

[image: image]




ZULU!




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Dr Edmund Yorke is senior lecturer in Defence Studies at the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst and has written and researched extensively on the Zulu War. He was the historical consultant for the recent History Channel/Discovery Channel television documentary on Rorke’s Drift. His other books include Mafeking: The Story of a Siege and The New South Africa: Prospects for Domestic and International Security.




ZULU!


The Battle for Rorke’s Drift 1879


EDMUND YORKE


[image: image]




First published in 2005


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


This ebook edition first published in 2013


All rights reserved


© Edmund Yorke, 2001, 2005, 2013


The right of Edmund Yorke to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7524 9644 3


Original typesetting by The History Press




Contents


Preface












	

1




	

Road to War: The Storm-Clouds Gather, 1877-9









	

2




	

Preparations for War: The Two Opposing Armies









	

3




	

The Isandlwana Massacre: Day of the Aasvogels









	

4




	

Battle Analysis: The Lessons of the Isandlwana Disaster









	

5




	

The Flight from Isandlwana: Prelude to Rorke’s Drift









	

6




	

The First Zulu Assaults









	

7




	

Nadir: The Hospital Fight (6p.m.–10p.m.)









	

8




	

The Final Ordeal (10p.m.–8a.m.)









	

9




	

Aftermath: Relief, Recovery and Retribution









	

10




	

Legacies and Lessons: The Military, Social and Political Significance of Rorke’s Drift












Conclusion


Postscript


Notes


Select Bibliography




Dedicated with love to my wife, Louise, and my parents


and family for enduring nearly four decades of ‘Zulumania’.




Preface


This book constitutes the first fully referenced, single-volume history of the battle of Rorke’s Drift. The aim throughout this work has been not merely to construct an analytical narrative of the main events, but through extensive deployment of contemporary eyewitness accounts, to bring a new intimacy and understanding to this heroic conflict. Hopefully, this work will also throw some fresh light upon both the origins of the war and the overall military, strategic, political and social significance of this epic siege. Inevitably, this work, due to the paucity of Zulu oral source material, has been ‘Anglocentric’, but full use has been made of most existing African sources, notably the James Stuart Archive, to achieve some (if limited) balance in this analysis of the siege.


Many individuals have contributed to the evolution of this book. My gratitude must first be extended to the librarians, archivists and staff of the Universities of Oxford (Rhodes House) and Cambridge; the National Army Museum, London; the Royal Regiment of Wales (South Wales Borderers) Museum, Brecon, Wales; the Public Record Office, Kew, Surrey; the Royal Logistical Corps Museum, Surrey; the Army Medical Corps Museum, Aldershot, Hampshire and the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst (especially Sarah Oliver, Anne Ferguson, Diane Hillier and Peter Thwaites, Curator). Major Martin Everett, curator of the Brecon Museum, was particularly generous with his support, and my good friend and colleague, Principal Librarian Andrew Orgill, RMAS, proved an indispensable source of advice, expertise and encouragement throughout the project.


I would also like to thank Sophie Bradshaw and the staff at Tempus for all their hard work on the new edition.


I gratefully acknowledge the inspiration provided by the works and commentary of seven leading experts in the Anglo-Zulu war field – namely Professor John Laband, John Young, F.W. Jackson, Ian Knight, David Rattray, Donald Morris and the late Frank Emery. Ian Knight has proved a steadfast correspondent over many years and John Young’s friendship and generous pictorial support has also been crucial to the preparation of this book. John Laband’s many seminal works, in particular his erudite chapters on the Zulu perspective of the Rorke’s Drift action, have proved a great source of stimulation. His co-edited (with Ian Knight) nine-volume work Archives of Zululand, has provided a plethora of source material, especially useful for scholars unable to visit South Africa on a regular basis. Captain Andrew Banks, RMP and Philip Barlow (late 3 Para) also provided excellent pictorial support from their private collections, and Philip Barlow’s generous loan of documents from the recently discovered papers of Major Wilsone Black was a wonderful unexpected bonus to the volume. My gratitude is also owed to the relatives of Lieutenant Chard VC, notably Mr Peter Booth and Jane Woodward, who so kindly donated photographs of John Chard’s personal artefacts.


The author also owes a great debt of gratitude to the word-processing and secretarial staff of the Royal Military Academy, who generously gave their free time to this project (especially Elaine Allen, Pauline Medhurst, Carol Nightingale and Yoland Richardson). Yoland Richardson provided exceptional unstinting support and proved enormously patient and supportive during the final stages of the project.


Over the past decade, several colleagues and hundreds of boundlessly enthusiastic cadets and captains, who it has been my privilege to tutor, have been a continued and great source of inspiration. Drs Duncan Anderson, Dr Christopher Duffy, Dr Stephen Badsey and Matthew Bennett MA have either shared my enthusiasm, or provided constructive support at in-house seminars. Dr Francis Toase, my Head of Department, has always been an enthusiastic supporter and great facilitator of this project and my thanks are also extended to the Director of Studies, Matthew Midlane MA and the Commandant, Major-General Trousdell CB, for continuing to promote the already high academic reputation of the Academy.


Above all, I must reserve my greatest appreciation for both my dear family and special friends Jennifer Wheeler and Alison Foskett, who have been an unfailing source of love and encouragement during the genesis of this book over the past two years.


The opinions expressed in this work are entirely my own and do not represent or reflect the opinions of the Ministry of Defence or the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst.
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Road to War:


The Storm-Clouds Gather,


1877-9


As it happened, a letter urging the postponement of all operations for war with the Zulus reached me some days too late to enable us to recede with any regard to either safety or honour. The aid you are now sending us, will, I hope, enable us to settle the Zulus finally, speedily and with the least possible bloodshed, but it is really not possible, without some loss of life, to render innocuous to his neighbours a savage with 30 or 40 thousand armed men at his absolute command, whose system of government and personal pleasure rest equally on bloodshed, who was never known to forgive, never observe a promise, who believes himself the greatest potentate on earth and whose outposts are on one side of the river fordable for eleven months of the year, and our farmers on the other?


Sir Bartle Frere, High Commissioner South Africa, to Mr Herbert, Under-Secretary of State Colonies, 23 Dec 1878, in J. Martineau, Life of Sir Bartle Frere, p. 266


The causes of the 1879 Anglo-Zulu War continue to be the subject of considerable academic debate.1 For some historians, the war was essentially a result of an almost subconscious desire by the imperial metropole and local settler governments to exploit and incorporate the virgin Zulu labour pool into the rapidly expanding mine and farm industrial complex of South Africa. For others, it was essentially a question of security – a necessary pre-emptive strike against a volatile, highly militaristic and allegedly barbarised African state which posed a major strategic threat to local under-populated white societies and constituted a deep affront to the principles of ‘white civilisation’. Of the officials directly involved in this ‘war policy’ against the Zulu-men, such as Sir Theophilus Shepstone, Lieutenant-General Frederick Thesiger (Lord Chelmsford) and Sir Michael Hicks Beach, Colonial Secretary, it has been Sir Henry Bartle Frere, the British High Commissioner for South Africa, who has been largely blamed for the prosecution of the Zulu War and the subsequent destruction and break-up of the Zulu nation. Thus leading historians have described Frere as an aggressive unprincipled expansionist, ‘a man of tenacious character and grave and lofty if ill calculated aims’,2 and a man who ‘by his high-handed conduct plunged the country into an idle and indefensible war against the Zulu’.3


This chapter, by critically evaluating the key events leading up to the outbreak of war, will seek to throw fresh light upon the conduct of Sir Bartle Frere. It will focus especially on the support afforded him at the very heart of the Colonial Office, support which continued well after the official government veto on the Zulu War, and which continued even after Frere felt compelled, for good military and strategic reasons, to exceed his instructions and promote and execute what he considered to be a necessary preventative war against the Zulu.4


The Strategic Background, 1877-9


The political and strategic situation in South Africa that confronted the British government in the late 1870s could only be described as deeply depressing. In many respects, South Africa was undergoing a familiar, periodic turbulence which had already earned it the reputation of being one of Britain’s most difficult and complex colonies. By January 1878, the ailing brain-child of Colonial Secretary Lord Carnarvon’s grand confederation scheme, aimed at establishing a modern, unified, self-governing and above all loyal and economical dominion of the Empire, was facing disintegration. Strenuous efforts over the preceding decade to achieve political unity had made little headway, for, although three out of the five of the white settler states – the Cape, Natal and Griqualand West – were under British government rule by 1876, no two communities had expressed a willingness to unite and no two constitutions were alike. Old inter-colonial, often commercial jealousies, such as those existing between the Cape and Natal, between Griqualand West and the Cape and even between the Eastern and Western Provinces of the Cape, continued to remain potent obstacles to confederation. The other white settler colonies – the two Boer Republics, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal – remained extremely hostile to the idea of British rule. It was a hostility dating back to the ‘Great Trek’ of the 1830s, when hundreds of Boer families trekked north and east to escape the pressures of British authority, especially new tax and anti-slavery laws. The Orange Free State remained solidly independent from British rule and was already benefiting economically from the earlier great diamond field discoveries of the 1860s. By contrast, the under-populated Transvaal was facing bankruptcy and imminent collapse under the pressure of hostile African tribes, and was in danger of creating a serious security vacuum for white settlerdom in the region.


The state of African affairs was similarly unprepossessing. The Cape-Xhosa war was in full swing and others were perceived to be imminent. The diamond discoveries in Griqualand West and the Orange Free State during the late 1860s and 1870s, and the consequent insatiable demand for black labour, had hastened the breakup of tribal societies. The resultant economic and social disquiet lay at the heart of African unrest, which the new South African High Commissioner Sir Bartle Frere was destined to inherit across many of the provinces’ borders. There were, as Lord Carnarvon himself remarked, ‘clouds gathering all round the horizon’,5 and no cloud could be more ominous and threatening than that of the Zulu ‘thunder cloud’ overshadowing the isolated, under-populated and consequently highly vulnerable colonies of Natal and the Transvaal. Friction and war between these groups of European settlers and the most powerful African polity in sub-Saharan Africa had been a recurring feature of southern African history for the previous half-century. Major conflict between the two peoples again dated from at least the 1830s, when migrating Boer trekkers had first clashed with Zulu impis (regiments) as they pushed deep into the southern African interior. The great Zulu empire, forged by war out of a few disparate Nguni clans by Chief Shaka, had by the 1870s come to dominate the south-east region of the South African empire, deploying up to 40,000 warriors. Nevertheless, up to the late 1870s, the tiny British colony of Natal (established in 1845), despite its precarious strategic position within Zululand, had maintained relatively amicable relations with successive Zulu chieftains, and imperial forces had not been drawn into any full-scale conflict with the Zulu. Indeed, as we shall see, the British settlers were already rivals of the Boers and had often seemed to be friends if not allies of the Zulu. As even Sir Bartle Frere was later to admit, the Zulu and their current chief Cetshwayo, were


always anti-Boer and therefore philo-Natal,and one sees a good deal of the feeling for him thus engendered among people here, some of whom would sooner see us join the Zulus to teach the Boers manners, than join the Boers to prevent the Zulus from murdering.6


Catalyst for War – The Transvaal Annexation (April 1877)


In April 1877, a single legal act had made the Zulu a more potent threat than ever before to the peaceful conditions that Carnarvon had recognised as an essential prerequisite of any successful South African Confederation. The annexation of the Transvaal by the British Administrator, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, an act sanctioned and carried out on behalf of Carnarvon, has been recognised by virtually all historians as a primary catalyst for the Zulu War. B.C. Pine, a former governor of Natal, described it as ‘the immediate cause of the Zulu War’. The annexation of what was, admittedly a chronically insolvent and collapsed state, effectively destroyed what Pine described as the ‘system of checks and balances’ whereby Natal had been safeguarded from Zulu attack by the existence of an independent Transvaal as a counterpoise or buffer. The change of flag in the Transvaal made it impossible for Natal to pursue its hitherto successful but risky policy of employing the long-standing enmity between Boer and Zulu to secure for herself immunity from Zulu aggression.7 As Shepstone reported:


hitherto the relations of the Amaswazi Zulu with Her Majesty’s Government had been from circumstances of those of distant neighbours but by that recent change they had become either adjoining neighbours or subjects. 8


For the newly arrived High Commissioner, Sir Bartle Frere, long regarded as the primary author of the Zulu War, this new, critical strategic situation was one for which he had no direct responsibility. Frere had only arrived at the Cape at the end of March 1877, and it was not until 10 April that he had formally taken up his post as governor of South Africa and High Commissioner for Native Affairs. The first news of Shepstone’s action was not telegraphed to him from Kimberley until 16 April, while the official report and copies of the proclamation failed to reach him in Cape Town until 30 April. The annexation, in Frere’s own words:


was an act which in no way originated with me, over which I had no control, and with which I was only subsequently incidentally connected…9


The political and strategic implications of the annexation of the Transvaal were dire. As Sir Bartle Frere reported to General Ponsonby, Queen Victoria’s secretary, in an elegant allegorical phrase, demonstrating his fine command of the English language:


the fact is that while the Boer Republic was a rival and semi-hostile power, it was a Natal weakness rather to pet the Zulus as one might a tame wolf who only devours ones neighbours sheep. We always remonstrated, but rather feebly, and now that both flocks belong to us we are rather embarrassed in stopping the wolf’s ravages.10


The Zulu ‘wolf’ was now at Natal’s door, and the two nations were propelled onto a collision course, precipitating a tense face-to-face confrontation with Zulu power along a far wider strategic front. According to a keen contemporary observer, Sir H. Rider Haggard,11 this made Cetshwayo suspiciously hostile to the apparent concerted attempt at the encirclement of Zululand by his former British friends. Sir Bartle Frere’s ability to deal with this expanded complex situation enjoyed the full confidence of the Home Government. Frere had come from India to South Africa with an awesome reputation as an imperial statesman, even as a ‘troubleshooter’. C.W. De Kiewiet observed that ‘no South African Governor had come so rich in a varied experience’.12 A man perceived to be of the highest honour and integrity, he had, for nine years, been Chief Commissioner in Scinde, where his courageous administration during the Indian Mutiny had moved none other than Sir John Lawrence to observe:


that probably there is no Civil Officer in India, who for eminent exertions, deserves better of the Government than Mr H.E.B. Frere.13


He had been governor of Bombay and a member both of the Viceroy’s Council and of the Council of India. More significant than anything else, Frere had established a high reputation for his robust views and minutes on Indian frontier policies during the 1860s and 1870s. In stark contrast, Frere’s new political master, Colonial Secretary Sir Michael Hicks Beach, possessed virtually no experience in colonial administration, and even his arch-defender and biographer, Lady Hicks Beach, was forced to concede that he became Colonial Secretary ‘with no special knowledge of South African affairs’.14 It boded ill for a minister in charge of one of Britain’s most difficult and complicated colonies. He was a loyal Disraelite and, as C.F. Goodfellow remarked:


it was probably his loyalty, as much as his ability which had produced his elevation to the Cabinet while still Chief Secretary for Ireland in November 1876.15


His great inexperience clearly showed in his early correspondence with Frere. During the first exchange of letters between the two men, an ill-at-ease Hicks Beach readily confessed that he was a ‘poor substitute for Carnarvon’ and, rather reminiscent of a pupil addressing his schoolmaster, informed Frere that ‘I have been doing my best to make myself acquainted with my new work and more especially with South African Affairs.’16 Frere was immediately given wide discretion to complete Carnarvon’s confederation policies. In one letter, Sir Michael assured Frere of his ‘anxiety to co-operate with you in every possible way’,17 and stated that he ‘hardly feels in a position to express any opinions on South African affairs’.18 Frere was encouraged to act on his own initiative and was promised ‘support and co-operation in your difficult position which you have a right to expect from anyone here’.19 Twelve months later, Frere might well have wondered why such support was not forthcoming!


Frere was now plunged into a virtual political vacuum as he proceeded to grapple with the twin problems of implementing the Confederation and addressing the new security problems of Natal and the Transvaal. A number of incidents on the British Transvaal and Natal borders hastened the two empires along the road to war over the next twenty months. At the centre of tension was the long-standing and urgent problem of the border dispute between the Zulus and the Transvaal Boers, a problem now reluctantly inherited by Britain. The dispute stemmed from a Boer claim to a strip of land located in the south-east corner of the Transvaal, territory also claimed by Cetshwayo, paramount Zulu Chief since 1873. With annexation, this problem was now a major British problem, and in February 1878, in response to frequent Zulu protests, the Natal governor, Sir Henry Bulwer, established a commission to arbitrate.


Sir Bartle Frere and the Zulu ‘Frankenstein’


By that time, Sir Bartle Frere had decided that in the strategic interest of achieving a modern ‘civilised’ confederation, prolonged physical security and, with it, hopefully the loyalty of both British and Boer white interests in South Africa, the Zulu Empire would have to be dismantled. In this decision, he had been deeply influenced by Theophilus Shepstone, the new Administrator of the Transvaal. Initially, he had been a friend of Cetshwayo, having attended his coronation in 1873. In October 1877, however, after meeting with Cetshwayo’s envoys on the frontier to seek a final settlement to the border dispute, he had been met by them in an allegedly ‘self asserting, aggressive and defiant spirit’.20 Thereafter, Shepstone took an increasingly anti-Zulu and pro-Boer stance in his communications with Frere. By December 1877 he was openly accusing Cetshwayo of violating his coronation promises of ‘good government’ and the Zulu of acting as a catalyst for all African unrest:


one thing is certain that if we are forced into hostilities we cannot stop short of breaking down the Zulu power, which after all is the root and real strength of all native difficulties in South Africa.21


With reference to the boundary dispute, he expressed his belief that this ‘difficulty is a preconcerted matter and that Cetshwayo really believes in his power to overcome us all without much difficulty’.22 Such reports convinced Frere by June 1878 that the Galeka and Gaika risings, the earlier war with Sekukuni, were the result of a general conspiracy headed by the Zulu ‘incubus’. In a crucial dispatch to R.W. Herbert, Under-Secretary at the Colonial Office, sent in mid-March 1878, he expounded these deeply-held beliefs:


I do not think I ever expressed to you my conviction which has been gradually and unwillingly growing, that Shepstone and others of experience in the country, were right as to the existence of a wish among the great Chiefs to make this war a general and simultaneous rising of Kaffirdom against white civilisation.


Frere continued:


this conviction has been forced on me by a hundred little bits of evidence from different quarters… and… there was a wide spread feeling among them, from Secocoeni to Sandilli, that the time has come for them all to join to resist the flood of new ideas and ways which threaten to sweep away the idle, sensuous, elysium of Kaffirdom such as Gaika and Chaka and Dingaan fought for and enjoyed…23


There were more sinister ulterior motives beyond this security problem presented by the Zulu. Cetshwayo’s warrior army of up to 40,000 males represented a ‘virgin’, untapped labour pool, presenting a golden opportunity to ‘modernise’ the Zulu. A break-up of the Zulu Empire would clearly serve the rapacious needs of the mines and farms of white settlerdom. In Shepstone’s words:


had Cetshwayo’s 30,000 warriors been in time changed to labourers working for wages, Zululand would now have been a prosperous peaceful country instead of what it now is, a source of perpetual danger to itself and its neighbours.24


But for Sir Bartle Frere, it was, above all, a security problem. He knew from his bitter experiences, particularly during the Indian Mutiny but also in the Sind, the Punjab and Afghanistan, where ‘native conspiracies’ were seen to be rife, that a robust forward policy was essential – there could be no uncertainty as to whether European or ‘native’ power was the strongest. In his concept of a robust ‘Pax Britannica’, a civilised and uncivilised power could not, he held, exist peaceably side by side as European nations could, unless the uncivilised power distinctly recognised that it was the weaker of the two, and that it must in essentials conform to the civic standard of right and wrong of the other. Thus in an 1863 minute, Frere defined the English ‘frontier system’ as ‘a reserve of physical force amply sufficient to enforce its moral obligations whenever an appeal to physical force was inevitable’.25 This was not as arbitrary and ruthless as it seemed, as he also stressed that force should only be employed when conciliatory methods such as attempts at open diplomacy and good neighbourliness had been exhausted.


For Frere and other leading officials, the events of the past two years (1876–8), including the period before Frere had arrived, had already undermined any concept of ‘good neighbourliness’ with the Zulu. In late 1876, an official protest sent to Cetshwayo by the normally ‘Zulu-phile’ Natal governor, Sir Henry Bulwer, concerning the slaughter of a number of Zulu maidens as punishment for marrying into traditionally celibate Zulu regiments, had led to an aggressive warning from Cetshwayo against interference in Zulu internal affairs.


Consequently, Bulwer sent a strongly-worded dispatch to Carnarvon, in which he described Cetshwayo as expressing ‘a great desire for war’ and stated that information had reached him that Cetshwayo ‘had not only been preparing for war but that he had been sounding the way with a view to a combination of the native races against the white men’.26 The fact that these words were written by one of the formerly staunchest pro-Zulu politicians in Natal is indicative of the deterioration now occurring in Anglo-Zulu relations. Missionary reports of the persecution, even murder, of their Zulu converts further convinced Frere of the need for decisive action. Evidence also of gunrunning to the Zulu by unscrupulous (mainly Portuguese) traders in the Delagoa Bay region, and of the apparent increased German infiltration into the region, increased Frere’s security fears.


By the spring of 1878, it confirmed to Frere that the success of his ‘Grand Design’, the final push to confederation, rested on the elimination of the Zulu menace. If Frere’s policy was, in Goodfellow’s words,


no more than Carnarvon’s policy pricked from a canter to a gallop by the presence in South Africa of a man who combined the authority to initiate with a capacity to execute,27


it did, nevertheless, reflect a new sense of dynamism and spirit of optimism. In the spring and summer of 1878, these forward policy moves received the wide and unqualified support of both the inexperienced Hicks Beach and his senior, more experienced Colonial Office officials. In March 1878, Hicks Beach gave Frere even greater support and powers of discretion, agreeing


that the presence of a considerable force in Natal with some… augmentation of that in the Transvaal could not be without its useful effect on Cetshwayo.28


As Bulwer negotiated the boundary dispute between the Zulu and Transvaal Boers, Hicks Beach agreed that they should be ‘pushed on’, and that the ‘dwellers in the disputed territory be protected from aggression…’.29 One month later, Hicks Beach actively supported a military build-up: ‘the movement of troops to the Transvaal and Natal especially the former, seems very desirable in order to impress both the Boers and the Zulus’.30


By June 1878, Frere was entrusted with even greater authority by Hicks Beach and told that not only should he personally supervise the Boundary dispute, but ‘when you do arbitrate, your arbitration must be upheld at whatever cost’.31 The Commission’s findings published in June 1878, ruling in favour of the Zulu, were an unwelcome surprise, but did not deflect Frere from his broader concept of breaking up Zulu power, and he effectively reserved decision on the matter. Home Government support continued for both his formal Zulu policy and a wider extension of British control under Carnarvon’s confederation concept. When, for instance, he extended imperial control over Pondoland and the St John’s River, he received constant encouragement and even praise for his bold initiatives. On the annexation of Pondoland, for instance, one senior Colonial Office official, Pearson, wrote:


I think Sir Bartle Frere was right in acting upon his own judgement without waiting for authority from home as a weak Governor might have done… the occasion came at a critical time when hesitation or delay might have been attended with serious results.32


Such words of encouragement must have again rung in Frere’s ears as he faced censure for his Zulu war policies a mere six months later. Another official, Edward Wingfield, similarly expressed the hope that:


Natal will be sensible of the importance of securing a position of commanding influence over Pondoland in the event of war with the Zulus and will appreciate the steps taken by Sir Bartle Frere for that purpose.33


Further reports of Russian and German involvement in the region ‘show that there is no lack of willingness on the part of the Zulu or their European friends’, and the kidnapping and murder of two Zulu women who had fled across the border by the sons of Sihayo, a significant Zulu chieftain, further convinced Frere that the Zulu problem, their ‘war fever’, must be ‘at once grappled with’.34 In September, while ‘on the spot’ in Natal, Frere dramatically reported that the people of Natal were now


slumbering on a volcano and I much fear that you will not be able to send out the reinforcements we have asked for in time to prevent an explosion… the Zulus are now quite out of hand.35


A war with the Zulu was imminent, and Home Government support remained solid during the rest of September. In mid-September Wingfield, scribbled on one of Frere’s dispatches: ‘it seems only too probable… that a Zulu war is imminent’.36 His senior, Under-Secretary Herbert, went even further:


It seems certain that there is to be a Zulu war and I see little to hope for except that the resistance of the natives may be weak and the operation soon over.37


Frere accordingly continued with his war preparations, assisted by his Commander-in-Chief of South Africa, Lieutenant General Lord Chelmsford.


An Imperial Betrayal? Frere and the Outbreak of War with the Zulu


On 5 October 1878, Frere suddenly received a bombshell telegram from Hicks Beach which effectively reversed his Zulu policy and vetoed any prospect of a Zulu war. In one astounding sentence, Hicks Beach declared:


I am led to think the information before me that there could still be a good chance of avoiding war with the Zulus.38


Further confirmation and amplification of the Cabinet decision to veto a Zulu war arrived in another telegram of 12 October, and in an official dispatch of 17 October 1878.


The motives lying behind this volte face, which placed Frere in an impossible strategic situation, were brutally revealed in Hicks Beach’s frank private letter to Frere on 10 October 1878. He reported that ‘considerable exception was taken to the great expense being incurred’.39 Reinforcements would not be forthcoming. Hicks Beach had told Frere only part of the answer. Troubles in Europe and Asia, notably the crisis with Russia over Afghanistan, had turned the Cabinet against any diversion of resources to a Zulu war. But it was the cost factor, always a restraining issue in South African affairs, that lay at the heart of Prime Minister Disraeli’s motivation for his abrupt decision in early October 1878, particularly in view of the chronic trade depression at home. Disraeli had earlier deprecated the heavy expenditure of Carnarvon (or ‘Twitters’ as he preferred to call him), particularly after the Cape-Xhosa or Ninth Kaffir war of September 1877 to June 1878. In one letter to Lady Bradford at the end of September 1878, he had written ‘…if anything annoys me it is our Cape affairs… I fear a new war. Froude was bad enough and has cost us a million; this will be worse…’.40 Valid as these reasons might have been for the dramatic reverse of policy by Disraeli and his Cabinet, they took little account of the precarious strategic crisis in South Africa and the extent to which Frere had been militarily and politically committed to a Zulu war by mid-October 1878. Throughout the spring and summer of 1878, troops and equipment had been slowly moved up to the Transvaal and Natal borders, a policy of strength fully supported, as we have seen, by Hicks Beach and the Colonial Office. By this time, Chelmsford had also drawn up plans for a Zulu campaign and, by the end of October, reported reciprocal hostile Zulu activity: ‘the assembly of a large number of Zulu regiments at the Kings Krael… which… must undoubtedly be considered as a menace either to Natal or to the Transvaal’.41 Natal – with scattered European communities of no more than 25,000 including a resident population of 300,000 Africans, of whom two-thirds were Zulu refugees – was extremely vulnerable. Two strategic factors were unavoidable for both Frere and his military and political advisers. Firstly, the extreme mobility of the enemy promised a full-scale attack without warning, the dangers of which Frere was acutely aware of from his Indian Mutiny experience, when several European garrisons, notably at Delhi and Cawnpore, were massacred. Moreover, recent South African history provided glaring examples of such potential catastrophe. Only four decades earlier, the Cape governor, Sir Benjamin D’Urban, had his New Year’s Eve dinner ruined by news of wholesale massacres of scores of European settlers by up to 10,000 African assailants who had swept across the border. The Zulu had also demonstrated such surprise tactics in 1838, when they overwhelmed the Boer wagon-train encampment at Weenen and massacred men, women and children alike. Moreover, Frere had only a few thousand regular troops to defend hundreds of miles of frontier which, after April 1877, included the Transvaal-Zulu border. The Natal front alone was 200 miles long. Defensive war was impossible – a pre-emptive strike or preventative war was in Frere’s view absolutely essential. One other key strategic factor demanded immediate action – the condition of the Tugela and Buffalo rivers. After January 1879, the rivers would be fordable and Natal highly vulnerable to such sudden Zulu attack.


A third factor which convinced Frere of the necessity to commence an immediate war with the Zulu via an ultimatum was the chronic slowness of communication. Direct telegraph com-munication between Britain and South Africa was not established until 25 December 1879 – until then it took several weeks for an exchange of letters and dispatches, and the partial telegraph system only reduced this time by a week or so. Critics have argued that this technical problem enabled Frere to exceed his instructions and conceal his plans for war with the Zulu. Because of the time delay, Frere felt obliged to act, as to have postponed would have been fatal in view of the critical strategic situation by December 1879. As he later put it to Hicks Beach: ‘a full explanation… would have involved four or five months delay. I felt quite sure we could not have kept the peace here as long’.42 There was one other major strategic factor. Faced with increasing Boer discontent in the Transvaal over the British annexation and a potential war, Frere felt that in order to avoid a ‘two-front war’, the Zulu question must be settled first (especially as one of the principal Boer demands had always been a containment of the Zulu menace; a swift resolution might yet appease them). In a letter to Hicks Beach, Frere thus stressed that postponement of the Zulu problem could result in an immediate Boer rebellion, which, by tying down resources, would leave Natal open to Zulu attack, or perhaps – even worse – a war against the Boers with the Zulu allied with the British against their hated Boer enemy. As Frere put it:


Such Zulu allies would have been worse for us than a Zulu inroad into Natal – it was a simple solution ‘risking a Zulu war at once or incurring the risk of still worse – a Zulu war a few months later, preceded by a Boer rebellion’.43


It was an opinion shared by Shepstone, who had already cynically abandoned Cetshwayo in favour of his Transvaal Boer constituents.


Hicks Beach continued to pursue a weak and vacillating policy, in one despatch assuring Disraeli of ‘throwing as much cold water as possible upon… evident expectation of a Zulu war’,44 and in another agreeing to send reinforcements so as to ‘avoid blame’ for ‘not supporting him [Frere]’.45


Ultimatum


Further border incidents (fully communicated to Hicks Beach and the Colonial Office), notably the kidnapping of two European surveyors by the Zulu on the Tugela river and Zulu threats against German settlers at Luneburg in the Transvaal (see map, p.99), spurred Frere on to the brink of war. By the end of October, ‘the time for verbal discussion and diplomatic argument has passed’.46 By mid-November, moreover, there was a distinct shift of approach in the Colonial Office. Before news of Frere’s ultimatum had arrived, probably influenced by the news of these serious border incidents, one official, Pearson, minuted strongly in favour of Frere’s war policy: ‘I cannot help feeling that there could be a very grave danger in any peace arranged with Cetewayo [sic] which would leave his power untouched.’ Sharing Frere’s strategic worries, he continued:


I cannot but believe that now when we have the opportunity the action which will in the end be best for all interests, whether Imperial or Colonial, European or native, finally or otherwise, will be to enforce such terms upon Cetewayo as would at least render him less threatening in the future.47


His senior, Herbert, Under-Secretary for the Colonial Office and the most experienced ‘South African’ official, also gave strong support, scribbling on one of Chelmsford’s despatches his appreciation of the critical military situation: ‘the position is no doubt a difficult one and an invasion of Zululand may not be very economical of time and money but necessary for safety’.48 In January, before receiving news of the outbreak of war, Herbert wrote:


Sir Bartle Frere is evidently convinced that war cannot be avoided and it could be dangerous rather than advantageous to evade or postpone such a permanent settlement with the Zulus… and I fear it must be admitted that Sir Bartle Frere has good grounds for insisting that the Zulus will not keep quiet any longer and should not be allowed to attack us when less prepared than we now are. 49


The strong support from local leading colonial officials in South Africa (Bulwer and Shepstone, as well as men such as Mr Brownlee, a former ‘Native Affairs minister’ of Cape Colony) undoubtedly influenced the Colonial Office’s growing support for Frere – again a contradiction of imperial policy and of the veto on war. The general support of Bishop Colenso of Natal, later a fierce critic of the Zulu War, which he described as ‘the most enormous piece of wickedness’,50 later converted the one remaining critic amongst the six South African officials in the Colonial Office. Mr Edward Fairfield thus minuted:


the adherence of the Bishop to the view that the military system of Cetshwayo and the compulsory celibacy established by law ought to be broken down is extremely important for Sir Bartle Frere or anyone wishing to take up his defence.


Recording that, in 1874, Bishop Colenso came right across the world to protest about the injustice done by the Natal government to Langelibilile and Patili, he stressed ‘if he now acquiesces in the main policy of Sir Bartle Frere his adhesion is a much telling event in the controversy’. 51


Above all, between October 1878 and early January 1879, even Hicks Beach suddenly experienced a similar ‘road to Damascus’ conversion. Practically ignoring or conveniently not remembering Frere’s earlier dispatches on the critical political and strategic situation, he greeted the news of Frere’s ultimatum to the Zulu on 7 November as ‘constituting proposals which I do not understand… nor do I at present see the necessity for an ultimatum’.52 Hicks Beach continued: ‘we entirely deprecate the idea of entering on a Zulu war in order to settle the Zulu Question’.53 Within a month, however, before news of war had even arrived, and as supportive memoranda flooded in from South Africa for Frere’s policies, Hicks Beach distinctly changed his tune. Reporting that Frere and Thesiger (Chelmsford) ‘seemed confident’ and the ‘Zulus divided and passive’,54 Hicks Beach was persuaded to support a seemingly short, cheap and therefore politically acceptable war. Frere was now to be judged not according to his political principles, but according to the government’s political expediency. As Hicks Beach put it to Disraeli: ‘there is I hope a good prospect of the war being short and successful like the Afghan campaign’. That support was conditional upon military success was, however, made abundantly clear in one crucial sentence:
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