni had been established by his father, Senzangakhona, who, when he reached manhood, had moved out of kwaNobamba, the modest umuzi of his father and grandfather, who had been only very minor amakhosi.19


			EsiKlebheni was situated in the emaKhosini valley, the ‘Valley of the Kings’, the most sacred locality in Zululand. It was so named because Shaka’s royal predecessors were reputedly all buried there. Who they were is a matter of dispute. Even King Cetshwayo, who recounted the story of his people while held captive in the Castle in Cape Town after his defeat in the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, had to admit that ‘very little is known of them and their doings’.20 The missionary and pioneer anthropologist, the Rev AT Bryant, collected no fewer than 11 versions of the genealogy of early Zulu amakhosi, and came to the conclusion that the most likely line of descent was Malandela, Zulu, Phunga, Mageba, Ndaba, Jama and finally Shaka’s father, Senzangakhona.21 Be that as it may, Shaka and his successors as king always visited the presumed sites of these graves when there was a national crisis. They consulted the royal amadlozi, sacrificed cattle to them, recited their praises and sang ‘the great and ancient anthems’ (amahubo) honouring the mighty deeds of the ancestors and famous warriors of the past.22


			The attempted assassination occurred during the annual umkhosi, or first-fruits ceremony, which, following his father’s practice, Shaka celebrated at esiKlebheni.23 This was the most significant event in the Zulu ritual year. As king, Shaka was the great rainmaker, and the fruitfulness of the crops depended on him. At several crucial moments in the agricultural cycle he was strengthened with ritual medicines to ensure a good harvest, but the umkhosi festival capped all others.


			In preparation, all the amabutho made their way from their homes or distant amakhanda to assemble in the cluster of amakhanda in the vicinity of esiKlebheni. From there they proceeded to esiKlebheni itself for the three days of intense umkhosi ceremonies. Then the king, his amabutho and all his people were ritually purified, strengthened against evil influences and bound together anew. Mystical confusion was hurled out among their enemies. The ceremonies concluded with a grand review of the amabutho followed by the public promulgation of the laws that the king and his council of state, or ibandla, had decided upon for the coming year.


			Something of the excitement and splendour of the umkhosi being celebrated in 1824 can be recaptured most vividly through the memories of the white adventurers who were seeing it through eyes quite unaccustomed to the sight. The ten-year-old Charles Rawden Maclean, known as ‘John Ross’, was shipwrecked at the rudimentary settlement of Port Natal in October 1825. As he wrote, nearly fifty years later, ‘three years were, with little interruption, passed at King Shaka’s residence. He kept me with him, first as a sort of rare pet animal ... and latterly as a confidential companion, as far as companionship could be held with such a mighty potentate, who could only be approached on all fours.’24
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			‘Utimuni, nephew of Chaka’


			(George French Angus, The Kaffirs Illustrated In A Series Of Drawings, 1849)


			Maclean attended an umkhosi festival and remembered the ‘immense gathering’ of people in the ikhanda itself and encamped all around it. The great majority were warriors and only ‘a small portion of women and children were to be seen’. Maclean was in the isibaya with Shaka, who was discussing the coming grand review with his councillors while seated before them ‘perfectly naked’ and ‘anointing his body with grease, preparatory to investing himself with the royal war dress’. A ‘large body of warriors, in full war costume ... carrying white shields spotted black’ then advanced from the bottom end of the parade ground and ‘drew up in front of the King, in the form of a crescent, three deep, with Dingane, the King’s brother, at their head. Having saluted the King with a simultaneous blow on their shields with the handle of the Umkhonto (a short-handled assegai or spear) and a general exclamation of, “Great master, Great King, you great as the world,” the whole squatted on the ground ... their shields laid transversely on their breasts.’25


			The festival attire of these warriors was indeed magnificent, and differentiated one ibutho from another, as did the distinctive colours and patterns of their war-shields. (Maclean noted separate amabutho carrying shields that were uniformly entirely black, white with black spots, white with brown spots, brown or pure white.)26 The warriors’ dress consisted of at least twenty skins of various varieties, but only especially favoured amabutho, izikhulu and members of the royal house were permitted to wear leopard skin. All wore the basic kilt of tails; white ox and cow tails were fastened around the neck like a cape to hang down the back as far as the knees, and down to the waist in front. More of these tails were tied above the elbows and below the knees to cover the shins. No footwear was worn. Bracelets of beads and bangles ornamented the arms. The headdress, individual to each ibutho, was held together by a thick, padded animal skin headband. More skins hung down from this headband as flaps or tassels either side of the face or down the back of the neck. Combinations of feathers arranged in bunches or in single plumes, worn upright or slanting backwards, completed the headgear. Maclean thought the ensemble gave the warriors ‘a very warlike and commanding appearance’.27


			The king and the great men of the kingdom wore the same style of ceremonial dress as the warriors, but their higher status was indicated by the costliness and rarity of their furs and feathers and by a greater display of ornaments. When paying Shaka a visit in 1825, two hunter-traders, James King and Henry Francis Fynn, admired Shaka’s ceremonial headdress. A band of stuffed otter skin surrounded his head, adorned with 12 bunches of gorgeous red lourie (turaco) feathers and, in front, a single blue crane plume, 60 centimetres in height.28 On a similar occasion, Maclean noted that Dingane, although garbed equally royally as Shaka, simply could not boast so large a display of beads as the king, who had ‘a long band of these thrown over his shoulder in the manner of a soldier’s belt [bandolier]’.29


			Dancing was an integral part of the ceremonies. Warriors brought special dancing shields to the occasion, and Shaka’s was pure white with a single, large black spot in about the middle.30 Nathaniel Isaacs, a trader who, like Maclean, was shipwrecked at Port Natal in 1825, published a journal in 1836 in which he purported to have recorded his experiences in Zululand. On 16 April 1826, he saw warriors dance with Shaka, having first (as they did for certain dances) set aside their shields:


			They formed a half circle ... The king placed himself in the middle of the space within the circle, and ... [umndlunkulu] girls stood opposite to the men three deep, in a straight line, and with great regularity. His majesty then commenced dancing, the warriors followed, and the girls kept time by singing, clapping their hands, and raising their bodies on their toes ... The king was remarkable for his unequalled activity, and the surprising muscular powers he exhibited. He was dressed with a profusion of green and yellow glass beads ... This ceremony was performed with considerable regularity, from the king giving, as it were, the time for every motion. Wherever he cast his eye, there was the greatest effort made.31


			Even in normal circumstances, Ndukwana (one of Stuart’s informants) recalled, the umkhosi ‘was invariably characterised by quarrelling and fighting among the different regiments, when indunas [officers] used to interfere and strike out among them with sticks right and left’.32 EsiKlebheni in 1824 would have been no different: a seething gathering of thousands of over-excited people, their bodies jammed together, incessant noise, clouds of dust raised by the dance, and the king right in the midst of it all. His izimbongi (praise singers) added to the general furore. One of them, with bushbuck horns attached to his forehead, his hair dressed in female style and wearing a woman’s leather skirt, went among the press of spectators, praising the king and pretending ‘to butt or stick them as a beast would do’. The people played along, scrambling away as if afraid of being hurt, and ‘the noise would resound’.33 What better opportunity ever presented itself to a would-be assassin, especially one who calculated his realistic chances for escape in the dense, panicking crowd on the great parade ground and in the confusing network of closely packed huts surrounding it?


			The hunter-trader Fynn, who had set up at the tiny settlement of Port Natal in May 1824, was present at esiKlebheni when the assassination attempt was made.34 There is no doubt that he was an eyewitness to events in Zululand in the 1820s, but his heavily edited ‘diary’, produced between 1832 and 1861, is a very problematic source. That said, his is the fullest account we have of the circumstances.


			Dancing similar to that described by Isaacs had been going on all day. It did not abate even when dusk fell, and Shaka ordered ‘lighted bundles of dried reeds’ to be held up to illuminate the pulsating scene. Fynn decided to watch, and had just entered esiKlebheni when he ‘heard a great shriek and the lights were immediately extinguished. Then followed a general bustle and crying.’ Shaka, ‘while dancing, had been stabbed’. It was said that the would-be assassin was trembling as he tried to push his spear home.35 Shaka, recounted Jantshi (who had been born in about 1848 and had gleaned his information from Nongila, who had served as an official spy for Shaka), ‘drew the assegai out himself and ran into a hut’.36


			Fynn shoved his way with considerable difficulty through the uproar to the isigodlo, where the screaming women were ‘in a state of madness’. He tried to enter Shaka’s great hut, where he supposed the king must be. However, he was pulled away by one of the king’s confidential household attendants and advisors, or izinceku, one of the trusted men who undertook delicate missions on Shaka’s behalf. This inceku led Fynn out of the isigodlo to a small umuzi some distance from esiKlebheni where Shaka’s attendants had hustled the stricken king for his greater security.


			Zulu testimony is consistent in stating that Shaka was stabbed through the left upper arm and that the blade barely penetrated his left breast.37 Fynn, while agreeing about the direction of the thrust, insisted that the blade passed ‘through the ribs’ and that Shaka spat blood. Doubtless to enhance his own role in ministering to the wounded king with imported British ointments, mild purgatives and fresh dressings, Fynn seems greatly to have exaggerated the gravity of the wound. With distinct relish, he even asserted that ‘Shaka cried nearly the whole night’ anticipating imminent death.


			Yet the king’s own izinyanga, or traditional healers, who were accustomed to handling stab wounds, clearly had the case well in hand themselves. They would have applied herbal poultices to the open wound to prevent inflammation and encourage healing, and then have tied it up with grass. Their greatest concern appears to have been that the blade had been poisoned. It had not, and within five days Shaka was on the mend, his recovery celebrated with the plentiful sacrifice of cattle in thanksgiving to the royal amadlozi.


			Meanwhile, Fynn had witnessed disquieting scenes of hysteria as Shaka lay wounded. Increasing crowds thronged around the umuzi where the king had been taken, shouting and screaming and throwing themselves about. The umndlunkulu were in particular distress since they dared not eat while their lord apparently hovered between life and death. The whole great, exhausted assemblage went through the incessant motions of intense mourning, since not to weep – or to be caught feigning to do so – or to sit down, or to wear ornaments or even to wash meant (Fynn dramatically assures us) being put to death.


			The most urgent question in the minds of Shaka, his izikhulu and the general throng throughout all this mourning uproar must have been: who was behind the assassination attempt? Three possibilities occurred to them, any one of which represented a dire threat to Shaka’s regime, which, despite its triumphalist façade, rested on shallow and untested foundations.
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