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    THE LION


    Thirty-five years ago I witnessed a spectacle of potent symbolism. I was among the guests of the reigning Zulu1 monarch, Ingonyama (‘Lion’ in an honorific sense, meaning His Majesty) Goodwill Zwelithini kaBhekuzulu.2 We were gathered on Saturday, 20 August 1983 to attend the official opening of oNdini, the partially restored ikhanda, or military homestead and royal residence, of his great-great-grandfather, King Cetshwayo kaMpande.


    In 1873 Cetshwayo had ordered the construction of oNdini, envisioned as his principal ikhanda, in the thorn-bush country of the Mahlabathini plain on the northern banks of the White Mfolozi River, right in the heart of the Zulu kingdom. The ikhanda was an immense, elliptical assemblage of close to 1 400 beehive-shaped thatched huts enclosing a vast parade ground. A palisade constructed of a double row of stout timbers two and a half metres high enclosed the whole complex, which had an outer circumference of some 2 169 metres.3 ONdini was built on a gentle slope allowing for natural drainage down to the Mbilane stream, and the slight elevation of the site exposed it to cooling breezes and presented sweeping views across the level plain towards the ring of hills to the north. Nowadays, the plain in the vicinity of oNdini is criss-crossed with roads, railways and power lines and is thickly cluttered with dwellings. The ugly, sprawling modern town of Ulundi laps about its site ever more densely, and the airport is only five kilometres away to the west. But in 1873 there was little to distract the eye other than grazing herds of royal cattle and a further eight, somewhat smaller amakhanda erected in the vicinity of oNdini. Just southwest across the White Mfolozi eight more amakhanda were clustered in the emaKhosini valley, or the ‘Valley of the Kings’. This was hallowed ground reserved for royal homesteads (imizi) and amakhanda because it was the sacred burial place for Zulu, Ntombela, Phunga, Mageba, Ndaba, Jama and Senzangakhona, the semi-legendary amakhosi (chiefs) of the petty Zulu chiefdom who were the ancestors of King Shaka, the founder of the Zulu kingdom.


    The layout of oNdini was identical in almost every particular except its mammoth scale to that of the other amakhanda in the emaKhosini valley and the Mahlabathini plain, as well as a further ten amakhanda positioned across the kingdom as regional centres of royal authority and as the mobilisation points for the age-grade regiments of warriors, or amabutho. At the top of the ikhanda and directly opposite the main gate across the open parade ground was the royal enclosure, or isigodlo, which was divided into two sections of about 50 huts in all. In the central, ‘black’ section were the king’s private sleeping hut and his large council hut. Exceptionally, Cetshwayo had also built a rectangular, four-roomed house of European design where he held audiences. More traditionally, the ‘black’ enclosure also contained the huts of his wives, or amakhosikazi, as well as those of his favoured umndlunkulu, or maids of honour, who had been given to him as tribute. They cooked for and waited on him and the amakhosikazi, and served him as concubines. The two ‘white’ sections on either side accommodated his deceased father King Mpande’s widows and other miscellaneous female relations of the royal house, royal children, those umndlunkulu who had not drawn his fancy, and the izigqila. These last-mentioned were women who had been captured in war or were the wives or daughters of men the king had executed. 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 chamber pots they emptied.


    Two enormous izinhlangothi, or wings of huts, three or more rows deep, sprung out from either side of the isigodlo and swept around the great parade ground. There several thousand amabutho (in the sense of warriors or members of age-grade regiments) were quartered when they rotated in and out to serve their king. A number of cattle enclosures were built in the parade ground against the inner palisade of reeds and grasses that fenced off the warriors’ huts. Directly in front of the isigodlo at the top end of the parade ground was the isibaya, the special cattle enclosure sacred to the king. There Cetshwayo and the members of his inner royal council (umkhandlu) would discuss matters of state and he would pass judgment on wrongdoers. It was also the place where he would perform the religious rituals required of the monarch, sacrifice cattle to propitiate the royal amadlozi, or shades of the ancestors, and officiate over the great national ceremonies.


    The ikhanda’s name, oNdini, derived from the Zulu word for a rim, as of a bowl, and was an alternative name for the mighty range of the Drakensberg – the beetling eastern escarpment of the high South African central plateau – which the Zulu also called the uKhahlamba, or ‘Barrier of Spears’. The connotations were therefore an assertion of the place’s impenetrability. Unfortunately, this proved to be misleading. When the British invaded the Zulu kingdom in 1879, the final battle of the Anglo-Zulu War was fought on 4 July in the Mahlabathini plain. Once they had routed the Zulu army, British mounted units set all the amakhanda in the plain ablaze as they moved from hut to hut with flaming torches of grass. ONdini itself made an enormous bonfire that smouldered for four days. For the Zulu looking down from the surrounding hills at the great columns of smoke, it was a clear sign that their kingdom had fallen.


    The site of oNdini was abandoned, but not forgotten. In 1906 the Mahlabathini plain was thrown open to white occupation,4 and in the course of the 20th century farmers ploughed over much of the remains of the izinhlangothi, the great wings of warrior huts. But agriculture left the isigodlo untouched. There the circular floors of the huts, made of a mixture of the earth from ant-heaps compressed with cow dung, and polished to a blackish dark-green, glossy smoothness, had been baked solid in the conflagration that consumed oNdini. So too had the hearths, circular cavities in the centre of the floors with raised, flattened edges. The burned wooden posts of the huts left holes in the floors indicating where they had stood.


    When archaeologists began their painstaking work on the isigodlo area, accurate reconstruction of the circular, domed huts was consequently feasible. In 1981 local people were engaged to exercise their traditional hut-building skills in recreating some three dozen beehive-shaped huts over the remains of the baked floors. Thousands of curved intersecting saplings and sticks were used in the construction of each hut and were tied together with grass where they crossed, rather like compact wickerwork. A neat thatch of long, tough grass covered this framework.


    And so it was that we were congregated there on 20 August 1983 to celebrate their work and to wander among the huts of the isigodlo, as King Cetshwayo himself might have done, and to crawl through the low entrance into his very own hut. It was already late in the afternoon, though, before a spine-tingling ceremony was performed in the newly fenced isibaya in front of the isigodlo, where numbers of cattle had been driven into the enclosure.


    Cattle were central to traditional Zulu culture and religious ritual. In pre-colonial Zululand they were the prime indicator of wealth in a society that had few other means of accumulating it. Through the custom of ilobolo, when a man married he handed cattle over to his wife’s family to formalise the compact and to compensate them for the loss of the young woman’s labour. The Zulu language contains hundreds of cattle 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 even trained to respond to whistled commands. Iron Age Bantu-speakers migrating southwards through Africa had introduced domestic cattle into southern Africa about two thousand years before, and Nguni cattle, with their spreading horns and multicoloured skins, were the favoured indigenous strain in the Zulu country. Most prized was a beast with a milky-white hide and distinctive dark muzzle, nose, ears and hooves known as inyonikayiphumuli, ‘the bird that never rests’. Before the British conquest in 1879, all cattle born of this colour were the property of the king, but with Cetshwayo’s defeat the British seized his herd of white cattle as booty. A small number survived nevertheless, and in 1983 a viable breeding herd had recently been re-established to take their place in the reconstructed isibaya at oNdini.


    It is believed that cattle found in the realm of the amadlozi are white, and this association enhances their significance in rituals associated with the ancestors. While we watched respectfully from outside the isibaya, King Goodwill Zwelithini entered the enclosure wearing a kilt of animal tails with a leopard skin draped across his shoulders. Nowadays, rare and expensive leopard skins are reserved exclusively for royalty, but they did not have quite that special association among the first Zulu kings, who very seldom wore them, but only sat on them. A necklace of leopard or lion claws encircled the Ingonyama’s neck. During the 19th century Zulu kings had distributed such necklaces to their councillors and favourites, but now they adorn only members of the royal and chiefly houses. On his head was a padded band and flaps of leopard skin and the tall slate-grey tail feather of the blue crane – reserved for monarchs and distinguished warriors.5 Grasping his great white oxhide shield and sacred spear, he began to dance among the white Nguni cattle as he invoked, informed and praised the shades of his royal ancestors. It was only correct that he should be arrayed in all his finery while he did so, for wearing gala dress has everything to do with the next world, since it shows proper respect for those who have gone before and is in itself a form of praise.


    With the frisson of a historian, I was only too conscious that it was 104 years since a Zulu king had last danced in this very spot, and that in the intervening years the Zulu monarchy had suffered terrible vicissitudes and near total eclipse. This late 20th-century royal resurgence was therefore all the more remarkable, even if the ‘king’ I was witnessing dance for his royal ancestors was only tenuously such. In terms of the Union of South Africa’s legislation of 1927, he enjoyed only the honorary status of Paramount Chief of the Zulu People,6 first conferred on 20 March 1952 on his father, King Cyprian. Nevertheless, ever since 1972, when the apartheid government had set up the ‘Bantu homeland’ of KwaZulu – and then in 1977 declared it a self-governing territory within the Republic of South Africa – ‘King’ Goodwill Zwelithini had been the constitutional monarch of this evolving ‘Bantustan’.7


    In 1983 I could not have predicted how Goodwill Zwelithini’s royal status, recognised by the apartheid regime, would fare under a post-apartheid government that was both democratic and avowedly socialist. I did not foresee that in 1994 an amendment to the Interim Constitution of South Africa would ‘provide for the institution, role, authority and status’ of the traditional Zulu monarch in the Province of KwaZulu-Natal.8 Nor did I anticipate that the final South African Constitution of 1996 would provide for the recognition of the ‘institution, status and role of traditional leadership’,9 let alone that the Traditional Leadership and Governance Framework Act of 2003 would define only three recognised positions of traditional leadership, namely, king, senior traditional leader and headman/woman.10 In terms of the same Act, the Commission on Traditional Leadership Disputes and Claims (the Nhlapo Commission) would be set up to investigate all the existing paramountcies officially recognised prior to 1994 – including that of the Zulu – and to determine which qualified as kingships or queenships. President Jacob Zuma announced the Nhlapo Commission’s findings in 2010, and seven kings were recognised: those of the abaThembu, amaXhosa, amaMpondo, amaZulu, Bapedi, amaNdebele wakwaManala and amaNdebele, and vhaVenda. In 2016 the president added the Rain Queen of the Balobedu, the closest exemplar of divine monarchy in southern Africa and renowned far and wide as the great rainmaker.11


    Today, the handsome, 35-year-old Zulu king I once watched joyously dancing in the isibaya at oNdini is a much heavier, less supple man of close to 70 years, his face deeply crevassed by life and its vicissitudes. It must be some compensation to him, nevertheless, that his then questionable royal status has now been constitutionally recognised and is assured. Not only that, in 2017 he was among the 6 150 traditional leaders in South Africa who received in excess of R650 million paid out in government stipends. As a king, he received R1 126 057.12 On top of this stipend, traditional leaders also receive allowances and other benefits paid at the discretion of the individual provinces. King Goodwill Zwelithini is the leading beneficiary nationally, making him better off financially than any other South African king. In the 2015/2016 financial year alone the Zulu Royal Household received the R57.6 million necessary to maintain the king’s accustomed lifestyle.13


    Besides the advantages of wealth, the respect and loyalty Goodwill Zwelithini supposedly commands among some 10 million Zulu give him a potentially far more numerous following than that of any of his fellow royals, even if it is more enthusiastic in the traditionalist countryside than in the urban areas. He also benefits from the abiding prestige of a Zulu monarchy that is widely remembered as having been more potent than any other in the pre-colonial era, and is celebrated for its outstanding military prowess and determined resistance to the forces of white imperialism. All these many strengths and advantages combine to make Goodwill Zwelithini indisputably the premier king among those recognised in modern-day South Africa.


    Even so, it is not hard to conceive the incredulous derision with which Shaka, the formidable and all-powerful founder of the Zulu kingdom, would have viewed the present king’s emasculated royal prerogatives, closely constrained as they are by the constitution of a democratic republic. Indeed, for all the royal protocol and privilege that lap him about, King Goodwill Zwelithini is essentially no more than a ceremonial figure embodying Zulu traditions and customs who, by his own admission, valiantly attempts to promote age-old cultural values in rapidly changing times.14


    With this in mind, my objective in writing this book is to explain why the Zulu monarchy has followed the trajectory it has from its robust beginnings to its present politically constrained (though lavishly cushioned) circumstances. In doing so, I shall first situate it in the wider context of African kingship to show how the first four Zulu kings, namely, Shaka kaSenzangakhona (r. 1816–1828), Dingane kaSenzangakhona (r. 1828–1840), Mpande kaSenzangakhona (r. 1840–1872) and Cetshwayo kaMpande (r. 1872–1884) essentially conformed in their royal ideology, style and exercise of power to the practices of other pre-colonial rulers. More specifically, I shall describe how they enlarged the Zulu kingdom and confronted their African neighbours, and how effectively they dealt with ever-present internal threats to their rule. During their reigns, the expanding colonial world impinged ever more aggressively on the Zulu kingdom, and accordingly my focus will shift to considering with what degree of success they confronted this mortal challenge.


    Next, I shall discuss how Cetshwayo and Dinuzulu kaCetshwayo (r. 1884–1913) were violently overthrown, deposed and exiled by the forces of colonialism, and will indicate that their fate was by no means unique among other formerly independent African kings. Likewise, I shall show that their exertions, and those of their successors – Solomon Nkayishana Maphumuzana kaDinuzulu (r. 1913–1933), Nyangayezizwe Cyprian Bhekuzulu kaSolomon (r. 1933–1968) and Goodwill Zwelithini kaBhekuzulu (r. 1968–present) – to retain or regain something of their royal status under white rule followed a pattern familiar elsewhere in colonial Africa, and entailed many humiliating compromises in return. Finally, I shall contemplate the Zulu monarchy in the parlous transitional phase to post-apartheid rule, and shall investigate why – unlike so many other African monarchies in the post-colonial era – it has survived to take its place in the new order, albeit with only symbolic and ceremonial prerogatives.


    In probing the history of the Zulu monarchy up to the time of writing, it will be the eight kings themselves who take centre stage. How they acted was inevitably constrained by the particular historical circumstances in which they found themselves, and by the prevailing culture of the society in which they operated. Even so, despite such limitations, all adopted individual courses of action as monarchs that reflected their personalities and sharply exposed their individual strengths and flaws of character as expressed in their powers of statesmanship – or in their political ineptitude. Some were unfortunate despite their most sagacious and prudent endeavours, while others clearly reaped what they had sown. All faced extraordinary challenges in a southern Africa that has changed out of all recognition since Shaka’s founding of the Zulu kingdom two centuries ago.
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    BORN OUT OF SHAKA’S SPEAR


    African monarchy in one form or another is an exceptionally ancient institution. An abundant array of monarchs ruled over much of the continent before yielding to colonial conquest, their titles as romantically exotic to Western ears as the maharajas, maharaos, maharanas, nizams and nawabs of princely India. A clockwise trawl of African rulers commencing in the northeast of the continent would have netted the negus of Ethiopia, the kyabazinga of Busoga, the mwenemutapa of Mutapa, the ngwenyana of Swaziland, the muhongo of Matamba, the ngola of Ndongo, the alafin of Oyo, the ahosu of Dahomey, the emir of Ilorin, the sarki of Kano, the sultan of Sokoto, and the bey of Tunis. Rulers were predominantly male, but there were instances in principally patriarchal African societies of a woman exceptionally exercising power. The actual sway of a ruler could be extremely localised, and it is best to think of these petty potentates as ‘chiefs’. A ‘paramount chief’ exercised a much wider, if still fairly loose, sway over a conglomeration of other chiefs and tributaries that recognised the overarching authority of his particular ruling house and him as their overlord. Most powerful of all was the person we would call a ‘king’. He ruled over a sizeable territory in which conquered chiefs and tributaries were incorporated into a relatively centralised state, with its panoply of courtiers, administrators and soldiers obedient to his command.


    The tradition of monarchy of this type in Africa stretches back thousands of years to Narmer, the ruler of Upper Egypt who conquered Lower Egypt around 2950 BC and united the white and red crowns in the pschent, the double crown of the pharaohs. After Narmer there were pharaohs in Egypt for two and a half millennia until 30 BC, when Cleopatra VII memorably committed suicide rather than adorn a Roman triumph and the conquerors executed her teenaged son and co-ruler, Ptolemy XV Caesarion. But the snuffing-out of pharaonic Egypt was far from being the end of monarchy in the Nile valley as far south as the Ethiopian highlands, or along the Mediterranean littoral north of the Sahara Desert. In Nubia, the upper Nile valley south of Egypt, the rulers of the successive kingdoms of Kerma, Kush and Meroë kept the pharaonic style of monarchy alive from 1750 BC to AD 350. When Meroë finally fell it was to the Christian kingdom of Aksum to the south, centred on the Ethiopian highlands. The ancient traditions of Aksum were preserved by the Solomonid dynasty which came to power in AD 1270 and endured until the last emperor of Ethiopia was overthrown by communist soldiers in 1974, seven hundred years later. The Arabs, who by AD 711 had wrested all of North Africa from the Red Sea to the Atlantic from the faltering Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire, thereafter ruled over their conquered lands as Muslim monarchs well into the 20th century, with a king still reigning in Morocco today.


    Ancient African monarchies were not confined, however, to these regions. In the Sahel – the semiarid region on the southern borders of the Sahara that merges into the grazing lands of the savannah – three great empires anchored on the Niger River supplanted each other in turn between the eighth and late sixteenth centuries: Ghana, Mali and Songhai. To the east of these empires lay the kingdom of Kanem-Bornu, whose origins were as old as those of Ghana, while to their south were a number of West African forest kingdoms founded contemporaneously with the Middle Ages in Europe. South of the equator, large kingdoms also emerged more than half a millennium ago, such as Kongo and Ndongo (in what is now northern Angola), and a number arose even earlier around the Great Lakes. The highlands of south-central Africa were dominated by the 12th-century kingdom of Zimbabwe which was eventually subsumed by the Mutapa kingdom.


    Further south, however, the formation of kingdoms began only in the latter half of the 18th century, considerably later than in many other parts of sub-Saharan Africa. King Goodwill Zwelithini is the eighth Zulu monarch, and the Zulu kingdom dates from 1816. Compare that to some other contemporary African kings whose status is recognised, as is Goodwill Zwelithini’s, in the constitution of their countries. Otumfo Nana Osei II is the 16th Asantehene of Asante in modern-day Ghana, and his kingdom was founded in 1701. Ronald Muwenda Mutebi II is the 36th Kabaka of Buganda in Uganda. The first of his line was Kato Kinto, who reigned in the very first years of the 14th century. As for Ewuare II, the 39th Oba of Benin in Nigeria, his line goes back to Eweka I in the late 12th century. Compared to kings of such ancient pedigree, the Zulu king is very much a parvenu.


    Yet we must be cautious here, since those royal lineages mentioned above are not quite what they seem. Take Benin, for example. It was Ewuare I, who reigned from about 1440 to 1473, who consolidated royal power and turned Benin into a great kingdom. The first eleven Obas before him were only minor rulers. So too were Shaka’s chiefly forebears, who, by the same token, if added to the Zulu list of kings, could putatively take the royal line back into the late 16th century. And what credence can we put in the accuracy of these impressive king-lists, especially when they stretch back over multiple generations? Even when there are surviving ancient written records and inscriptions, as is the case with the Egyptian pharaohs, there is often considerable uncertainty regarding chronology and the correct ordering of the succession of rulers. How much more tentative and unreliable is the case with the lines of African kings in those sub-Saharan societies that, until the colonial period, were without writing!1


    With the arrival of missionaries and administrative officials it became possible to record in writing the memories of individuals, either of their own experiences or of those passed down directly from the older generation.2 However, oral history such as this stretched back only so far, and for events in the deeper past it is necessary to rely on oral tradition passed down over the generations. In every African kingdom – including that of the Zulu – a tradition is preserved of the origin of the ruling dynasty that asserts the abiding claim of a single descent line to the sole right to rule. Kings, elders, praise-singers and the like are all living repositories of this sanctioned tradition. Yet just how much of this ‘history’ is authentic and to what extent it is mythical is a complicated, specialist business to unravel, and the answers are seldom satisfactory.


    In 1832 Dr Andrew Smith visited the Zulu kingdom and from enquiries made on the spot drew up the first written attempt at Shaka’s genealogy.3 At the beginning of the 20th century the colonial magistrate James Stuart began recording the invaluable oral testimony of nearly 200 mainly Zulu informants and noted down three further versions.4 And in 1929 a missionary and pioneer anthropologist, the Reverend AT Bryant, compiled no fewer than 11 versions of the genealogy of the early, pre-Shakan Zulu rulers drawn from the works of missionaries and officials, as well as from the testimony of five members of the Zulu royal house (including King Cetshwayo himself), and came up with his own preferred likely line of descent.5 More recently, in 1996 the Zulu historian MZ Shamase published his own favoured royal genealogy.6


    And where does this leave us? Only with an all but undisputed genealogy based on oral history from Shaka to his father, Senzangakhona, grandfather Jama and great-grandfather Ndaba. After those three generations, oral tradition takes over from oral history and multiple possible versions of royal genealogy begin to surface. As Pixley Seme said in 1925 of the line of descent of the House of Senzangakhona: ‘It goes very far back in the history of the Zulu country, until it merges … with the fables (izinganekwane) of the place.’7 This is just as much the case with the Zulu monarchy as it with those of Benin, Buganda and every other African society relying on oral tradition to establish the ancient lineage of its kings. But even when the line of succession is relatively recent and without question – as with the eight Zulu kings from Shaka to the present – ‘spin’ can play its part. Charles Ballard’s official history of the Zulu monarchy, published in 1988, was called The House of Shaka, and King Goodwill Zwelithini is regularly referred to as descending from King Shaka. Strictly speaking, that is not true. Shaka had no heir of his loins, and the present Zulu king is descended from Shaka’s younger half-brother, Mpande. More correctly, therefore, the royal family should be known as the House of Senzangakhona after the father of the first three Zulu kings. But Senzangakhona sadly lacks the resonance of Shaka’s name.
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      The iconic image of ‘Chaka King of the Zoolus’ drawn by J Saunders King, the hunter-trader who landed in the Zulu country in 1825. It was reworked for publication in 1836, eight years after King’s death, and just how accurately it depicts Shaka is debatable.


      (NATHANIAL ISAACS, TRAVELS AND ADVENTURES IN EASTERN AFRICA, 1836)

    


    At the height of the battle of Isandlwana, the memorable Zulu victory over the British in the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, Ntshingwayo kaMahole, the senior Zulu commander, declaimed the praises of Senzangakhona and Shaka. He then held his great war-shield aloft and shook it, shouting out to the amabutho: ‘This is the intando of our people … You are always asking why this person [Shaka] is loved so much. It is caused by the intando of our people.’8


    Ntshingwayo’s meaning would have been clear enough to the amabutho, but we need to know that intando means ‘the will’, ‘the power of choice’, and that its secondary meaning is ‘love-charm’. Both meanings in their different ways apply to the war-shield (isihlangu), which to this day remains the great cultural icon of the Zulu people. It was held to belong to the king, and not to the bearer. Amabutho would ‘beg’ shields from the king and they were not taken home but kept stored at the amakhanda, to be distributed only when the amabutho mustered to serve there or go to war. In other words, his war-shield proclaimed that a man belonged to the king and served his will. And since an isihlangu was cut from the hide of one of the kingdom’s wealth in cattle that were so dear to the shades of the royal ancestors, it compelled the protection in battle of the amadlozi, none more illustrious than that of Shaka, the great warrior and founder of the kingdom.


    Indeed, the Zulu people to this day declare that their warrior nation was ‘born out of Shaka’s spear’,9 and his praises, or izibongo, celebrate him as a great conqueror:


    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?10


    Yet, for all his undying fame, the reality (as Dan Wylie has deflatingly pointed out) is that ‘we know almost nothing for certain about Shaka’.11 The problem is that we have to rely on the highly embroidered and self-serving accounts of white trader-hunters who actually encountered him, on the despatches of British colonial officials who only learned of him at second hand and were predisposed to swallow and pass on any tale of his savagery, and on necessarily extremely patchy archaeological evidence. We also have the recurrently embellished izibongo handed down over the generations that might even ‘borrow’ striking elements from each other for incorporation, as well as popular and oft-repeated Zulu traditions. Both of these give us a sense of how Shaka has been – and is – perceived by his people. However, neither began to be written down until the later 19th century. As for the systematically recorded oral testimony of hundreds of interviewees taken down during the very late 19th and early 20th centuries, those interviewed had at best distant childhood memories of the Shakan period, or could only relate what the previous generation had to say of Shaka. And that in itself carries the further problem that, in their hostility, some traditions run against the contemporary trend to laud Shaka, because they come from people who considered themselves the victims, rather than the beneficiaries, of his conquests and rule.


    Considering the uncertainty of the evidence, it is no surprise that we cannot be sure of the date of Shaka’s birth. It is most often said to have been 1787, although Dan Wylie has persuasively argued for about five years earlier.12 Shaka was the son of Senzangakhona kaJama, the inkosi of the unremarkable Zulu chiefdom in the valley of the White Mfolozi River. Senzangakhona was evidently a spirited and handsome man. His izibongo proclaim that


    When he lay down he was like rivers,


    When he got up he was like mountains …


    He whose body was beautiful …


    Whose face had no blemish,


    Whose eyes had no blemish,


    Whose mouth had no blemish …13


    He was also virile, and tradition tells us that 18 sons were born of Senzangakhona’s 15 wives. But here a damaging question hangs over Shaka: was the founder of the Zulu kingdom illegitimate?


    This is a crucial question, central to a king’s right to rule. It is true that there are societies in Africa without a chief where authority is collective and where it is exercised by a council of elders. All its members are of the same senior age-grade regiment, that is, men of roughly the same age who have gone together through the rituals of initiation into adulthood. However, for probably about the last 1 500 years most of the Bantu-speaking peoples is southern Africa have been living under some form of chieftainship whereby a chief or king imposes his authority over the whole community and takes decisions on its behalf. There are many ways in which such a ruler induces society to accept his authority, but the fundamental requirement is being legitimately descended of the royal lineage. Being of the ‘blood royal’ proclaims a division between the ruling house, whose members alone are eligible to vie for the chieftainship or kingship, and the great mass of commoners, who have no such claim. The line of royal descent can be matriarchal (as with the Rain Queen of the Balobedu in South Africa), but this is rare in Africa and the Zulu royal line is firmly patriarchal.


    The tradition current in the 19th-century royal house, as told by King Cetshwayo, Shaka’s nephew, was that when Senzangakhona began his reign, ‘he was unmarried; but had a natural son, only a year or two old, by [Nandi], daughter of [Mbhengi kaMhlongo], chief of the [Langeni] tribe, named Chaka, or the “bastard.”’14 Oral testimony had it that Nandi’s mother was Mfunda, sister of Phakathwayo, the inkosi of the Qwabe and later Shaka’s formidable foe. It seems Nandi gave birth to Shaka at her father’s Ngugeni umuzi on the north bank of the Mhlathuze River near kwaNtoza hill.15


    The very meaning of Shaka’s name gives credence to this account. The Zulu believed that a beetle called an itshaka caused intestinal disorders and made the stomach swell out. But this does not mean that Shaka was named after it. The expression ‘itshaka’ was used to describe a girl who became pregnant before marriage, and the illegitimate child she bore was also spoken of as itshaka.16 The strong belief persisted in some Zulu and colonial circles that Shaka remained illegitimate. What gave credence to this position was the tradition that Nandi, whose name means ‘sweet’ in Zulu, and who was described as ‘dark-skinned, big, and strongly built’ with small breasts,17 could not abide seeing Shaka grow up at Senzangakhona’s umuzi while she shamefully remained with her father as an unmarried woman. Perhaps it was then that she earned her evil reputation as a sexually frigid, bad-tempered shrew:


    She whose thighs do not meet,


    They only meet on seeing her husband.


    Loud-voiced one …18


    So, the story goes, she eventually left to marry Ngendeyana, a man of substance among the Qwabe people – or perhaps just to enter his isigodlo as a concubine until Senzangakhona claimed her. What does seem well accredited is that she had a son, Ngwadi, by Ngendeyana, although the paternity of her good-tempered, light-skinned and very fat daughter, Noncoba, is disputed,19 even if her short, wide nose was said to have been very like Shaka’s.20 To complicate matters, a tradition did persist that Ngwadi was really Senzangakhona’s son and so Shaka’s only full brother.


    Meanwhile, as the illegitimate Shaka grew up in Senzangakhona’s household, his father, according to Cetshwayo, believed he showed every sign of becoming troublesome and a possible threat. So, in about 1802, when Shaka reached his late teens, Senzangakhona decided to kill him. However, Shaka received warning and fled to Jobe kaKayi, the powerful inkosi of the Mthethwa people in southeastern Zululand between the White Mfolozi and Mhlathuze rivers, where the ambitious exile began to prosper as a war leader. With warfare so undeniably imbedded in African culture, military valour and expertise were the hallmarks of a man’s personal honour, sexual allure and standing in society, and were the accepted avenue to power and riches.


    When Jobe died in around 1807, his son Dingiswayo killed his brother Mawawe, who was his father’s designated inkosana, or heir by his chief wife, and seized the throne. Shaka threw in his lot with Dingiswayo and remained high in his favour on account of his exceptional military prowess. According to tradition, Dingiswayo bestowed on him the praise name of uSitshaka ka sitshayeki, meaning ‘he who beats but is not beaten’21 – surely preferable to ‘bastard’ as the source of his name and well suited to his aggressive character.


    At Dingiswayo’s side, Shaka had ample opportunity to hone his exceptional military talents. Hunting and small-scale raiding had long been the honourable occupations of men such as Shaka in a society that espoused a warrior culture (one must put firmly aside the legend of a peace-loving, harmonious pre-Shakan Eden). Indeed, whatever else about Shaka is uncertainly known, the inborn bellicosity that never deserted him is very well attested. The hunter-trader Nathaniel Isaacs, who had many dealings with him, emphatically declared: ‘War and dominion were the ruling passions of Chaka’,22 while nearly 90 years after Shaka’s death Mayinga, a Zulu of illustrious lineage whose father had been one of Shaka’s military commanders, stated categorically: ‘He was always talking of war.’23 Yet, it must be remembered that for Shaka, as with every other African king, being a powerful war leader was always a prerequisite for effective political leadership. The corollary was that military failure severely damaged a king’s reputation and brought his right to rule into question, spawning plots to assassinate him and encouraging would-be usurpers to rebel.


    It was Shaka’s good fortune that as a young man he could build a military career in a period of intensifying warfare in southeastern Africa. Increasingly complex, hierarchical, centralised and very militarised states were emerging and vying with each other for regional dominance. In such states, people gave their allegiance – the Zulu word is ukukhonza – to a political superior in return for land to pasture their livestock and grow their crops, and for the protection to do so safely. We must be wary, however, of thinking of even the most powerful of these states as possessing the administrative means of governing all its territory in a uniform way, or of having the firm territorial boundaries customary today. The typical pattern for a kingdom, even the Zulu one at the height of its power, was a geographical nucleus firmly controlled by a central government whose authority and power faded away towards the periphery, where vague boundaries often overlapped with those of other states.


    These kingdoms waxed and waned in power and extent in a manner that seems strange today. If a ruler could not provide his subjects with the security and prosperity they required, disaffected groups might hive off and ukukhonza to one of the neighbouring rival rulers better able to do so. Their exodus might be even more extreme. Because political power was based on a ruler’s control over essentially mobile resources such as cattle and the people’s agricultural labour, no chiefdom was bound inexorably to a particular territory. Thus a disgruntled unit or even an entire chiefdom might migrate elsewhere in search of improved security or better lands, accumulating or shedding adherents as it moved on.


    Such mass movements were possible because Africa in this period was significantly under-populated and still offered ample territorial scope for settlement. With an environment as geographically and climatically harsh and unforgiving as Africa’s, and with otherwise habitable regions rendered lethal by endemic disease, only restricted areas were suitable for the pursuit of agriculture and pastoralism, and thus for human settlement too. Southeastern Africa was one of these favoured regions, but because the population was dependent upon a vulnerable subsistence economy, it struggled to multiply appreciably. These circumstances have since changed beyond all recognition, and the population of the region is now about 25 times more numerous than it was in the early 19th century. But even though populations were then thinly scattered, all of them were naturally concentrated in the most favourable areas. This meant that when groups or whole chiefdoms migrated, they inevitably clashed with existing settlements, destroying them, incorporating them or causing them to ricochet off on their own disruptive path.


    So, for a chiefdom or kingdom to protect itself from enemies, to deter defections and (it must be added) to be in a position to expand its own domain, it was absolutely essential to maintain some form of military organisation.


    In ‘stateless societies’ where, as we have seen, political authority was exercised by a council of elders, age-grade regiments of both men and women were expected to give their labour to the community and to marry each other when the word was given. Male age-grade regiments were also mobilised to defend the community when the need arose, thus constituting part-time militias rather than standing armies. By contrast, in many centralising, hierarchical kingdoms across Africa, the king called on his subordinate nobility to provide military levies in time of war, rather as feudal lords would have done in mediaeval Europe. The king would usually also maintain a small standing army, often partially made up of slave soldiers, who were a common African institution except in the southern parts of the continent.
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      Migrations during the consolidation of the Zulu kingdom

    


    Southeastern Africa presented a unique fusion of the two types of society, which had consequences for military organisation. From the late 18th century the paramountcies and kingdoms of the region, although hierarchical and centralising, were nevertheless constructed on the institution of age-grade regiments. Youths, instead of going through the stressful experience of a circumcision school as the portal to adulthood, were banded together every few years by their ruler as cadets when enough of them of approximately the same age were available, and spent their days herding his cattle, working the fields and practising military skills. After a few years of such service, and on reaching young adulthood, their ruler formed them into a fully-fledged ibutho, or age-grade regiment, and bestowed on it its distinctive name. In what seems to have been a substitution for the defunct circumcision ceremony, on marriage members of an ibutho assumed the headring, or isicoco. This indicator of full adulthood was a circlet of tendons or fibres sewn into the hair with cattle sinews. It was coated with beeswax or gum and then greased and polished.


    These amabutho were their ruler’s main instrument of power and coercion. But just how they were deployed requires an understanding of the prevailing nature of pre-colonial warfare in southeastern Africa. The prevalence of horse sickness caused by tsetse flies in Africa’s forested central tropical zone meant that horses, common in North Africa, did not penetrate to regions to its south until Dutch settlers imported horses to the Cape in the 17th century. Consequently, when Shaka was growing into manhood horses were all but unknown in his part of Africa, and warfare was waged exclusively by foot soldiers. Mthethwa and Zulu warriors, and those of the other African societies they fought against in the first decades of the 19th century, were all armed with various forms of spear, which was their principal weapon. Lighter javelins were cast from a distance, and heavier spears were used for stabbing at close quarters. Warriors might also wield a heavy-headed, skull-crushing club, or sometimes a battle-axe. Bows and arrows were not part of their arsenal, and throwing spears were the only projectiles employed. Combatants carried an oxhide shield that came in many designs specific to each society: small or large, winged, hourglass-shaped, apron-shaped or – most familiarly – oval, as was the body-covering Zulu shield.


    Warfare in sub-Saharan Africa was all about securing territory that would provide sufficient winter and summer grazing for livestock and that would be capable of supporting agriculture. It also had as its objective the control of people necessary to serve as herders and work the land and – crucially in an underpopulated continent – to reproduce themselves. For African rulers, therefore, warfare was a zero-sum game in which your gains were precisely your enemy’s loss, and fighting primarily took the form of endemic, localised raiding to impoverish and weaken rivals. Major campaigns were much rarer and short-lived on account of insurmountable logistical difficulties in supplying armies at a distance over long periods, especially if they became bogged down in besieging strongholds. Among southern African indigenous societies that lacked the wheel there were no animal-drawn wagons, and supplies had to be carried by each warrior (and sometimes by non-combatant porters) or foraged for on the march.


    Still, by the later 18th century warfare in southern Africa was becoming more sophisticated, and campaigns were being mounted to control resources such as ivory, gold, cattle, animal pelts and feathers and – mainly in the region of Delagoa Bay – slaves. These goods were bartered with seaborne outsiders for foreign goods desired by the elite, such as cloth, beads, agricultural tools and alcohol. For the Zulu at the beginning of Shaka’s reign, the trade route best worth controlling was northeast to Delagoa Bay, where from 1787 the Portuguese had maintained a tenuous presence in their fort and trading post called Lourenço Marques.


    By the early 19th century the consolidating chiefdoms in the lands between Delagoa Bay to the north and the Thukela River to the south, bounded to the west by the Drakensberg Mountains and to the east by the Indian Ocean, were increasingly at each other’s throats. In the 16th century the largest chiefdom in the region had probably been that of the Mbo. For reasons unknown, this chiefdom fragmented in the early 18th century. Several of its splinters, notably the Ndwandwe living just south of the Phongolo River, tried to rebuild their lost power. They were confronted by expanding rival paramountcies, of which the Mthethwa to their south, between the White Mfolozi and Mhlathuze rivers, was the most formidable. By the time Shaka was serving Jobe, the Ndwandwe and Mthethwa – along with other of the more aggressive polities between the Black Mfolozi River in the north and the Mzinyathi and Thukela rivers in the south, such as the Hlubi and Qwabe paramountcies and the Chube chiefdom – were fiercely raiding each other’s cattle, struggling to control the winter and summer grazing pastures, and vying to attract new adherents at the expense of their rivals.


    In their endemic wars these chiefdoms all deployed amabutho, and Shaka served in the ranks of the Mthethwa ones. He has often been credited with inventing these ‘regiments’ and with devising their fighting style. In fact, although he would be instrumental in tightening the organisation of the Zulu amabutho under his sole command and in refining their tactics, the inception of amabutho (as we have seen) pre-dated him. Even their hallmark tactic of first casting long throwing-spears and then finishing off their foes with short stabbing-spears, a battle-winning ‘innovation’ long ascribed to Shaka, would seem to have gone back to well before his time.


    What does appear certain is that the exiled Shaka earned a great military reputation among the Mthethwa. He wore the isicoco of a married man while serving Dingiswayo, and there is a strong tradition that he took several wives, and had even fathered a son, Zibizendlela.24 Crucially for advancement in a hierarchical chiefly society, he enjoyed Dingiswayo’s wholehearted patronage. As a mark of his favour, the Mthethwa paramount placed Shaka under the special care of his commander-in-chief, Ngomane kaMqomboli, who became the young warrior’s father figure and mentor.


    Shaka’s rise to prominence in Dingiswayo’s service coincided with the increasingly deadly struggle for regional supremacy the Mthethwa were waging against the Ndwandwe, who were pushing south across the Mkhuze River under their violent and cunning paramount, Zwide kaLanga. Weaker neighbouring chiefdoms began to take flight west over the Drakensberg and south over the Thukela River to avoid the escalating warfare. They in turn dislodged communities in their path so that the ripples of violence spread out further and further outwards.


    In resisting the menacing Ndwandwe, Dingiswayo relied on the smaller, tributary chiefdoms within his orbit to give him military assistance. One of these was the Zulu chiefdom under Senzangakhona, which was strategically placed to secure Dingiswayo’s northwesterly borders up the valley of the White Mfolozi. It consequently made good sense for Dingiswayo to tighten his hold on the client Zulu chiefdom. There is a robust tradition that he – himself a usurper – believed this could best be achieved if Shaka, his trusted and able protégé, were to supplant his father as the Zulu inkosi.


    But how was this to be effected? It was first necessary to do away with Senzangakhona. It seems Shaka had no qualms about falling in with Dingiswayo’s plan and playing his full and willing part in bewitching his father when he paid his overlord a visit in search of a new wife. Whatever the actual means employed (and there are differing versions), Shaka apparently gained occult ascendancy over his father. Senzangakhona began to feel mortally ill, and returned home to his umuzi, kwaNobamba, where he fell into a rapid decline and died, probably in 1816.


    The second stage of the plot now had to be implemented because Shaka was not Senzangakhona’s designated successor, or inkosana, and would not normally have succeeded him as inkosi. Indeed, the question of royal succession was a deeply vexing issue since it was not clear-cut. A king or chief shared the same problem with every man of high status in Zulu society: a large number of wives and multiple children thoroughly muddied the waters when it came to deciding who should be his heir. So the Zulu had put complex procedures into place to promote a smooth succession. However, in the royal house the customary succession of the eldest son of a man’s designated great wife (who had not necessarily been his first-married wife, but was deemed of suitably distinguished lineage to carry on the line, or was excessively favoured) was not automatically adopted. It was considered too dangerous for an ageing king to have an acknowledged heir hovering impatiently outside the royal hut, so the naming of the inkosana was delayed until the last moment to reduce the possibility of usurpation. Yet this was no complete solution either, because the technical qualification of any male of the royal lineage to mount the throne was likely to spark a succession dispute.


    Knowing this, and well before the king died, those with a possible claim would be gathering support for the looming contest. Consequently – as in many another African kingdoms – regicide and bloody civil war long characterised the royal succession in the Zulu kingdom. Tellingly, King Cetshwayo reputedly had a dream in which he was visited by the amadlozi of two of his royal predecessors, Ndaba and Dingane. They said to him, ‘[W]e shall give you only one son, for you of the Zulu are always killing one another in disputing the kingship if there are many of you.’25


    The reason why Shaka was not Senzangakhona’s designated successor was not because he was a bastard. The recorded oral traditions are very much in agreement that some time before his death Senzangakhona had married Nandi, and that the handing over of ilobolo to her father had legitimised Shaka.26 Rather, it was because even though Shaka was Senzangakhona’s eldest son, he was not the son of his ‘great wife’. And that person was not Nandi, but Bhibhi, Senzangakhona’s eighth wife and undisputed favourite. Her son by Senzangakhona was Sigujana (otherwise known as Nomkwayimba or Mfokozana), who was of much the same age as Shaka, and there seems general agreement that Senzangakhona had recognised him as his inkosana.27 However, because Shaka was now of Senzangakhona’s legitimate line he was eligible to succeed his father. And that meant getting Sigujana out of the way.


    The sanitised version of what happened next was recounted by King Cetshwayo, who declared that on Senzangakhona’s death ‘the Zulu tribe sent to him [Shaka] and begged him to be their king: he consented … and he was made king with great rejoicing. His brothers acquiesced.’28 However, all other surviving accounts are unanimous that, with Dingiswayo’s active support, Shaka first did away with Sigujana and then usurped the Zulu throne.29


    To eliminate Sigujana, it seems Shaka turned to his half-brother Ngwadi, with whom he had developed a close rapport. Ngwadi was in Sigujana’s fatally misplaced confidence, and went bathing with him in the river. Ngwadi’s accomplices were stationed in the long grass along the riverbank, and when the unsuspecting Zulu inkosi stooped to wash they ran him through from behind with two spears. Ngwadi sent immediate word to Shaka that he had done away with Sigujana. In commemoration of his treacherous deed he would be come to be known appropriately as ‘the stick of one who cuts down trees’.30


    With Sigujana dead, it remained to implement the third stage of the plot. This is where Mnkabayi kaJama, Senzangakhona’s older, unmarried sister and Shaka’s aunt, showed her hand and (in King Cetshwayo’s words) ‘carried on all the negotiations’ for her nephew’s return.31 Zulu society may have been overtly patriarchal, but subtle power was exercised from the isigodlo by the king’s or chief’s female relations, his wives and the widows of his predecessor. Royal women thus had it in their power to manipulate the outcome of succession, and of Mnkabayi it was said that the Zulu kings were ‘placed’ by her.32


    Mnkabayi was taller and lighter in colour than her unmarried twin, Mmama (who was dark brown), and was described as a person whose prime-conditioned body was sleek and softly fat.33 In her izibongo she was celebrated for her honest, incorruptible ability to resolve her adherents’ problems and for her success in confronting any evil forces that might threaten Zulu power:


    She who allays for people their anxiety,


    They catch it and she looks at it with her eyes.


    The opener of all the main gates so that people may enter …34


    She had first come to prominence on the death of her father, Jama, when she ruled as co-regent with Mudli kaNkwelo kaNdaba of the Zulu royal house until Senzangakhona came of age. One tradition holds that Mnkabayi, while she was regent, saved the infant Shaka’s life. The story goes that when Senzangakhona learned that he had an illegitimate child by Nandi he was enraged and ordered the infant’s death, but Mnkabayi spirited Nandi and her baby away to the safety of her father’s umuzi, where Shaka grew up.35 True or not, this tale connects Mnkabayi to Shaka, and it suggests she and Mmama encouraged Shaka’s ambitions while in exile. The two women were reputed to have been deeply instrumental in contriving Sigujana’s assassination by Ngwadi and in persuading other members of the royal house to go along with them.36 With Sigujana done to death, Mnkabayi assumed temporary power as regent (as she had once before after her father Jama’s demise) until Shaka arrived from the Mthethwa country to seize the empty throne.


    When Shaka arrived to take up his inheritance, it was with the daunting military escort Dingiswayo had despatched under the command of Ngomane, the Mthethwa commander-in-chief and Shaka’s old mentor. Shaka at once established his rule with exemplary ruthlessness. He executed the prominent men associated with Senzangakhona’s regime – including a number of uncles – as well as others whom he suspected of opposing his claim to be king. All of Shaka’s remaining brothers, thoroughly cowed, gave up any immediate ambitions they might have harboured to succeed Sigujana, and tendered him their allegiance.


    To consolidate his power, Shaka placed those he was beholden to in high positions. Ngomane would become his chief councillor. Ngwadi, Sigujana’s assassin, would remain a close favourite of Shaka, who ‘gave him authority over a large number of people’ over whom he was allowed to rule in a semi-independent manner, amassing great herds of cattle and even maintaining his own little army.37 Shaka, along with the next three kings of the independent Zulu kingdom, believed that royal women from the isigodlo made for dependable representatives to govern their most important amakhanda as extensions of the royal household. Those he appointed included two of Senzangakhona’s widows, Bhibhi and Langazana, his half-sister Noncoba, and his aunt Mmama.


    For Mnkabayi, the domineering woman who had assured Shaka’s succession, and who he intended should be a mainstay of his rule, he reserved the most significant amakhanda of all. He placed her over the sacred kwaNobamba where Senzangakhona was buried, and in due course over the strategic ebaQulusini, which dominated northwestern Zululand and guarded that vulnerable frontier. She also presided over esiKlebheni, where she was entrusted with the sacred inkatha kept there, the ritual powers of which will be discussed in due course. Besides these amakhanda, eMahlabeni was also Mnkabayi’s. This prestigious ikhanda was known as the seat of war. It was where the army used to ukuthetha, or go through the ceremonies of giving praise to the ancestors under her command, and where, from the reign of Shaka to that of Cetshwayo, the marching orders for a major campaign were issued. When she died during King Mpande’s reign, Mnkabayi’s grave near the kwaGqikazi ikhanda in the Mahlabathini plain became a place of secure refuge for fugitives, and her name long continued to be invoked when people took a sacred oath.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO
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    A GREAT WARRIOR IN THE ZULU COUNTRY


    No sooner had Shaka seized the Zulu chiefdom as Dingiswayo’s tributary than, in 1817, his overlord was taken captive by his great rival, Zwide of the Ndwandwe, through (it was said) occult means and put to death.1 With the Mthethwa leaderless and Zwide ascendant, all that now stood between Ndwandwe domination was Shaka’s determined defiance, which brought increasing violence down on all the peoples of the region. Angered by Shaka’s refusal to acknowledge him as his new overlord, Zwide invaded Zulu territory in 1818 and laid waste to the valley of the White Mfolozi. Shaka was only just able to beat the Ndwandwe off. Badly savaged, Shaka fell back for a time on the coastal country. Yet he refused to give in. He began to regroup, carefully harboured his resources and concentrated on building up the military capabilities of his amabutho against future Ndwandwe attacks. Shaka celebrated his growing military and political heft by singing of himself that


    I am a great warrior there in the Zulu country,


    I am foremost in the place of headrings [in the isibaya where affairs are discussed].2


    And indeed, it is as the invincible warrior that Shaka is remembered, and this image remains a great source of pride for the Zulu people.


    Yet this image is double-edged, and contemporary white commentators were quick to associate Shaka and the rise of the Zulu kingdom with appalling devastation and bloodshed, which, they claimed, decimated the local population and turned many thousands into terrified refugees or desperate cannibals. Historians subsequently built on this vision to come up in the 1970s with the concept of the mfecane (crushing). According to this model, the explosive expansion of Shaka’s militaristic Zulu kingdom was at the root of the unprecedented dislocation that spread across southern Africa in the early 19th century. However, as with all historical models, that of the mfecane has since been modified, and the growing consensus is that while the Zulu kingdom was a prominent player during the mfecane, it was neither its sole instigator nor its only motor. Furthermore, it is accepted that the scale of dislocation, suffering and death during the mfecane, while certainly not negligible, must be kept in perspective. Quite simply, the technological and physical capacity to massacre untold numbers simply did not exist, certainly not on the scale of millions that historians once blithely wrote about.3


    Nevertheless, it does seem that Zulu society under Shaka was increasingly militarised, and ‘only war was talked about’.4 As we have seen, when Shaka entered Dingiswayo’s service the amabutho were already the basis of every chief’s power in the region. Once he became the Zulu ruler, however, Shaka modified and regulated the institution so that it became the central pillar of royal authority and remained so until the fall of the Zulu kingdom in Cetshwayo’s time. But to make it so, Shaka had to overcome a crucial obstacle that was nothing less than the basic social and economic unit of the kingdom: the homestead, or umuzi.


    Tens of thousands of scattered imizi, looking like so many tiny circular villages, dotted the rolling countryside. A married man (umnumzane) lived in each umuzi with his two or three wives and children (a man of wealth and status might have as many as a dozen wives, however). The domed, thatched huts, or izindlu, that made up an umuzi should be regarded as separate rooms in a single home. The huts were on average three metres in diameter, although that of a man of status could be double the size and with several supporting poles rather than one. The izindlu were erected in a crescent surrounding the central, fenced isibaya, where deep pits in which grain and seed were stored were carefully disguised. The arrangement of the izindlu was hierarchical, with that of the chief wife at the top and dropping progressively in status to those of retainers or dependants nearest the entrance. The storage huts for beer, vegetables and grain were usually built between the dwelling huts and the outer protective palisade.


    Because the summer rainfall in Zulu country provided sufficient pasturage and agricultural land, each umuzi was a self-sufficient home where it was mainly – but not exclusively – women who tilled the small scattered fields and raised the staple crops of Indian maize, sorghum, millet, pumpkins and various other vegetables. On occasion, men also went out to hunt wild animals to supplement their diet and to garner animal pelts, and they were responsible for building and repairing the umuzi. But the main occupation of men and boys was herding the prestigious and valuable cattle that provided milk and meat on special occasions, as well as hides for basic items of clothing. Technically, the cattle of the kingdom, along with the land itself, belonged to the nation and therefore through the chiefs to the king himself, but for practical purposes they were in the ownership of each umuzi. Even the king’s own cattle, which were too numerous to be pastured in one place, were entrusted through the custom of ukusisa to individual imizi as well as amakhanda where the herdsmen had the right to make use of them for milk or dung and to retain their calves.


    Shaka proceeded to gain control of these self-sufficient imizi by regulating marriage. In Zulu society an adult man could not break loose from his father’s umuzi and establish his own household without marriage, and that traditionally could not take place until the woman’s father had received ilobolo from the prospective husband. So Shaka stepped in to regulate the lives of women more fully in the service of the state by forming girls into female amabutho for the purpose of marriage. At the same time, he took away the right of subordinate chiefs to form young men of the same age-group into amabutho of their own. Henceforth, each ibutho was recruited from across the entire kingdom, and not regionally. Only Shaka and his royal successors possessed the authority to bring cadets before them every few years when enough of the same age-grade had been collected, to form them into a new ibutho with its own distinctive name, and to command them to build themselves a new ikhanda as their headquarters.


    At intervals the king gave the members of a female ibutho permission to marry, but only to suitors from those male amabutho he had ordered to put on the isicoco. As we have seen, the isicoco had long been the indication of a married man, but Shaka gave it a new significance. From his reign until the fall of the kingdom the isicoco remained the quasi-sacred symbol of the monarch’s absolute prerogative over every male married subject’s life, for it was regarded as belonging not to the man who wore it, but to the king. Nor was it up to an individual to assume it, as it seems to have been in the past. The king alone could grant the privilege – not to individuals, but to an entire ibutho when he decided it had proved itself by long service. By withholding the isicoco until men of an ibutho were between about 35 and 40 years old and approaching middle age, the king was denying them the status of an umnumzane and prolonging the period in which they continued to be regarded in Zulu society as izinsizwa, or unmarried youths. This meant that they remained conveniently under the authority of their married elders and, through them, the king.


    Under Shaka and his successors the amabutho were obliged to serve their king by providing labour, by repairing the amakhanda where they were quartered, and by herding the royal cattle. They also participated in great hunts in which they amassed the precious skins, feathers and tusks that were a vital royal resource for display and trade. They collected the tribute that politically subordinate subjects rendered in return for the king and his soldiers creating the safe conditions in which to produce the goods in the first place, and they enforced internal control against recalcitrant subjects. Less frequently, they operated as the army against external enemies. Since they served the king directly for only several months a year in their amakhanda, they were not a standing army as white settlers and British officials so frequently averred. Yet they were always at his service, and the king alone could mobilise them for war. He was not reliant (as in many other African kingdoms) on the goodwill of his subordinate notables to supply military levies in time of war. Nor was there any need for him to maintain an elite royal guard on a permanent footing, as was the practice particularly in North and West Africa, where rulers favoured slave soldiers to protect them.


    Yet while the amabutho system was the Zulu king’s main instrument of control over his subjects, it only worked as it did because it was a reciprocal arrangement. Not even Zulu amabutho were prepared to serve without some tangible recompense, and the Zulu kings knew that to ensure their loyalty they must keep them well fed and rewarded. In a pre-industrial society without money of any kind, the prime indicator of wealth and the means of paying ilobolo to formalise marriage was cattle. It was therefore necessary for the Zulu king to raid neighbouring chiefdoms regularly to acquire booty, especially cattle. The captured cattle daily fed the amabutho with meat (which they rarely ate at home) when they served in the king’s amakhanda, and were redistributed to them – most lavishly to their officers – in token of the king’s appreciation.


    Two things forcefully struck white observers when, in Shaka’s reign, they first clapped eyes on the amabutho in their magnificently lavish festival attire, which in its myriad details differentiated one ibutho from another, as did the distinctive colours and patterns of their war-shields. The first was that the costume was made entirely of a prodigious variety of animal skins, furs, feathers and horns that spoke to the kingdom’s greater ability to dominate and exploit both the domestic and wild animal resources of the region than could any of its less lavishly costumed neighbours. The second was that its purpose was to terrify, to confirm the dread reputation of the amabutho as eaters of men, as ravening wild beasts. As Shaka’s izibongo vaunted:


    You are a wild animal! A leopard! A lion!


    A horned viper! An elephant!5


    Indeed, certain items allowed the wearer to take on the attributes of the animal in question. Thus a plaited head ornament of buffalo hide imbued the warrior with that dangerous beast’s fighting cunning, while the vulture feathers worn by army commanders made them battle to the death like that indomitable bird of prey.


    Every warrior 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. The king bestowed this cape on the men of each new ibutho along with their shield, so warriors looked after it with special care and wore it only at the great festivals. More cattle 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 hide and fur headband. More skins hung from this headband as flaps or tassels on 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 backward, completed the headgear. 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 beads and ornaments. On campaign, much of this finery was inevitably set aside, although in Shaka’s era more seems to have been retained than in later times. Always, though, officers persisted in a finer display than their men in order to be distinguishable from the rank and file.


    When the king mustered them for war, the assembled amabutho were ritually ‘strengthened’ for the impending campaign. Behind the rituals was a distinctive belief system. The Zulu believed in three shadowy, distant divinities of creation and generation that could only be approached through the shades of the ancestors, or amadlozi. So it was to the amadlozi that the Zulu turned. They dwelt underground 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. Since, in Zulu belief, an overlap existed between this world and the world of the amadlozi, there was dangerous scope for a mystical and contagious force, umnyama – darkness, evil influence and misfortune – to seep out among the living. The act of homicide and the blood of the slain formed a potent occult bridge for umnyama to take hold, so warriors had to be protected against its effects through occult medicines, or imithi. These magic potions could be either benevolent or – in the wicked hands of witches, or abathakathi – malevolent and even fatal. Either way they were extremely potent, because they always included snippets of the human body and its waste products, such as nail clippings or urine. (Zulu were consequently always careful to prevent their insila, or body dirt, getting into the hands of those who wished them harm.)


    In the course of the three days of ceremonies that strengthened the amabutho against umnyama, the central ritual occurred when an unarmed ibutho favoured by the king caught a black bull from the royal herds upon which all the evil influences that had accumulated in the land were symbolically cast, and strangled it to death bare-handed. War-doctors then cut strips of meat from the dead bull, treated them with powerful ‘black’ imithi intended to strengthen the warriors and bind them together in loyalty to their king, and then roasted them in a great fire of green mimosa, which the amabutho had collected the previous day. The war-doctors then threw the strips up into the air and the amabutho, who were drawn up in a great circle around them, scrambled to catch and suck them.


    Meanwhile, the war-doctors burned further imithi and had the warriors breathe in the smoke before sprinkling them with the cinders. Then, in order to finally expel all dangerous influences, each warrior drank a mouthful from a pot of further imithi, and a few at a time took turns to vomit the contents into a hole dug close to a running stream. This ritual vomiting took all day to complete and its purpose was to bind all the people together in loyalty to the king. On the third day the amabutho and the king ritually bathed in a running stream. There they were treated with ‘white’ imithi that neutralised the mystically dangerous ‘black’ imithi that had placed them in an intensified and contagious state of umnyama, and so rendered them fit to re-enter normal society.


    The army then marched towards enemy territory. It tried to spare its own population while marching through Zulu-held country, and for a few days it depended on food carried by women and izindibi (baggage-carriers, boys between six and twelve years old). When these stocks were exhausted, the women and many of the boys would return home. The army then subsisted as best it could by slaughtering the cattle they drove along with them, and by bivouacking at amakhanda where provisions had been stocked. All the warriors carried iron rations in a skin sack, the favourite combination being a cooked cow’s liver and maize grains. However, all these supplies would eventually run out, and once the army entered enemy territory it began to forage ruthlessly.


    Once the enemy was located and the decision to engage was taken, the army drew up in a circle (umkhumbi), to be sprinkled by war-doctors with izintelezi, medicinal charms to counteract umnyama from affecting the men with its evil influence and to give them courage. With his amabutho now ritually assured of victory, the commander then took up position with his staff on nearby high ground. Shaka was reputed to have usually (but not always) accompanied his amabutho on campaign,6 and to have directed the course of the battle holding aloft his black war-shield (isihlangu) with white or grey speckles only at the lower end.7 Besides the isihlangu, Zulu men used a variety of different smaller shields for dancing, courting and everyday protection. In Shaka’s time the isihlangu reached from foot to chin, but a smaller, more easily handled version, the umbumbulozo, came increasingly into use after the 1850s, although the isihlangu continued to be carried by officers and some of the older amabutho. During Shaka’s reign, the war-shields of each ibutho were of identical colour and pattern to distinguish the amabutho from each other, but by the 1870s the kingdom would no longer have the cattle resources to maintain this practice, and the convention was adopted of married amabutho carrying predominantly white shields and unmarried amabutho black or brown ones. The Zulu kings carried their own distinctive war-shields. Shaka’s isihlangu has already been described, although he is also remembered as carrying a pure white one with an oval black patch across the middle. Dingane’s isihlangu was black with a semicircular patch halfway down and on the right edge. It was also recalled as being white with a central black patch just above the middle, and that one was probably adopted when he was an older man.8 Mpande carried an identical shield.


    When the order was given for the army to advance, it was with the tactical intention – developed from the hunt – of pinning the enemy down with a frontal attack by the centre, or ‘chest’, while the two flanking ‘horns’ rapidly encircled the foe. A reserve, the ‘loins’, was kept back for support or pursuit. The Zulu maintained this battlefield formation, known as the ‘horns of the beast’ and attributed in its final form to Shaka’s modifications, as late as the Zulu Uprising of 1906 (Bhambatha Rebellion).


    As we have seen, the Zulu and their neighbours had long employed spears as their primary weapon, so it is hard to say just how innovatory Shaka was in their use. According to tradition, Shaka permitted his amabutho to carry only one spear lest they rely on throwing their spears instead of rushing in at once to close quarters. Yet the Zulu seem never to have stopped using spears as projectiles. Later in the 19th century each Zulu warrior typically carried two or three throwing-spears (izijula), which he normally used for hunting, and hurled them at the enemy to disrupt their ranks before charging home at a stooping run shouting his battle cry in order to engage man to man. It is in this emphasis on close fighting that Shaka’s ‘military revolution’ most probably lies. The weapons the Zulu employed for face-to-face combat were the bone-crushing wooden knobbed stick (iwisa) commonly carried by Shaka’s amabutho, and the short-hafted, long-bladed stabbing-spear, or iklwa. The invention of the iklwa has been fancifully attributed to Shaka, but it is reasonable to accept that it was he who insisted on making the already existing spear central to the Zulu way of fighting. The warrior wielding the iklwa made an underarm stab into the enemy’s abdomen, followed by a vicious rip before withdrawing the spear. This manoeuvre, which involved hooking away an enemy’s shield with one’s own beforehand, required considerable skill and practice, and this is where regular training in its most effective use was crucial to Shaka’s military programme. The iklwa certainly became a battle-winning weapon, giving the Zulu a considerable psychological advantage over their African opponents. Undoubtedly, the iklwa evolved into the weapon of the hero, of the man who cultivated military honour, who proved his prowess in single combat, and who – as Shaka was said to have required – bore his own wounds only on his chest.9


    In battle, once the enemy broke into demoralised flight, the triumphant Zulu ‘chest’ would closely pursue them. Simultaneously, the two encircling Zulu ‘horns’ cut off as many of the fugitives as they could. The victorious Zulu killed all those they could lay their hands upon. They seldom gave quarter to the defeated, although it is reported that Shaka often extended amnesty to those brave survivors who would accept his rule and drafted them into his army.10 Having disposed of the enemy warriors (and their attendant kin), the triumphant Zulu rounded up all the captured enemy cattle to present to the king. Cattle were the chief prize of combat and essential (as we have seen) for the king to redistribute as rewards to his victorious amabutho, as gifts to secure the loyalty of his great chiefs, and to attract new followers to his rule through largesse.


    Killing a foe in battle severely contaminated the warrior with umnyama, and it was necessary to undertake various actions to achieve ritual purification. One was to slit open the belly of the slain foe so that umnyama did not affect the killer and make him swell up like the dead. Another was to put on items of the dead man’s apparel instead of one’s own, which would have been ritually contaminated by the victim’s blood, and to wear these until ritually cleansed. On returning from war the amabutho could not immediately report to the king or resume domestic life until they had undergone four days of ceremonies to gain occult ascendancy over the vengeful spirits of their war victims. Only then could they present themselves before the king when they exchanged accounts of the fighting.


    Every man’s valour and daring in the deadly hand-to-hand fighting had been under constant scrutiny by his peers and officers. After due consideration, the king would decide to which ibutho went the distinction of being the first to engage the enemy at close quarters. He would also designate as heroes those of its members who had made a kill. These men the king ordered to wear a distinctive necklace made from small interlocking blocks of willow wood (iziqu), which was occultly associated with the amadlozi. The iziqu were looped around the neck, or slung across the body like a bandolier, and marked out the warrior hero ever after. By wretched contrast, those who failed to live up to the high ideals of masculinity, and whose courage failed them in combat, were degraded and punished. Under Shaka’s successors, cowards were given the opportunity to redeem their honour, but under his stern rule they were put ignominiously to death.


    Sometimes, non-combatants suffered directly in the fighting. This usually happened when a ruler and his adherents came under attack while they were attempting to migrate en masse to another region out of harm’s way. Then women, children and the aged had to stand by and watch the course of the battle in a fever of apprehension, hoping fervently that their menfolk would defend them successfully. When they lost, they faced massacre alongside them in the heat of battle. ‘Let no one remain alive’, Shaka would order his amabutho before a battle, ‘not even a dog or a child carried on its mother’s back.’11 It was believed that this exterminatory style of fighting began with Shaka and was known as umhadu, or ‘people coming to a place with violence’.12


    There is little doubt that people in general faced privation and death from starvation in the theatres where the Zulu and other armies were operating. When the Zulu attacked a community, or simply pillaged it as they marched by, many inhabitants might take temporary refuge in the surrounding bush, in caves, or on mountain tops. Once the warriors had moved on, they would re-emerge, but their situation was then dire. Their means of survival would have been destroyed or carried off: their grain-pits dug in the isibaya of each umuzi emptied (including the essential seed for the next season’s planting), their vegetable gardens stripped, their livestock rustled, and their imizi demolished for firewood. People would have to move off elsewhere to find food and shelter, and there is no doubt that during the course of Shaka’s wars some regions became temporarily depopulated. As Shaka’s izibongo graphically expressed it:


    The newly planted crops they left still short,


    The seed left among the maize-stalks,


    The old women were left in the abandoned sites.


    The old men were left among the tracks,


    The roots of the trees looked up at the sky.13


    Ordinarily, though, there was no point in the Zulu annihilating the members of a defeated chiefdom since a functioning community could be usefully absorbed into the growing Zulu kingdom. The lot of those individuals captured in raids and battles could be hard, however. There was no slavery as such, but captives would be carried off to the heartland of the kingdom where they would be incorporated into Zulu households in various menial capacities such as cattle herders or labourers if adult men, and as domestic servants or concubines if women or girls. Warriors were permitted to marry the young women they captured, and this had the advantage that no ilobolo had to be paid. Boys served their captors as izindibi while on campaign. On reaching adulthood they were permitted to become members of an ibutho themselves, and later to marry and set up their own umuzi.


    Shaka’s unrelenting efforts to prepare his domain for intensive fighting were absolutely necessary since the Ndwandwe were not done with him after their first campaign of 1818. The Zulu narrowly beat off a second Ndwandwe offensive and the enemy withdrew in good order, devastating Zulu territory as they went. In 1819 Zwide attacked for a third time and Shaka retired before the Ndwandwe forces to the wooded and broken countryside of the Nkandla mountain range south of the Mhlathuze River. There the difficult terrain negated the numerical superiority of the Ndwandwe, and Shaka routed and scattered them in a pitched battle.


    Shaka followed up this critical victory with a rapid advance across the Black Mfolozi River into Ndwandwe territory, taking Zwide completely by surprise. Thoroughly bested, Zwide and his following withdrew northwest across the Phongolo River. Shaka’s izibongo exalted:


    I like him when he pursued Zwide son of Langa,


    Taking him from where the sun rises


    And sending him to where it set.14


    As we have seen, it was very difficult for any African paramount such as Zwide to hold his sprawling domain together after such an overwhelming military defeat. Simmering tensions within the Ndwandwe ruling house came to the surface. Some sections of the Ndwandwe, such as the Gaza, under Soshangane kaZikode, and the Jele, under Zwangendaba kaZiguda, broke away altogether and migrated north to the environs of Delagoa Bay. The senior section of the Ndwandwe remained with Zwide on the north bank of the Phongolo, a region he had controlled for some time. He now set about considerably extending his sway further to the northwest at the expense of existing states such as the Pedi Maroteng paramountcy, which he shattered in about 1822.


    Shaka would have been very aware that Zwide’s fortunes were spectacularly reviving, and that the intimidating Ndwandwe presence just over the Phongolo menaced the territory the Zulu had so recently wrested from them. What made the situation even more fraught for Shaka was that he simply did not have the resources to bring Zwide’s former tributary chiefdoms between the Black Mfolozi and Phongolo rivers effectively under his direct control. A section of the Khumalo, under Mzilikazi kaMashobana, rejected his rule altogether and broke away, settling in the highveld to the west of Zwide’s relocated kingdom. Soon known to local Sotho-speakers as the ‘Matabele’, or Marauders, the Ndebele (as they proudly called themselves in their adaptation of this sobriquet) now lurked on the northwestern flanks of the Zulu kingdom, another latent threat. Other chiefdoms in the former Ndwandwe territory remained potentially rebellious. For the time being Shaka had to concede them a considerable degree of autonomy, ruling through a shrewd and ruthless viceroy, Maphitha kaSojiyisa, who was closely related to the Zulu royal house.


    While watching the impatiently prowling Ndwandwe over his shoulder, Shaka was simultaneously consolidating his kingdom south of the Black Mfolozi by deploying diplomatic skill or brute force to overcome his weaker neighbours and bring them into his growing kingdom. The first of Shaka’s major conquests was the Qwabe chiefdom, which, during the late 18th century, had been the most powerful polity in the coastal lands between the Thukela River and the Mhlathuze to the north. An expansionist state, it had clashed with the Mthethwa to the north and forced the neighbouring Thuli and Cele paramountcies into flight south over the Thukela. The Qwabe and the Zulu had a history of antagonism fuelled by Zulu envy of their rival’s growing power and arrogance. Distinctive differences in dialect helped accentuate their differences, and the Qwabe used characteristically to ukuthefula, or to substitute a ‘y’ for the Zulu ‘l’ when speaking.


    Tradition holds that, during his wandering youth as a despised exile, Shaka had been permitted for a while to live among the Qwabe because Mfunda, his grandmother on his mother Nandi’s side, had been one of them.15 It was said that Shaka and Phakathwayo, who later succeeded his father, Khondlo kaMncinci, as the inkosi of the Qwabe, had quarrelled as boys. Shaka neither forgot nor forgave an affront, and Phakathwayo woundingly insulted both his status and masculinity by calling him ‘a little nothing in hiding, with a little penis that points upwards’.16 Indeed the hurtful slur about his ‘stumpy little stick’17 of a penis would long outlive Shaka to intrigue a modern age raised on popular but facile psychological theories about his sexuality.


    Accounts predictably differ as to how Shaka overcame the Qwabe. The more conventional version has Shaka attacking and defeating the Qwabe at the Hlokohloko Ridge near modern-day Eshowe.18 Other accounts have Shaka characteristically employing treachery and magic to overcome the Qwabe.19 Either way, Shaka took his old rival Phakathwayo captive, indulged himself by publicly humiliating him for his boyhood slights of long ago, and put him to death. With the execution of their inkosi the Qwabe swiftly decided to submit to Shaka and tender their allegiance. Shaka’s unexpected victory over the great Qwabe chiefdom had immediate repercussions. The two largest independent chiefdoms of west-central Zululand, the Chunu and Thembu, took fright, and to escape Shaka’s growing power fled south across the Thukela. Other smaller chiefdoms of the region scrambled to ukukhonza to Shaka to avoid being attacked.


    Yet, for all this, Shaka remained insecure. Could he count on these recently subjugated chiefdoms’ continuing loyal? The question always remained how best the newly subdued chiefdoms should be incorporated – chiefdoms, as John Wright reminds us, ‘each with its own established ruling house, its own identity, its own body of memories and traditions’.20


    Chiefdoms closest to the kingdom’s core were most likely to be administered through royal officials (izinduna) ruling in the king’s name like an inkosi over a district where the hereditary ruler had been eliminated. These izinduna whom Shaka appointed with the approval of his advisers were vital in carrying out his orders and performing various administrative functions. Besides that of governing an incorporated chiefdom, these could include holding important posts such as commanding an ibutho or presiding over an ikhanda. Nevertheless, whatever their power and however great the wealth they accumulated through royal rewards, izinduna understood that they owed their elevation entirely to royal favour rather than to right of birth, and knew that the king could just as easily disgrace them should they forfeit his favour.


    For this reason, kings preferred to rely much more upon the support of their izinduna than upon hereditary amakhosi, with their long-established, hereditary power bases. Yet that was not always feasible, so the Zulu kings had to find a way of working with the subordinated amakhosi. In that case, the best solution for the king was to manipulate the lineage of a chiefdom. Thus, after executing the ruling inkosi along with the males of his direct line, Shaka might bestow the chieftainship on a junior member of the ruling house who understood he owed his elevation entirely to Shaka’s favour and remained thereafter his grateful and dutiful client. A case in point was Nqetho, Phakathwayo’s exiled half-brother, whom Shaka set over the Qwabe. But what to do with the inkosi of a defeated chiefdom situated further away from the kingdom’s core? The insurmountable hindrances of distance and communication over the far-flung kingdom, with its broken terrain and many rivers, rendered tight central control difficult – and nigh unattainable along the furthermost peripheries of the kingdom. In any case, as with other southern African kingdoms, it was impossible with the prevailing social order for the Zulu monarchy to develop anything approaching a professional bureaucracy, not least because Zulu society was without writing and records were kept only in the memories of officials. The most realistic solution was to accept the formal submission of the more distant amakhosi and to govern indirectly through them.


    Nevertheless, as a political resolution this had its flaws. The danger was that it was precisely these partially subdued hereditary chiefs on the periphery who were most likely to rebel. Essentially, there were two ways of dealing with this perennial challenge to the king’s authority. One was to take violent military action against dissident chiefdoms accompanied by mass executions, the solution generally favoured by Shaka and Dingane. The alternative approach, one usually preferred by Mpande and Cetshwayo, was to accept decentralisation and confirm powerful regional notables of illustrious lineage and hereditary authority as district chiefs. The unresolved difficulty with this tactic was that patronage was power in every African kingdom. District chiefs left unsupervised in their hereditary domains were in a position to amass wealth through tribute and fines from their adherents, as well as from frequent gifts of cattle and luxuries from a king anxious to retain their loyalty. This enabled them to distribute handsome rewards to their own clients and so secure the prime loyalty of their adherents at the expense of the fealty they owed to the distant king. With monarchs weaker and less ruthless than Shaka, these great territorial magnates were tempted to exercise their old chiefly prerogatives without reference to the king, and even to maintain small armed forces of their own outside the amabutho system.


    Nor was the influence of surviving hereditary territorial chiefs in the Zulu kingdom confined to their own domains. A select few who were distinguished by their natural competence and by the special trust the king placed in them became known as the ‘great ones’, or izikhulu. These were the men who were dominant in directing the affairs of the kingdom while simultaneously exploiting their privileged position to consolidate their personal followings in their own chiefdoms. Just how fatal this could be for the integrity of the kingdom was harshly revealed during the Anglo-Zulu War and in its sorry aftermath of civil war in the 1880s.


    Indeed, despite later traditions of Shaka’s well-knit, harmonious kingdom, we should never lose sight of the brutal fact that his rapidly expanding domain was in many aspects a ruthless conquest state, and that in his izibongo Shaka was likened to


    The threatening storm, take the children to shelter …


    Beware, the wild beast is in the kraals.21


    Consequently, many people in the freshly subjugated chiefdoms could never bring themselves truly to acknowledge Shaka’s rule, let alone allow themselves to be more closely assimilated and take on Zulu identity. For their part, the conquering Zulu did not necessarily desire the full assimilation of all of their new subjects, and declined to consider some their true equals. Indeed, the Zulu ruling house – to whose members alone the term ‘Zulu’ properly applied – deliberately applied ethnic distinctions in their kingdom. On one side of the divide were the favoured ‘insider’ chiefdoms of the Zulu heartland, centred on the White Mfolozi. They had come under Shaka’s rule early on, and their chiefly houses were absorbed into the ruling Zulu aristocracy. On the other side were the ‘outsider’ subject chiefdoms north of the Mkhuze and south of the Thukela. They were further away and had been subordinated later, and their chiefly houses were kept at arm’s length from the centre of power.


    Members of the ‘insider’ chiefdom came to be known as the amantungwa, after the intungwa grass that was used for thatching huts and weaving grain baskets.22 The amantungwa increasingly regarded themselves as being of common Zulu descent and ethnicity. In their estimation, they were the true members of the kingdom, and it was their menfolk who primarily filled the ranks of the amabutho. They looked down on the ‘outsiders’ whose young men Shaka did not recruit into his amabutho, but instead deployed as lowly cattle herders and guards at outlying cattle posts. The amantungwa knew these ‘outsiders’ by a set of derogatory names such as iziyendane (‘those with a strange hairstyle’) and amalala. Originally meaning ‘menials’, in Shaka’s time amalala became an ethnic slur, meaning inferior people with a dialect different from that of their rulers. Quite simply, they were not regarded as ‘real Zulu’ since they had not been ‘born in the Zulu country’.23 The reluctance of Shaka and his closely associated conquering elite to regard all their new subjects as their equals set up long-surviving differences in the kingdom that took generations to be smoothed over, if never entirely erased.
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