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Preface


      
      In 1879 Queen Victoria’s military planners and politicians were actively preparing Britain for war in Afghanistan when, without
         their knowledge or the authority of Parliament, the British Army in South Africa invaded Zululand. The first the home government
         and people knew of the invasion was when devastating news reached London that part of Lord Chelmsford’s well-trained invasion
         force had been destroyed by the Zulus at the battle of Isandlwana.
     

      
      The battle lasted less than two hours but 4,000 bodies now lay across the British position. Dead Zulus, many blasted by volley
         fire and artillery, lay intertwined with slaughtered British soldiers. The ghastly blood-smeared debris of war littered the
         battlefield; Zulu war shields and spears lay tangled with Martini-Henry rifles, wrecked tents and wagons. Not content with
         a resounding victory and before the last British soldier had died, the victorious Zulus set about stripping the dead and dying
         soldiers for their red jackets – then adding to the horror by ritually disembowelling their bodies. When viewed that night
         by Lord Chelmsford and the passing survivors of his invasion column, the horrific scene seared itself into their memories
         and ensured the resulting war would be merciless.
     

      
      Chelmsford’s unexpected defeat involved the loss of nearly 1,300 well-trained officers and men, including the near annihilation
         of the prestigious 1/24th (Warwickshire) Regiment together with many hundreds of supporting colonial soldiers and black Natal auxiliaries. Isandlwana was a military disaster that shocked and outraged
         the nation; the defeat had to be decisively and swiftly avenged – especially when it was realized that the Zulu army responsible
         for crushing the experienced invasion force was part-time and ill equipped. With her reputation of invincibility severely
         shaken, Britain unleashed unconditional war against the previously friendly Zulus and from the outset both sides fought ferocious
         pitched battles that involved many thousands of combatants. During the vicious six-month-long Anglo-Zulu War, neither side
         took prisoners and terrible casualties were inflicted on both sides. According to the official history of the war1 a total of 76 officers and 1,007 British troops were killed in action during the campaign and 37 officers and 206 men seriously
         wounded; a further 17 British officers and 330 men died of disease and throughout 1879 a total of 99 officers and 1,286 men
         were invalided ‘from active duty for causes incidental to the campaign’ which unashamedly included numerous well-documented
         cases of psychological stress and battle fatigue. Officially, 604 African auxiliaries supporting the British were killed –
         a figure that is probably grossly underestimated as records relating to the auxiliaries were deficient in every respect; this
         figure would just about account for their losses at Isandlwana. Equally tragic is the fact that Zulu losses throughout the
         war can only be estimated, with historians calculating that well in excess of 10,000 warriors were killed with a similar number
         maimed by Martini-Henry bullets, artillery rounds or by the swords and lances of the cavalry.
     

      
      In three major engagements, Isandlwana, Ntombe and Hlobane, the British invasion force suffered unexpected and crushing defeats
         and in each of these battles only a handful of British soldiers survived to tell of their ordeal; conversely, at Rorke’s Drift,
         Khambula, Gingindlovu and Ulundi, it was the turn of the Zulus to suffer overwhelming defeat.
     

      
      Even today the memory of this conflict is still powerful, especially at the unchanged and haunting battlefields across Zululand.
         It is easy to visualize disciplined lines of young red-coated British soldiers, hopelessly outnumbered yet bravely standing
         shoulder to shoulder to defend Queen Victoria’s empire in the depths of uncharted Africa. Its allure is accentuated by the fact that the war was waged against
         the noblest of all African warriors, those of the Zulu nation. As it developed, the Zulu War became extremely savage in its
         execution, and brutality abounded even after the final British victory. Though so very different, each side deeply respected
         the other, a respect that continues through to today, which may explain why the war is still considered to be a ‘romantic’
         war by both the British and the Zulu people. Certainly its unique and enduring popularity has set it apart from all other
         seventy-two colonial wars involving British soldiers during the sixty-four-year reign of Queen Victoria. There were no flagrant
         attacks on non-combatants, no concentration camps, very little rape and pillage, and only a little annexation of territory.2 The war also received greater newspaper coverage from on-the-spot reporters than any previous colonial war.
     

      
      In order to understand the significance and consequences of the seven major battles that constituted the Anglo-Zulu War, this
         book will necessarily pivot around the numerous accounts of conspicuous bravery and heroism on both sides. Some participants
         won medals while others, equally deserving, were deliberately overlooked. Both press and Parliament gloated over their troops’
         successes, or were appalled by their defeats, and all the while the war that should have served to strengthen Britain’s reputation
         for being all-powerful throughout the world instead revealed serious military weaknesses in her chain of empire. Furthermore
         it was a war that was as unnecessary as it was unjust; Britain invaded the territory of her friend and ally, King Cetshwayo
         of the Zulus, much to his everlasting puzzlement. Within six months the war had cost the Zulu people a whole generation of
         young men and as proof of its being an utterly pointless war, following the final ruthless victory against the Zulus at Ulundi,
         the British Army about-turned out of Zululand and marched for home. Worse was to come; only weeks later British troops captured
         King Cetshwayo and exiled him to Cape Town, leaving his leaderless and starving people to the modern African fate of famine
         and civil war.
     

      
      Nevertheless, the image of these soldiers, fighting fearlessly for their queen and country in the intense African heat, is immensely powerful and one that is regularly strengthened with each showing
         of popular and epic films such as Zulu and Zulu Dawn which depict the two famous battles of Rorke’s Drift and Isandlwana; yet there is infinitely more to the Zulu War than these
         two battles in isolation. What of the daunting Zulu foe so feared and yet so respected by the British soldiers? Why were the
         British in South Africa, or more to the point, why did they invade Zululand? How was it that at Isandlwana an inexperienced
         part-time and poorly armed warrior army, which had been at peace for twenty-two years, managed to inflict such a devastating
         defeat on one of the most modern, well-equipped professional armies in the world? How, indeed, were they able to follow this
         victory with further triumphs at Hlobane and Ntombe River? Also to be considered is the mysterious role and death in Zululand
         of the French Prince Imperial while in the service of the British. And having finally routed the Zulu army at Ulundi and laid
         waste the countryside at such enormous cost to both sides, why did the British then abandon Zululand to its fate?
     

      
      This book will consider not only these questions but also the whole Anglo-Zulu War in the light of modern research, including
         that of recent archaeological examinations at the more accessible battlefields. Walking the largely unchanged battlefields
         of Zululand is always a moving experience and extremely useful when trying to enter the mind of the participants, but much
         more material can still be discovered by examining primary and secondary sources, including official army maps and volumes
         of beautifully drawn sketches, and newspaper and journal articles from those hardy news reporters and military artists who
         accompanied the army during the invasion. Yet it is the official reports and letters from the participants themselves that
         are most valuable source of fresh material. Both officers and soldiers, at least those who could write, wrote from the heart:
         of the battles, the conditions and hardships endured, the extremes of weather and of their experiences, fear and terror of
         pending battle. Even with the lapse of time, all these emotions pour forth from their letters; after all, this was one of
         the last wars without any form of official censorship. Although many of these letters are now housed in a number of fine military museums, many still remain in private
         hands, the property of proud descendants of men who took part in the Zulu War. It is due to the generosity of all the guardians
         of these poignant letters, both official and those still held by the participants’ descendants, that new information, different
         aspects and fresh interpretations of the Zulu War continue to emerge.
     

      
      This famous war has, remarkably, continued to intrigue successive generations. The ongoing popularity of the Zulu War may
         well lie in its indisputably exciting battles in a sensationally beautiful country, to which are added the thrilling accounts
         of bravery and unprecedented awards of medals. Conversely, the true story includes many acts of chilling cowardice, devious
         betrayal and official cover-ups following some astonishingly serious blunders and disasters; such aspects, previously overlooked
         or glossed over by authors and historians, are fully examined in their rightful place.
     

      
      This book is dedicated to the memory of all officers and men, British, Colonial, black Natalian and Zulu, who died in the
         Zulu War in the honest belief that what they were doing was right.
     



  

      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      I dedicate this book to my wife Debbie for her unflinching love, encouragement and patience, especially since my accident
         in 1985 which so dramatically changed our lives.
     

      
      I also gratefully acknowledge the kind and generous assistance and permissions of the following people without whose co-operation
         and assistance this work would have been incomplete: Ian Knight for his general technical advice and support; David and Nicky
         Rattray for the use of their magnificent accommodation at Fugitives’ Drift Lodge in South Africa; Dave and Sue Charles for
         the loan of various artefacts and input of Zulu culture; Major Martin Everett of the South Wales Borderers and Monmouthshire
         Regimental Museum at Brecon for his generous support and advice; Ron Sheeley for the use of his photographs, and the Anglo
         Zulu War Historical Society for granting me access to their research material. I also acknowledge Dr Lita Webley of the Albany
         Museum, Grahamstown, South Africa and my son, Captain Andrew Greaves RA, who provided me with archaeological material and
         advice relating to the battlefields. Brian Best kindly checked my research of the Victorian period and especially that relating
         to Zulu War medals; Nicki von der Hyde generously assisted me with her family’s drawings of Rorke’s Drift.
     

      
      
      I especially acknowledge Consultant Surgeon Cliff Stossel and his wife, Katie, for their ongoing support and kindness during
         the many years of surgery that I have undergone. Last year it was my great pleasure to accompany them around the stunning
         battlefields of Zululand and introduce them to my many South African and Zulu friends.
     

      
      Lastly, no one else had any direct control or influence over the final draft – although I respectfully acknowledge and thank
         Keith Lowe of Cassell for gently and tactfully steering me through the necessary ‘house style’; his suggestions always made
         sense. I alone accept responsibility for any factual errors or omissions although I have always based my conclusions on empirical
         research and primary sources.
     

      
      Adrian Greaves

      
      TENTERDEN, 2004

      
  



      
      
      Glossary of terms

      
amabutho (s. ibutho) Age-grade regiments.
     

      
      amakhanda (s. ikhanda) Homesteads belonging to the king.
     

      
      Bastaards Early Dutch term used around the Cape denoting the children of mixed blood.
     

      
      battles, names of Battles of the Zulu War are usually named by the British after a local hill or river – the Zulus name these battles
         after the nearest homestead or settlement. To the Zulus, the battle of Ulundi is known as Nodwengu, although the place of
         Ulundi, or oNdini, means ‘The Heights’, a Zulu name for the Drakensberg range. Eshowe is named by the Zulus ‘Tshowe’ to sound like a sneeze – as Eshowe overlooks the low-lying coastal plain and is occasionally subjected to cool breezes.
     

      
      Boer Mainly Dutch-speaking white settlers, with some French, German and other Europeans, originating from the Cape.
     

      
      Column The British invading columns were known variously as the Coastal or No. 1 Column, the Centre or No. 3 Column and the Northern
         or No. 4 Column; Colonel Durnford and Rowland’s Reserve Columns were the No. 2 and No. 5 respectively.
     

      
      donga A rift in the ground caused by heavy rain and in depths of between 2 and 50 feet. The bane of early travellers in Zululand; usually occurring when least expected and frequently involving
         a detour of many miles.
     

      
      drift A shallow river crossing point.
     

      
      giya A show of individual prowess during a Zulu war dance.
     

      
      Helpmekaar or Helpmakaar The first spelling is colloquial; the second spelling is the British adaptation.
     

      
      ibutho (pl. amabutho) An age-grade regiment.
     

      
      ikhanda (pl. amakhanda) A homestead belonging to the king or a state barracks where amabutho were quartered when in the king’s service.
     

      
      ikwa (pl. amakwa) A stabbing spear.
     

      
      imizi (s. umuzi) Zulu homesteads.
     

      
      impi A fighting body of Zulu warriors.
     

      
      induna (pl. izinduna) An officer appointed by the king.
     

      
      isicoco The fibrous head-ring worn by married or senior men.
     

      
      isigodlo The royal enclosure quartering the women of the king’s household.
     

      
      isijula (pl. izijula) A throwing spear.
     

      
      kaffir Used in the historical context only, due to the sensitivity of the word. Commonly believed to be the Arabic word for ‘infidel’
         or ‘non-believer’, which is odd as the word is not found elsewhere in Africa where the Arab traders flourished. The original
         usage of the word in South Africa could also have come from the following Zulu and Bantu sources:
     

      
      a Kafulwa, the Bantu name for the early shipwreck survivors ‘washed up’ along the Cape to Natal coast.
     

      
      b Following the umfecane, those refugees fleeing to the protection of the British Crown were known as the abakafula: the ‘washed out’ or dispossessed.
     

      
      
      c Kafula also has a modern usage, to denote the ‘washing away’ of an unhappy memory or washing away a bad taste.
     

      
      d See Through the Zulu Country (Griggs, Durban 1883) by Bertrand Mitford who wrote that ‘non Zulu blacks were known as Amakafula’ which is only a short step from ‘kaffir’. Similarly, the AmaFengu people later became known as Fingoes.
     

      
      kop or koppie. A small hill.
     

      
      kraal An enclosure for cattle; not to be confused with a Zulu homestead or umuzi.
     

      
      kwa The place of …
     

      
      laager A number of wagons formed into a circle to form a defensive perimeter.
     

      
      lobolo The bride price, normally involving cattle.

mealie Maize.

      
      nek A saddle between two hills.
     

      
      pont A flat-bottomed punt or boat made of barrels.
     

      
      sangoma A Zulu diviner.
     

      
      spruit A small stream or tributary.
     

      
      uDibi (pl. izinDibi) A Zulu boy between the age of 12 and 16 years who supported older relatives on the march or other military tasks.
     

      
      umfecane or ‘crushing’: denotes the period of internecine clan fighting pre 1825.
     

      
      umKhosi or First Fruits. The annual gathering before the king to review the army and to usher in the new harvest.
     

      
      umuzi (pl. imizi) A Zulu homestead – often misnamed as a kraal.
     

      
      uSuthu The political party of King Cetshwayo – the term was the popular Zulu war cry during the 1879 war.
     

      

      


      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Early Settlers in South Africa

      
      Due to the remorseless combination of time and the continent’s perniciously destructive climate much of the evidence of early
         human settlement in Africa has been lost. Nevertheless, some of the oldest human remains in the world have been discovered
         at a number of locations across southern Africa. Archaeological evidence indicates that, from the Holocene era 10,000 years
         ago, the southern tip of Africa was sparsely populated by a diminutive stone-age people, the San, whose tenacity and simple
         lifestyle enabled them to survive into modern times as the Bushmen. They lived in small groups hunting wild animals with puny
         bows from which they fired thin poison-tipped arrows; they supplemented their diet with highly nutritious grubs, termites,
         locusts, wild berries and roots. Living alongside the San, though rarely in harmony, were groups of pastoralists, the taller
         and brown-skinned Khoikhoi, meaning ‘men of men’. These aboriginal people had originally migrated south from modern-day Botswana;
         the Boers named them, for reasons unknown, the ‘Hottentots’.
     

      
      Archaeologists and historians still tend to regard today’s black African people, the Bantu, as relatively recent incomers
         to southern Africa, while evidence from sites in KwaZulu Natal suggest that Khoikhoi and San communities were already established
         in the region by 300 AD. The main Bantu migration did not reach this far south for another 1,000 years but the eventual arrival
         of this cattle-owning society had an inevitably destructive impact on the indigenous populations; the pastoral Khoikhoi avoided conflict by moving further south while the
         hunter-gathering San were gradually forced to abandon their fertile grasslands in favour of the more marginal environments
         of the Qahlamba mountains, later named ‘Drakensberg’ by the Boers. Large numbers of the San crossed the Qahlamba to seek sanctuary
         in the inhospitable and arid Kalahari desert.
     

      
      Over several thousand years the native Bantu people had spread laterally across central Africa from the equatorial West Coast
         and slowly progressed south and east around the wastes of the Kalahari desert. One Bantu tribe, the Nguni, settled the area
         known today as Natal, probably between 1500 and 1700. The remaining Bantu, the Xhosa tribe, continued south and eventually
         reached the Great Fish river, the limit of Boer scouting, in 1769; they were now only 500 miles from the Cape, which unbeknown
         to them was already in the process of being colonized by the Dutch.
     

      
      These Bantu people were recognizably similar to the main cultural and linguistic groups who inhabit the area today: the Xhosa
         to the south, the Sotho and Tswana in the interior, and the Nguni on the eastern coastal strip adjoining the Indian Ocean.
         This pattern of human settlement was already well established by 1486, though only the Khoikhoi and San groups shared possession
         of the most southern reaches of the African continent. It was at this crucial point in time that the first Europeans, led
         by the Portuguese explorer Bartholomew Diaz, landed at the Cape while searching for a southerly route to the East Indies.
     

      
      For the emerging European empires of Holland, Spain and Portugal, the newly discovered Americas and the East Indies were the
         lands of opportunity and commercial development. Following Diaz’s discovery of the Cape, southern Africa was of little interest
         to the Europeans; it appeared to have nothing to offer beyond its geographical location. In the name of King John of Portugal,
         Diaz and his men erected a marble cross at the site of their landfall, today known as Angra Pequena; that cross lay neglected
         for hundreds of years but today it stands in the Lisbon Maritime Museum, a treasured memory of Portugal’s contribution to
         Africa’s history. It was King John’s expectation that the Cape might open a passage from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean,
         thence to the Portuguese-controlled East Indies. Ten years later Vasco da Gama landed at the Cape, but only to replenish his
         water supplies. Curious Khoikhoi gathered to stare in awe at their first white men, only to have one of their number shot
         dead by a sailor’s crossbow bolt. The Khoikhoi fled and the die was cast for future mistrust between the races. Vasco da Gama
         then sailed further north along the lush coastline, far beyond the point previously reached by Diaz, and on Christmas Day
         he named the spray-swept coast Terra Natalis before sailing on to cross the Indian Ocean. Due to the dangerous currents and treacherous ocean breakers that pounded the
         African shoreline, the green hills of the interior were to remain unexplored until the mid seventeenth century; before then
         the only landings made were accidental, usually involving shipwrecks; few survived the surf. In the years that followed, isolated
         Portuguese stations were established in modern-day Mozambique and it was to these stations that the handful of surviving shipwrecked
         sailors rendered the first known accounts of the fearsome Bantu people. The stations were usually established on the sites
         of thriving Arab slave and trading posts. As a consequence, the Portuguese adopted the Arab word for these black people; the
         word used was kaffir, which meant ‘unbeliever’, and at that time lacked the derogatory connotations of modern times.
     

      
      While the lucrative East India trade remained the prerogative of the Portuguese the Cape was of little importance; after Spain
         seized Portugal, Dutch vessels were banned from Lisbon, their main storage and watering station. In 1595 the next eastbound
         Dutch fleet investigated the Cape and discovered sound moorings and plentiful water supplies. The only other ships known to
         have entered the Cape bay in this period of time were commanded by Captain Lancaster, who was later to command the first English
         East India fleet. Using his knowledge, his company ships also used the Cape as a convenient staging post. Meanwhile, ships
         of the English East India Company regularly used the victualling facilities of Table Bay. Aware of growing foreign interest
         in the Cape, the dominant seagoing nation of the time, the Dutch, actively discouraged other ships from visiting the area, alleging the dangers of its
         treacherous shore. Nevertheless, Francis Drake had fully charted the Cape coast in 1580 and the British knew it to be a relatively
         safe haven; Drake had written:
     

      
      

         We found the report of the Portuguese to be most false. They affirm that it is the most dangerous cape in the world, never
            without intolerable storms and present dangers to travellers who come near the same. This cape is the most stately thing, and
            the fairest cape we have seen in the whole circumference of the earth.1 
        

     



      
      As the years went by, the number of trading ships rounding the Cape greatly increased; its natural harbour was ideally suited
         as a watering point on the long haul around Africa to the Indies, but little more. By 1650 it was common practice for Dutch
         ships outbound for the Indies to deposit mail at the Cape under a prominent rock where it remained until collected by a homebound
         vessel, but apart from this strange role as a forwarding post office the Cape saw no immediate further activity.
     

      
      Then in 1651 the Generale Vereenigde Nederlantsche Geoctroyeerde Oostindische Compagnie, better known as the Dutch East India
         Company, established the first permanent white settlement in southern Africa. They built a small fortified enclave intended
         to provide fresh food and water to their ships rounding the Cape en route to their distant destinations. The company was controlled
         by a powerful council of seventeen members based in Amsterdam and with important commercial interests in Japan, Malaysia,
         the East Indies and Formosa. As the company’s Far Eastern trade increased, a more permanent victualling station at the Cape
         became essential and a tenacious former ship’s surgeon of the company and previous visitor to the Cape, Jan Van Riebeeck,
         was chosen as the founder leader to develop the Cape settlement. In 1652 Van Riebeeck’s growing band of settlers constructed
         a fortified camp. They duly expanded by trading their European goods with the Hottentots for cattle and sheep and Van Riebeeck’s
         settlement quickly prospered, marred only by attacks from the numerous lion and leopard living on the Cape peninsula. In 1662 the Dutch settlers secured vast tracts of additional land from the Hottentots in exchange for goods worth only £10, and
         the whole location became known as ‘The Cape of Good Hope’ after the vessel Good Hope that sank in the bay. The first company employees and settlers began arriving from Holland shortly afterwards.
     

      
      Many of the Freiburgers, the familiar term for those pioneer farmers who had worked out their contracts for the Dutch East Indies Company, chose
         to make their homes around the company settlement of ‘Good Hope’ rather than return to the uncertainties of life in Holland.
         Over the years that followed, limited settlement took place and as sovereignty of the Cape changed hands, the vast majority
         of those displaced by change stayed on as farmers and began to progress further inland. Here there was unlimited land for
         the taking, blessed not only with better grazing but also with absolute freedom from petty administrators. These people, together
         with an increasing immigration of French, German and Dutch settlers, created a tough new race; they co-operated with each
         other and collectively adopted the name ‘Boer’ to describe their predominantly agricultural way of life. Their farms were
         vast by European standards as land was free and relatively unpopulated; they had merely to register their property with the
         supervising chartered company, a process that was nothing more than a simple formality. In due course this influx had grown
         into a community of over 10,000 settler and refugee families that stretched for 600 miles inland from Cape Town; numerous
         inter-Boer political disputes followed concerning farmers’ land rights and in 1795 matters deteriorated to the extent that
         the two frontier districts of Swellen-dam and Graaff-Reinet threatened insurrection. It was to avoid such political restrictions
         and disputes that the isolationist Boers continued to migrate away from the developing administrative complexity of life at
         the Cape.
     

      
      As the Boers moved progressively towards the open lands to the north and east they provided for themselves and obtained those
         items that they needed, such as lead and powder for their guns, from a growing number of passing traders. These hardy European
         farmers unwillingly shared the land with the scattered local natives, the San and Khoikhoi, though it was to be another century and a half before
         they were to come into physical contact with the black-skinned Bantu people living further to the north-east. Limited European
         contact had been made with the San but due to the latter’s wildness and bewildering language of clicks and glottal sounds,
         trade with them was non-existent; even when captured as children they made impossible servants. Equally disagreeable to the
         Europeans was the San’s nakedness and unusual genitalia, the semi-erect penis and the pronounced female labia; likewise, their
         propensity not to wash led to the Boer belief that the San were little better than the animals they hunted.
     

      
      In 1712 the Europeans inadvertently brought smallpox to the Cape, which reduced the white population by a quarter and virtually
         wiped out the Cape Khoikhoi; it then spread through the San tribes. Yet the few San survivors of the disease were still feared,
         partly because of their use of poisoned arrow tips for hunting or when defending themselves, and they continued to suffer
         persecution by black and white alike. By the 1840s the San were so reduced in numbers due to the ‘blind eye’ policy of open
         slaughter that they faced extermination; Sunday afternoon ‘Bushman shoots’ were still a feature of European farming life and
         only those who fled towards the desolate Kalahari were to survive. It was not until the early twentieth century that Europeans
         became aware that these primitive people had an appreciation of music and art; fine examples of their delicately coloured
         wall paintings can still be seen today on numerous rocky outcrops across South Africa, including the eastern face of the Oskarsberg
         at Rorke’s Drift. As the famous African explorer Sir Laurens van der Post wrote of the San, ‘they were dealt a rotten hand’.2 
     

      
      In 1688 over 200 Protestant French Huguenots arrived. The Huguenots were forced to flee France after the revocation of the
         Edict of Nantes made Protestant worship unlawful there. The majority fled to Britain, some 50,000 souls in all; others went
         as far afield as Germany, Scandinavia and Canada to escape savage persecution and torture in their home country. Many smuggled
         themselves and their children across the border into Holland by adopting disguises or hiding in wine barrels. Those caught by French officials were severely treated:
         most were imprisoned and the women detained in convents where they were punished with hard labour as well as being roundly
         abused. Although kindly treated by the Dutch population these religious refugees were not encouraged to remain in Holland
         but earnestly urged to emigrate to the Cape, and most complied. Within a generation of their arrival at the Cape they had
         ceased to speak French, yet from those original 200 immigrants, their number multiplied until by the 1970s one million white
         South Africans could trace their descendants back to the original Huguenots.
     

      
      The Khoikhoi had lived in the area for over 1,000 years and differed from the San by being taller, and in their appearance
         were more like the Bantu people but with a distinct coppery brown tinge to their colouring. They lived in family and small
         clan groupings with an established leadership hierarchy. They kept cattle and although they knew of the bow and arrow, they
         preferred to use the spear, which enabled them to maintain their dominance over the diminutive San. The Khoikhoi lived predominantly
         in two distinct groups, the strandlopers or beach dwellers who lived by fishing, and those who lived off the land as nomadic
         farmers and hunters. It has been estimated that before the smallpox epidemic of 1712, the five known Khoikhoi tribes in the
         Cape area amounted to no more than 15,000 people, including women and children.3 Shipborne smallpox returned to the Cape in 1755 with even more serious consequences; in the month of July alone more than
         1,100 people died.
     

      
      As the surviving Khoikhoi gradually displaced the San, so they in turn were displaced by the steady expansion of the Boers.
         The Khoikhoi were more amenable to change and to trading with the Europeans and, in time, they accepted the role of menial
         workers; later a few became soldiers, some serving the British and some the Boer cause. Boer men were not averse to associating
         with Khoikhoi and other slave women, and a significant number of mixed-race children resulted from these liaisons; these offspring
         were destined for a difficult life of rejection by all other races and in time were collectively known as the ‘Bastaards’.
     

      
      
      The Boers’ appetite for both domestic servants and slaves steadily increased and these had to be imported from the north-eastern
         coast of Africa and from the Dutch East Indies.4 Harmony between the Boers and other races was never achieved and in 1739 the Boers undertook a ‘Bushman War’ with disastrous
         consequences for both the San and Hottentot peoples; further such wars soon followed. It was not until 1769 that the Cape
         whites made their first contact with the dark-skinned natives of the eastern Cape area, known today as the Bantu nation; this
         contact also resulted in tumult and conflict.
     

      
      The origins of the Bantu are uncertain but archaeological discoveries indicate that they entered central Africa, perhaps from
         the Middle East, as long ago as 8,000 BC. As their lives had always been based upon cattle they were well suited to a nomadic
         life and in due course spread south and then west across central Africa, eventually reaching the area known today as the Congo.
         Their slow thousand-year migration continued south-east around the wastes of the Kalahari desert where they occupied the verdant
         coastline of the Indian Ocean before expanding further south towards the Cape. It is ironic that a migration of such magnitude
         and over such a long span of time should have failed to reach the Cape and that Europeans should fill that vacuum at exactly
         the same point in time. To the Boers’ surprise, their own large migration to the north-east came unexpectedly face to face
         with the foremost Nguni group, the amaXhosa, moving in even greater numbers southwards, the two sides meeting on opposing
         banks of the Great Fish river in 1769.
     

      
      Neither side had much experience of the other though the Boers quickly discovered that this new race were far more defiant
         than the San and Khoikhoi. The amaXhosa fiercely contested attempts by the Boers to cross and settle on their side of the
         river and ferocious raids and vicious attacks by both sides regularly occurred. The two opposing migrations were competing
         for the same natural resources and the disputed boundary area created a pattern of conflict between the black and white races
         that was to shape the future of southern Africa into modern times. The first of these frontier conflicts took place in 1780
         when the Boers attempted to drive the local Xhosa tribes from the immediate area. The Boer leader, Van Jaarsveld, adopted a novel approach to the problem:
         one of his riders would enter the chosen village and throw tobacco onto the ground, and in the ensuing mêlée Jaarsveld and
         his men approached the scrabbling mass and opened fire, killing over 200 on one occasion. The war ended during July with over
         5,000 cattle seized and an unknown number of Xhosa killed. There followed an uneasy peace that deteriorated into the second
         Frontier War of 1793 when a sizeable horde of Xhosa crossed the river border, murdering settlers and seizing their cattle;
         severe destruction, brutal retribution and reprisals thereafter caused much suffering on both sides.
     

      
      In 1794 the Dutch formally assumed administrative control of the Cape but in the same year they were defeated by the French
         in the Napoleonic Wars, which opened the Cape to French warships. This caused considerable concern to the British Admiralty
         and Britain promptly responded by seizing the Cape in order to protect her own prosperous sea routes to India.
     

      
      In 1799 began the third Frontier War which was to be waged for over two years. This particular war saw the surviving Khoikhoi
         join with the Xhosa against white settlers but again their predictable defeat ultimately favoured the Boer trekkers.
     

      
      Meanwhile, and several hundred miles north-east beyond the Great Fish river frontier, one Bantu tribe, the Nguni, settled
         along several coastal rivers that led into the Indian Ocean. This left the main migration, now consisting of the predominantly
         Xhosa tribe, still steadily moving south. Little more than a generation after the first conflict occurred near the Cape between
         black and white, the Zulus began to emerge as a new tribe among the northern Nguni. The Zulu kingdom became Zululand, now
         known as KwaZulu Natal, and consisted of the landmass from the eastern side of the Drakensberg mountains to the Indian Ocean.
         Before the emergence of the Zulu nation the area was originally populated by a patchwork of independent but minor chiefdoms
         whose people spoke broadly the same language and followed the same cultural practices.
     

      
      
      Along the Great Fish river border the most southerly Xhosa people and the Boers lived uneasily as neighbours; the Xhosa prized
         Boer cattle and the Boers coveted Xhosa lands. During one Xhosa raid the Boers were forced to abandon more than a hundred
         farms. Limited Boer retaliation was undertaken, but to little effect; each side remained wary of the other. The struggle for
         domination of the Great Fish river area finally erupted in the fourth Frontier War of 1811, which resulted in over 20,000
         Xhosa being forcibly relocated beyond the far bank of the river.
     

      
      By 1814 the border was becoming more of an imperial than a Boer problem. Having temporarily seized the Cape in 1806, the British
         had acquired the Cape Colony for the sum of £6,000,000 and they now sought to resolve the border disputes through the construction
         of a series of well-defended military fortifications, known as blockhouses, strategically sited along the border. The plan
         failed and the fifth Frontier War, now termed ‘savage warfare’ by the troops, broke out in 1818. In 1819 the settlement of
         Grahamstown, complete with its British garrison commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Willshire, was surrounded by some 10,000 angry
         Xhosa warriors. The Xhosa were beaten off during a two-hour battle that left over 1,000 dead and dying warriors compared with
         British losses of three killed and a handful wounded. The British solution to the growing border problem was to ‘clear’ a
         vast area of land between the Great Fish and Keiskamma rivers and declare the area neutral territory, which they then filled
         with land-hungry British settlers who had accepted the home government’s generous offer of free land. Such an offer resulted
         in large-scale emigration from Britain whose working classes were still suffering from widespread agricultural depression
         following the long war with France. The local Xhosa increasingly resisted European settlement with cross-border raids against
         the new settlers which resulted in the sixth Frontier War of 1834-5; this was another brutal conflict which left nearly 1,500
         Xhosa and 100 colonial fatalities. One noted casualty was Chief Hintsa who surrendered to the British commander; his tribe
         was given an impossible ransom for his release so he stole a horse and tried to escape.
     

      
      
      

         He was pulled off his horse, shot through the back and through the leg. Desperately he scrambled down the riverbank and collapsed
            into the watercourse. A scout named George Southey, coming up fast behind him, blew off the top of his head. Then some soldiers
            cut off his ears as keepsakes to show around the military camps. Others tried to dig out his teeth with bayonets.5 
        

     



      
      Again, no resolution was found and following the murder of a British escort to a Xhosa prisoner who had stolen an axe, the
         seventh Frontier War, ‘the war of the axe’, was undertaken throughout 1846. This war ebbed and flowed until the now desperate
         Khoikhoi, Xhosa and Thembu joined forces in 1850 for the eighth Frontier War. The war was fought over land that was again
         stricken by drought and in the midst of the starvation and death, a girl gave birth to a two-headed baby. Although the baby
         died within days, the birth was seen as a sign to continue the war, which lasted for two years and only ended with the battle
         of Fort Armstrong. The war’s end resulted in an even stronger line of defence for the Boers, now fully supported by the British.
         In 1857 the Xhosa were further decimated when a young girl, Nongqawuse, prophesied that the whites would be driven from their
         land if the Xhosa slaughtered all their cattle and burned their crops. The Gcaleka chief, Sarhili, ordered his people to fulfil
         the prophecy; the resultant famine killed thousands of Xhosa while others fled towards the Cape. The famine was used by the
         British to move waiting German settlers into the region and the whole area was brought under British control.
     

      
      Meanwhile Dutch influence had long since failed at the Cape which, in 1806, had finally and permanently been annexed by Britain;
         this coincided with a new British colonial policy of self-finance through taxation, a form of revenue that was alien to both
         the Dutch traders and the isolated Boer farmers. Even while the Cape Border Wars were raging, new circumstances involving
         taxation and legislative controls were gradually evolving that would seriously undermine relationships between the British
         and the Boers, the two dominant European groups at the Cape.
     

      
      
      In 1807 slavery was abolished internationally but this and taxation had little immediate effect on the Boers, due both to
         their isolation and to the distances between their farms and the British administrators. The new Cape legal system relied
         on the Black Circuit, a system of travelling courts established by the British in an attempt to establish a fair system of
         justice for all, though the Boers recognized it as being biased against them in favour of natives generally. Matters deteriorated
         for the Boers when the anti-slavery missionaries recognized the potential of using the system to bring Boer farmers to trial
         for keeping slaves; one enthusiastic missionary laid twenty different complaints in just six months. This zealousness frequently
         led to accused Boer farmers having to leave their families and farms unprotected and at the mercy of marauders while they
         travelled hundreds of miles to answer charges that were frequently of a political or malicious nature.
     

      
      In 1815 an incident occurred which was to create eternal animosity between Boer and Briton. Two brothers, Frederick and Johannes
         Bezuidenhout, lived roughly as farmers near Slagters Nek, nearly 100 miles to the north of Port Elizabeth. Frederick kept
         a Hottentot slave named ‘Boy’ whom he regularly thrashed. Encouraged by a missionary, Boy made a number of formal complaints
         to the authorities, alleging illegal rough treatment. Bezuidenhout refused to communicate with the authorities, and in order
         to get him to answer the allegations the Landdrost (magistrate) eventually issued a summons for his arrest. The summons went
         unanswered and Bezuidenhout was found guilty in his absence. A British military detachment of one bailiff escorted by two
         officers, a sergeant, two corporals and a troop of Hottentot soldiers were dispatched to arrest him. An exchange of fire took
         place and Bezuidenhout was shot dead. The deceased’s brother, Johannes, together with a few other like-minded Boers, commenced
         a feeble insurrection that attracted a disproportionately severe military response. In a brief skirmish, Johannes Bezuidenhout
         was killed and a number of his fellow conspirators were arrested. They were duly tried and convicted; the five ringleaders
         received the death sentence, to die on the public gallows at the appropriately named Slagters Nek or Slaughterer’s Pass.
     

      
      The date of execution was fixed for 9 March 1815 and sentence was ordered to be carried out in the presence of the local Boer
         population under the supervision of the two local Landdrosts, Cuyler and Stockenstrom. When the gallows lever was pulled,
         four of the five ropes broke simultaneously, dropping four of the accused in a breathless heap. There was much wailing and
         consternation followed by a delay while fresh rope was sought; during this time the four huddled with their distraught families
         and friends while others fervently implored for their release on the logical grounds that the broken ropes were an obvious
         Act of God. The British were not swayed by the argument and persisted with the execution until the hapless four were finally
         dispatched; one, the 29-year-old Theunis de Klerk, endured four attempts before the rope finally held him. A priest appointed
         by the authorities to oversee the executions commented that the British would forever regret that day.
     

      
      After Slagters Nek, revolt fanned through the Boer population and secret meetings went on late into many a night across the
         veld. The Boers were a hardy new race; they called themselves Afrikaners and they fiercely resented any interference with
         their way of life, and most of all politically motivated executions. They owed allegiance only to God, themselves and to Africa
         (hence the name Afrikaners). They were fully aware that the whole of Africa lay to the east and the north; surely it was possible,
         many asked, to move there and live in peace? Being devoutly religious, they fervently prayed for a solution and, inevitably,
         the solution stared them in the face. Because they had sought help through prayer, the obvious answer took on a religious
         significance and many Boers came to believe the trek was ordered by God. The final indignity to be endured, which precipitated
         the trek, came in 1834 with yet more British legislation, including the Act of Emancipation, which gave equality to all regardless
         of their race, colour, creed or station in life. As prodigious users of slaves, found this too much and some of the wealthier
         Boers responded by threatening to sell their farms and head for the uncharted African interior.
     

      
      Without doubt, the most influential Voortrekker was the aristocratic Piet Retief who was highly respected by Boers and British alike. Although a failed businessman, he was also a wily politician,
         a wealthy farmer and a field commandant. His eventual approval of the trek was the spark that ignited the fire of mass disaffection
         among the Boers. His mind was probably made up with the passing of the 1834 Act of Emancipation, which finally abolished slavery;
         compensation was offered but payment had to be made in London. No Boer could afford this undertaking and the loss of their
         slave workforce would have destroyed many Boer businesses and farms. To gain a few months’ grace, the Boers designated their
         slaves as ‘apprentices’ while they busily prepared for the trek; curiously, the undertaking did not have the blessing of the
         United Dutch Reform Church.
     

      
      The purpose of the Great Trek, once under way, was to discover new land where they could establish their own Boer law-abiding
         state and live totally independent of British rule. It was their overwhelming frustration that led to this extraordinary and
         carefully considered emigration of nearly 12,000 Boers, probably a fifth of their people, together with a similar number of
         servants and apprentices. The trek took place over several years and many parties perished at the hands of, firstly, the northern
         Matabele and then, as they progressed further east and north, the Bantu. Two other large parties perished when they attempted
         to cross the Kalahari desert; they were never seen again and no trace of their wagons has ever been found. Several influential
         families initiated the trek and became known as the Voortrekkers or trek leaders. Many names are well known to students of
         South African history, people such as the Tregardts, who were of Swedish origin, and the Van Rensburgs, who were slaughtered
         by the Matabele as they entered unknown territory to the north. As the treks progressed three men came to the fore: Maritz,
         Uys and Retief. Maritz and Uys pressed on, seeking their promised land to the north, while Retief pondered the possibility
         of his promised land being somewhere east of the Drakensberg mountains.
     

      
      When Retief left his farm and set off with twenty-five families, their wagons, servants and herds, the news spread rapidly
         and others rushed to join the Retief column. At the Orange river over 300 trekkers and their entourages joined Retief while others followed the trails left by his wagons. Piet Retief wrote bitterly in his diary of British
         oppression, which he believed was deliberately biased in favour of non-whites, and added:
     

      
      

         We leave this fruitful land of our birth in which we have suffered enormous losses and continual vexation and are about to
            enter a strange and dangerous territory. We go relying on merciful God whom we shall fear and humbly endeavour to obey.6 
        

     



      
      On 17 April 1837 his group joined a larger column under the leadership of Gert Maritz. At a trekker meeting, Retief was elected
         overall leader giving him a command of nearly 5,000 trekkers with over 1,000 wagons and huge herds of cattle and sheep. Retief
         made strict rules and gave orders to control the multitude, which included instructions that the local clans were not to be
         molested, native servants were to be properly treated and game was only to be shot for the pot. Order was maintained by a
         system of field commandants and offenders were punished with fines. His policy towards the native chiefs through whose territory
         they passed was one of friendship and, while reports from trekkers to the north indicated hostile Matabele, his advance scouts
         were reporting most favourably on the lands east of the Drakensberg mountains and towards the Indian Ocean, the land of the
         Zulus.
     

      
      Retief knew the reputation of the inhabitants there, a little-understood warrior nation, but he was confident that he could
         negotiate land rights for his people. Accordingly he made plans to cross the Drakensberg mountains to negotiate for settlement
         land with the Zulu leader, King Dingane. Retief and fifteen Boers travelled to meet the king and by early October 1837 they
         had crossed the Drakensberg and headed towards the small white settlement on the coast of the Indian Ocean, later to be called
         Durban. Towards the end of October they arrived to a most cordial welcome from the hundred or so English settlers who were
         fully aware that a Boer settlement inland would afford them added security against any marauding Zulus. To smooth his route
         to King Dingane, Retief sent him a warm and friendly letter in which he expressed his wish to discuss the possibility of a peaceful and profitable Boer settlement in the vicinity of the Drakensberg mountains. Retief knew that
         an English missionary, Francis Owen, lived at the king’s amakhanda and could translate his letter to King Dingane.
     

      
      Once they had crossed the Drakensberg mountains, the well-watered grasslands through which Retief and his party travelled
         appeared ideal for their settlement, being totally devoid of human population. What was unknown to the unsuspecting Boers
         was the reason for the depopulation, namely the umfecane, and the subsequent slaughter of surrounding tribes by King Shaka when he had expanded his empire some fifteen years pre-viously.7 Little was known of King Dingane except that he was overweight and that he exercised autocratic control over the Zulu people.
         Although Dingane had killed his famous half-brother Shaka and was known to murder any opponent out of hand, Dingane’s reputation
         may not have unduly perturbed the well-armed Boers but, with all events considered, perhaps more caution should have been
         used. Dingane was also fully aware that Retief’s equally well-armed fellow trekkers to the north were being successfully harassed
         by the Matabele, with whom the Zulus had been in indecisive conflict in 1830. King Dingane’s reply to Retief was nevertheless
         friendly; he even returned some sheep that had previously been stolen from the trekkers and with Thomas Halstead, a fellow
         Boer linguist, as his interpreter, Retief set off in anticipation of a successful outcome.
     

      
      On about 5 November 1837 the party approached King Dingane’s amakhanda at Mgungundhlovu, near modern-day Ulundi. Retief must have been impressed; the amakhanda consisted of a fortification containing over 2,000 huts, each capable of housing twenty people, and with another 300 larger
         huts for the king’s personal use, his wives and his senior indunas. He was even more impressed by the eight days of celebration, feasting, dancing and displays which went on endlessly and
         which must have exhausted and frustrated the Boers. Missionary Owen was present throughout and it is due to his meticulous
         diary, discovered only in 1922 at the Missionary Hall in London, that we now accurately know of the horrendous events that
         unfurled.
     

      
      
      At the end of the eighth day, King Dingane informed Retief that he would be granted permission to settle where he requested
         – subject to Retief first recovering cattle that had been stolen from the king by a rival chief, Sikonyela. Retief accepted
         the arrangement and returned to his settlers who, without his permission, had begun to stake their claims towards the Tugela
         river. Other trekkers, encouraged by the promising news, were enthusiastically following across the Drakensberg mountains
         in the anticipation of bountiful grazing. Retief gathered seventy of his best fighting men to undertake the mission against
         Sikonyela and immediately following the celebration of Christmas, Retief’s expedition set out for Sikonyela’s homestead, leaving
         the main party in the care of the youths and elderly Boers, though without instructions for the remaining families to laager
         or to prepare defensive positions.
     

      
      Within the week they arrived and, on the pretext of presenting Sikonyela with a bracelet, snapped the chief into handcuffs
         and held him prisoner while the stolen cattle were collected. Sikonyela was then released and Retief headed back towards King
         Dingane’s amakhanda in optimistic mood and with the recovered cattle. Prior to Retief’s return to Mgungundhlovu on 3 February 1838, Missionary
         Owen had observed an unusually large number of young warriors arriving at the amakhanda; he also recorded in his diary hearing rumours that the king was annoyed at reports from his spies that Retief had permitted
         Chief Sikonyela to live. Retief immediately returned the stolen cattle to an apparently appreciative King Dingane whereupon
         the celebratory feasting recommenced. For several days Retief and his men were obliged to watch the ritual entertainment held
         in their honour until, on 6 February, following an impressive display of horsemanship and firearms salvoes by the Boers, Retief
         was finally called before the king. In the presence of the senior indunas King Dingane allegedly gave verbal permission for the Boer settlement; everything promised by the king was written down by
         the Boer scribe, Jan Bantjes, who then translated it back into Zulu for the benefit of the assembled indunas. According to Boer legend King Dingane and the three most senior indunas then signed the document before Retief placed it in his leather pouch for safety.8 
     

      
      As Retief was about to depart he and his men were invited to one final feast. Not wishing to appear discourteous or impatient,
         Retief reluctantly agreed. The Zulu indunas respectfully reminded Retief that it was impolite for anyone to enter the king’s amakhanda with firearms and Retief readily agreed; all their firearms were stacked outside the enclosure next to their horses. The
         feast commenced and hundreds of young warriors began their series of dances. Suddenly King Dingane rose to his feet and a
         chilling silence descended on the multitude. He called out, ‘Babulaleni abathakathi (Kill the wizards!) and before the unsuspecting Boers realized what fate held for them, they were seized and bound hand and
         foot with leather thongs. They were then dragged several hundred yards to the hill of execution, deliberately sited by the
         amakhanda main gate to remind residents and visitors of the king’s power. Missionary Owen was watching the whole event through his
         telescope just as a warrior arrived at his house with a reassuring message from the king to the effect that Owen and his family
         need have no fear for their lives.
     

      
      At the hill of execution each Boer in turn had his arms and legs broken with knobkerries before being untied and then clubbed
         to death. Retief was made to watch the orgy of torture and death, including that of his 12-year-old son, before he too was
         executed. The bodies were then thrown over the cliff for disposal by wild animals and the resident flock of vultures. Owen
         wrote in his diary that he fainted from the shock, as did his wife.
     

      
      Also murdered were the thirty or so native servants who accompanied Retief’s party; only one escaped, named Lomana, who was
         guarding the Boers’ horses outside the King’s amakhanda. He escaped the slaughter and lived to tell the tale until he died near Weenen in 1909. Rumours still exist that a number
         of Boer women were with the party and that they too were murdered. There is no evidence that this was the case though Owen’s
         diary records that those slain included a number of Boer boy riders, ‘some under the age of 11’. King Dingane decreed that
         no Boer, woman or child, should survive on his land. Owen’s next diary entry reveals that, ‘within two hours, a large impi was gathered and almost immediately departed the king’s homestead’.
     

      
      Disaster of a colossal magnitude was about to befall the unsuspecting Boer families gathering in the area now known as Bloukranze
         and Weenen; all were totally unsuspecting and eagerly anticipated Retief’s return with the promised permission to settle.
         Under cover of darkness, the Zulu impi approached the sleeping Boer families and then launched their merciless attack. Immediately south of the Tugela river the
         most appalling horror and bloodshed was unleashed. Throughout that Friday night and the following day the trekkers further
         back from the direct line of attack sought desperately to rally whatever men they could and bring the remaining women and
         children to the relative safety of wagons hastily drawn up into protective laagers. By dawn on the Sunday, the stabbed and
         mutilated bodies of 531 elderly Boer men, women and children were spread over an area of 20 square miles. An estimated 300
         coloured servants had also died violently at the hands of King Dingane’s warriors.
     

      
      The surviving trek leaders, Maritz and Cilliers, were helpless to prevent thousands of head of cattle, sheep and horses from
         being driven off by the Zulus. While the survivors surveyed the terrible scenes of death and devastation a Boer scouting party
         arrived with news that the Zulus had withdrawn. But grieving had to wait; much was to be done to prevent the circling vultures
         from descending. The days ahead were critical in view of the possibility of a renewed assault and the crucial decision had
         to be made whether to trek back over the mountains and abandon Natal or take revenge. A clear majority, especially of the
         women, forcefully insisted on punishment and retribution. The decision of a public meeting late in March was that the combination
         of the highly respected Boer leaders Potgieter and Uys would be granted equal status, each to command his own men, in order
         to punish King Dingane.
     

      
      Early in April the first punitive expedition of 347 well-armed men departed from the main Boer laagers. Across the Buffalo
         river, at the Italeni valley, the waiting Zulus camouflaged themselves as cattle by hiding under their cowhide shields and
         easily decoyed Uys and his followers into a carefully planned trap. Potgieter, deeply suspicious, held back; the Uys strategy of rounding up Zulu cattle did not appeal
         to him at all. Soon encircled by the Zulus, Uys and his men tried desperately to shoot their way clear in order to escape
         the overwhelming odds but in the process Uys was fatally stabbed and his young son, Dirkie, not wishing to leave his father,
         also perished.
     

      
      Potgieter and his men now had to face the waiting trekkers and report their failure. Panic once again set in at the realization
         of defeat and, even worse, another leader’s death; renewed serious thought was given to abandoning Natal. Potgieter was labelled
         a coward and accused of treason. He left Natal a haunted man and, due to the seriousness of the situation, many others were
         tempted to follow him back to the Cape.
     

      
      Once again it was the women who implored their menfolk to remain, this time fiercely demanding that King Dingane should be
         made to pay personally. Conditions for the Boers were extremely difficult and the constant threat of Zulu attacks forced them
         to remain in laager. Local grazing was soon exhausted and the Boers’ food supplies were minimal. Crisis loomed; Maritz was
         on his own and within weeks he became desperately ill and died. Like Moses, he saw the Promised Land but was not destined
         to live in it.
     

      
      A month or so after Maritz’s untimely death another Boer leader, Andries Pretorius, responded positively to a plea to join
         the trekkers in the vicinity of the Little Tugela near Loskop. The trekkers’ situation was extremely grave; Pretorius found
         a demoralized people and an epidemic of measles raging through the Boer camps. Pretorius was immediately elected Commandant
         General and within days he set out with another force of 468 well-armed men along with 120 coloured servants and sixty-four
         battle wagons. Each wagon was drawn by only ten oxen, as they would be very lightly loaded; though cumbersome and slow-moving,
         they would be absolutely essential for forming a laager. Wherever the scene of battle was likely to be, it would be grassland
         and therefore it was imperative to prepare ‘veghekke’, or fighting gates, in order to deny to the Zulus any gaps between the
         wagons drawn together for protection. Ammunition bags were prepared in order to make reloading of old muzzle-loading muskets quicker; biltong, rusks and coffee were to suffice
         as rations. A strong disciplinarian, Pretorius demanded total obedience and made it clear that he would not tolerate independent
         dissidence, the factor that led to the previous undoing of the Boers and which was to prove a problem in future. Proclaiming
         ‘Unity is Strength’ (to become the Transvaal Republic motto and later that of the Union), he did not hesitate to take the
         preacher Sarel Cilliers to task when he volunteered to lead some fifty men into what surely would have amounted to a repeat
         of the recent rout at Italeni.
     

      
      Ever the tactician, Maritz had wisely thought to bring with him two of his personal small cannons. These, and a longer-range
         ship’s cannon belonging to Pretorius, were to prove invaluable. On the eve of the battle some 700 oxen and 750 horses along
         with the wagon leaders and trekkers (among them three Englishmen) were brought into the roughly D-shaped laager. Whip-sticks
         supporting lanterns were in readiness should the impi attack during that night. However, a thick mist prevented the warriors from creeping nearer; but, ironically, the heavy mist
         seriously alarmed the trekkers as the threat of their gunpowder becoming damp and useless was very real.
     

      
      The mist lifted at daybreak as the trekkers waited for the inevitable Zulu attack and the fact that it was Sunday gave the
         dramatically tense situation a special religious significance for them although it was of no consequence to the Zulus. Commanded
         by Chief Ndlela, the Zulus charged the Boer position but were unable to breach the barrier of wagons. In spite of the din
         of battle, the animals within the laager did not panic, as the Boers had feared; they could so easily have wreaked havoc by
         breaking loose and stampeding to escape the confines of a relatively small enclosure. Victory was assured by mid morning as
         the impi fled; released from the defensive position the mounted Boers gave chase and hastened the Zulus’ speedy withdrawal.
     

      
      Although the battle of Blood River has long been considered to be one of the greatest victories in Boer history, the trekkers
         had, in fact, laid themselves open to siege. How much longer would those animals have behaved under such stressful circumstances without grazing? How much longer would the ammunition, the food and, above all,
         the water have lasted? The lessons learned after the earlier Boer defeat at Vegkop alerted the Boers to the fact that the
         Zulus, victorious or otherwise, always drove away stock. Chief Ndlela had been determined to attack the Boers during darkness
         and in doing so, his plan could possibly have met with success had the night not been so dark and misty resulting in the Zulu
         army repeatedly losing themselves as they tried to surround the Boers. Fortunately for the Boers, the dawn caught Ndlela’s
         force divided by the river, and at opposing ends of the Boer position.
     

      
      The official copy of the battle report displayed at the Blood River Museum boldly describes the short battle that followed,
         and explains how the Ncome river became known as Blood River.
     

      
      

         The mist gradually cleared and Sunday dawned bright and clear. Pretorius gave the order to shoot as soon as sights and targets
            could be distinguished. With a total disregard for danger, the Zulus charged but within a quarter of an hour they were forced
            to withdraw to a position 500 metres away. When they launched the second attack they were fired upon with deadly accuracy. Once
            again, the Zulu attack was repulsed and they retreated to a distance of 400 metres. Pretorius now directed the copper cannon
            towards the hill where the leaders of the Zulu force congregated. The second and third rounds burst among the Indunas and
            led to a third fierce attack lasting nearly an hour.
        

         Soon after the Zulus had retreated once again a mounted commando of a few hundred men led by Field Cornet Bart Pretorius launched
            an attack upon them. Twice the commando was driven back but at the third attempt, they managed to split the Zulu force in two. The
            greater part of the commando force now emerged from the laager and deployed from the north and south along the river where
            hundreds of fleeing Zulus were shot amongst the reeds and in the river until the river ran red. At this point Ndlela’s three
            thousand crack impis went into action. They attempted to cross the river at the drifts above and below the hippo pool but were swept along by the hordes of fleeing warriors being shot down by the Boers. At last the entire Zulu army took
            flight in all directions. The pursuit lasted until midday when the commando returned to the laager where 3,000 Zulus lay dead.
        

     



      
      Zulu folklore certainly acknowledges a Boer presence at Blood River but not that a major battle took place, nor that they
         suffered such serious casualties. In 1999 a new Zulu museum was built on the Zulu river bank overlooking the battle site,
         and as visitors there discover, claims of any Boer victory are strongly rebutted. Disregarding the cross-river interpretation
         of events, it is curious that the Boers, armed with antiquated firearms, are still believed by their descendants to have accounted
         for 3,000 Zulu fatalities in the same time-span that the British defenders at Rorke’s Drift, armed with sophisticated breech-loading
         Martini-Henry rifles, also used at point-blank range, accounted for only 351 Zulus. Nevertheless, it was at Blood River that
         the Zulus learned to avoid a tightly compacted enemy in possession of firearms. They also discovered that the rounds fired
         by the Boers had a limited effective range. Over a distance of more than 100 yards the Boer low-velocity rounds would bounce
         off an angled shield. This knowledge resulted in the Zulu belief that their shields were magical, especially when doctored
         with magic muti, a belief strongly held and maintained for the next sixty years until the Zulus met the British at the battle of Isandlwana.
     

      
      According to Boer history, Pretorius then seized the initiative and, with the Zulus in disarray, he led an élite mounted group
         of Boers towards the now abandoned and still smouldering ruins at Mgungundhlovu with the intention of giving a Christian burial
         to the mortal remains of the Retief party, exposed to the harsh extremes of the elements for ten months and under the eyes
         of an ever-watchful flock of vultures provided with carcasses on a regular basis. Pretorius apparently found Retief’s body
         still with his bag containing the treaty signed by King Dingane. The miraculous recovery of the treaty, together with the
         eyewitness reports of those who found it, along with the details of its content, were accepted without question until some eighty years later when the account of the battle came under close scrutiny. Then, in 1923, a heated debate
         ensued; indeed, a Cape judge who had visited Natal in 1843 claimed that ‘the deed or writing formally ceding this territory
         to the emigrant farmers was written out by the Reverend Owen’. Yet on the day previous to Retief’s massacre Owen, now an apparent
         eyewitness to Dingane’s treachery and the alleged very writer of that document, must have been in a state of extreme shock
         when he recorded in his diary:
     

      
      

         Two of the Boers paid me a visit this morning and breakfasted only an hour or two before they were called to eternity. When
            I asked them what they thought of Dingane, they said he was good; so unsuspicious were they of his intentions. He had promised
            to assign over to them the whole country between the Tugela and the Umzimvubu [sic] rivers, and ‘this day the paper of transfer
            was to be signed’.9 
        

     



      
      The Reverend Owen made no mention in his diary of having ever written the treaty and certainly did not know that it had been
         signed two days before. Discrepancies would undoubtedly abound if the treaty could be found and examined – if only in that
         three Zulu witnesses had allegedly signed their names. Could they write, and if they could, who had taught them? Accounts
         by the trekkers themselves certainly differ greatly. Was forgery necessary? Perhaps so: the Boers knew that their actions
         against the Zulus would be questioned by both the London Missionary Society and the British government who would certainly
         oppose their occupation of Natal. A mutually signed document was imperative to validate the considerable number of Boer claims
         to settle in Natal. A point of interest is that when the noted Afrikaner G.E. Cory made a public address in Bloemfontein in
         1923, he also cast a thoroughly researched doubt on the treaty’s genuineness, possibly as a result of the discovery of Owen’s
         diary. The ensuing emotional storm forced him initially to silence then to sanctuary, until the occasion of the opening of
         Piet Retief’s old Cape home, on the eve of the Day of the Vow, 15 December 1923. Addressing the meeting, Cory made a public
         apology and declared that he had been mistaken in his findings and that the treaty was in fact genuine. And that was the end of that particular matter.
     

      
      A memorial church was built, today a fine museum housing Voortrekker artefacts including Retief’s glass flask bearing the
         mason’s insignia which was purportedly rescued from the scene of mutilation where, according to the accompanying museum description,
         ‘about nine or ten Zulus to each Boer dragging their helpless unarmed victim to the fatal spot where they commenced the work
         of death by striking them on the head with knobbed sticks’. It is perhaps more likely that this flask was found along with
         other various items retrieved from what remained of King Dingane’s great amakhanda. Retief’s satchel, having survived intense extremes of weather and protected the treaty so miraculously, then seems to have
         conveniently disappeared, as did the original treaty, during the Boer War six decades on. The battle of Blood River has nevertheless
         been a mighty symbol, ruthlessly exploited since 1838, to further the political and religious cause of the Afrikaner. Professor
         Ben Liebenberg has argued that earlier Afrikaner historians exaggerated the significance of the battle out of all proportion.
         He wrote:
     

      
      

         This view, that Blood River saved the great trek overestimates the significance of the battle. At that stage, only a section
            of the Voortrekkers were in Natal. The rest were in the present Transvaal and Orange Free State and they wanted to live there. If
            the Zulus had won at Blood River, the great trek would, at most, have failed in Natal and not elsewhere. It is therefore not
            correct to say that the victory at Blood River saved the great trek.10 
        

     



      
      Regardless of events at Blood River, Boer farmers continued to trickle into the more northern reaches of Zululand while the
         British concentrated on developing Natal and mistakenly left Zululand and the ‘Boer problem’ to Dingane’s successor, King
         Mpande. Britain annexed Natal in 1844 and it became a British colony the following year; most of the Natal Boers abandoned
         their farms in protest and set off to rejoin the other fledgling Boer ‘republics’ seeking independence from British rule.
         The gathering Boer trekkers began settling on the central plateau. They named the settled area the ‘Free Province of New Holland in South East Africa’ and its centre of crowded wagons became known as ‘Pietermaritzburg’
         after two Boer notables, Piet Retief and Gert Maritz. At the same time the British formally occupied Port Natal and renamed
         it ‘Durban’ after Sir Benjamin D’Urban, Governor of the Cape Colony, and the relationship between the Zulu kings and the British
         authorities in southern Africa remained sympathetic. In January 1853 and February 1854 respectively, Britain first recognized
         the Voortrekkers’ South African Republic (the Transvaal) and then the Orange Free State; it was a desperate gesture to offload
         the enormous financial and military burden of protecting these two Boer states. It was also a shrewd political gamble to protect
         the valuable British coastal colony of Natal from the incessant conflicts of the African interior. By 1878 the problem of
         white incursion had grown out of control, and the British would be forced to act.
     



  

      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      The Zulus, Defenders of the Buffalo River

      
      A very remarkable people the Zulu.
BRITISH PRIME MINISTER DISRAELI, 1879

      
      Neither Lieutenant General Lord Chelmsford, the senior British military commander in South Africa, nor his political master,
         Sir Bartle Frere, expected the Zulus to be a match for the British forces being assembled along the Natal border with Zululand.
         Such a positive attitude reflected an overwhelming confidence in the prowess of the British military, especially when the
         obvious discrepancies between the two opposing armies were considered. The British force in South Africa was tightly disciplined
         and well led by experienced officers and NCOs; its soldiers were battle-hardened from the recent Cape Frontier War and they
         were well armed with modern Martini-Henry rifles and supported by artillery. Opposing this seemingly invincible force was
         the Zulu army, a part-time, primitively armed native force whose military role was to serve the king as and when required.
         It was a necessity that had not arisen during the previous twenty-two years.
     

      
      For an invasion of Zululand to succeed, the British commanders needed the support of Natal’s white settler population; civilian
         volunteers, their wagons, horses and oxen would all be needed to supplement and support the British line regiments that would lead the
         invasion. A propaganda campaign was set in motion to elicit this support. A ‘celibate, man-slaying machine’ was Sir Bartle
         Frere’s famous description of the Zulu army, a widely reported comment containing sufficient innuendo to stoke the fears of
         Natal’s European population that their safety, especially that of their womenfolk, was in dire peril from the Zulus. Missionary
         tales of sexually frustrated warriors lusting for blood helped to create a distorted image of naked raping warriors in the
         minds of the European civilian population. It was an image that Frere deliberately orchestrated through the press, and he
         unashamedly used its acceptance by the civilian population to justify his invasion of Zululand. This propaganda was successful
         because so little was known of Zulu life, or of the structure and purpose of the Zulu army. Anthony Trollope, a visiting British
         writer who found the Zulus a complaisant people living in sympathy with their time and environment, commented:
     

      
      

         I have no fears myself that Natal will be overrun by hostile Zulus, but much fear that Zululand should be overrun by hostile
            Britons.1 
        

     



      
      Following the British defeat at Isandlwana, there was one question being asked across Britain that could not be answered:
         ‘Who were the Zulus?’
     

      
      Like the first Dutch settlers and now the assembling British soldiers, the Zulus had also invaded southern Africa by migrating
         down the east coast. One Bantu tribe, the Nguni, settled the area known today as Natal, while the remaining Bantu, the Xhosa
         tribe, continued south, eventually reaching the Great Fish river only 500 miles from the Cape.
     

      
      The beginning of the nineteenth century had seen the more northerly Nguni chiefdoms immune from the effects of the Cape Frontier
         Wars. They were, however, not immune from pressure created by their own growing populations, and, resources being limited,
         internecine violence resulted. Four chiefs, Dingiswayo, Zwide, Matiwane and Mtimkulu, were principally responsible for the
         resultant catastrophic intertribal warfare and economic destruction that followed as each chief waged war on his neighbour in order to become the paramount chief. This warfare
         degenerated into virtual genocide of those tribes that suffered defeat and has often, but incorrectly, been attributed to
         Shaka; it resulted in vast tracts of land being depopulated.
     

      
      The situation changed between 1816 and 1824 when the Zulu people, whose traditional lands lay on the southern bank of the
         White Mfolozi river and far beyond the reach of either Boer or British influence, came to dominate their neighbours; their
         success being due to a powerful combination of astute diplomacy and ruthless military force applied by their legendary leader,
         Shaka kaSenzangakona. Indeed, by the 1820s, many of the groups south of the Tugela had survived the threat of Zulu attack
         or of being scattered as refugees only by pledging their allegiance to Shaka. The repercussions from Shaka’s autocratic reign
         spread far and wide. With each Zulu purge or victory, a fresh wave of refugees would fall upon their neighbouring tribe; some
         would blend to form new kingdoms while others fought for ascendancy. Chief Sobhuza consolidated what became the Swazi kingdom,
         the Ngwane and Hlubi people encroached upon the Sotho peoples while Chief Sikonyela settled his people along the Orange river;
         instead of finding peace, these tribes suffered raids by the growing bands of Bastaards, themselves refugees from the Cape.
         Things were no better to the north; Prince Mzilikazi took his tribe across the Vaal river and established the Ndebele kingdom
         until his people were forced by Shaka’s army to move northwards where Mzilikazi occupied the Tswana chiefdom.
     

      
      The Zulus were highly civilized; they enjoyed complex social structures, were competent cattle farmers and were able to make
         implements out of metal which was virtually equal to steel. One of these items, the throwing spear, ensured their ascendancy
         over any San and Khoikhoi they encountered, and would soon seriously inconvenience the whites. Their social structure valued
         marriage, a concept orientated more towards property than the values of conventional European marriage; its complex system
         of dowry payments for a wife, known as ilobolo, ensured that a man could not marry until he was established in society and possessed sufficient cattle to pay the required ilobolo. The more cattle a man had, the more wives he could buy. It was this Zulu dependency on cattle for the vital ilobolo, for social prestige and their subsequent wealth, which was to bring them into permanent conflict with the trekkers. To the
         Zulus, the Boers had more than sufficient cattle ‘for the taking’ and cattle-raiding was, after all, a traditional and popular
         Zulu activity.
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