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          Yes, for old England’s honour




          And for her periled might,




          We strove with vast and ’whelming odds,




          From eve till morning light;




          And thus with front unflinching,




          One hundred strong we stood,




          And held the post ’gainst maddened host,




          Drunken with British blood.
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  11 December 1878 British ultimatum to Zulu King Cetshwayo.




  11 December onwards British assemble along Zulu border in preparation for invasion.




  11 January 1879 British invade Zululand leaving small garrison and hospital at Rorke’s Drift.




  20/21 January British establish camp at Isandlwana.




  22 January Zulu army defeats British at Isandlwana; Zulu reserves attack Rorke’s Drift.




  Rorke’s Drift battle timetable




  8 a.m. Lt Chard RE rides the 10 miles to Isandlwana to check his orders. On hearing of the reports of approaching Zulus from mounted sentries and seeing that a party of

  Zulus was moving across the Nqutu Plateau towards Rorke’s Drift, Chard starts back, arriving at the Drift at noon. Chard holds a brief discussion with Maj. Spalding but no action is

  taken.




  2 p.m. Maj. Spalding, the officer commanding Rorke’s Drift, leaves for Helpmekaar to speed the relieving companies to the mission station. Lt Chard given command

  at the mission station but stays at the river crossing. Distant rifle fire is then heard and men are seen crossing the Buffalo river.




  2.30 p.m. At the river crossing, Lts Vane and Adendorff report the defeat at Isandlwana to Lt Chard. They carry Chard’s orders to Lt Bromhead

  at the mission station, and then ride off to Helpmekaar.




  3 p.m. Lt Chard assumes command of the mission station while Mr Dalton organizes the construction of defence walls of bags of mealies and boxes of biscuits strengthened

  with two wagons built into the south wall.




  3.30 p.m. Chard returns to the Drift to urge his men to retire with the water cart and tools. Lt Henderson with a large party of Durnford’s Horse appears and is

  ordered to guard the ferry.




  4.30 p.m. Chard returns to the mission station and orders six men to guard the hospital, reserve ammunition is made ready and bayonets are fixed. A lookout is posted on

  the ridgepole of the store.




  5 p.m. On the approach of the Zulus, Lt Henderson and the native horse depart whereupon Capt. Stevenson and his native contingent also desert. The effective strength is

  now reduced from 350 to about 139 (including 30 sick). Men now taken from the line to construct a wall between the perimeter and the corner of the store (this became the famous wall of biscuit

  boxes providing the second and final line of defence).




  5.30 p.m. The Zulus appear on the terraces of the Oskarsberg. The initial attack on the south of the defences is contained and the leading ranks of Zulus are pinned down

  by rifle fire. The main attack is diverted to the west of the hospital and along the thinly held northern wall. Zulu sniping from the Oskarsberg begins.




  6 p.m. In desperate hand-to-hand fighting the defenders are forced to retire into the yard – the hospital becomes vulnerable.




  Hospital 6.20 p.m. to 7.15 p.m. Pte Cole (suffering from claustrophobia), Gnr Howard and Ptes Beckett and Waters flee the hospital; Cole, Adams (who had remained inside

  the hospital) and Beckett are killed, Howard and Waters survive the night in bushes. John Williams cuts a hole through the wall whilst Joseph Williams and Horrigan hold the Zulus at bay. John

  Williams pulls two patients through the hole before the Zulus burst in; they kill the four men in the room. The two Joneses help four patients to escape through the window in

  the corner room. The sick are assisted to safety by Pte Hitch and Cpl Allen (both already wounded).




  6.45 p.m. Thatch fired.




  7 p.m.until midnight The Zulus continue to attack in intermittent waves.




  4 a.m. The Zulus retire.




  8 a.m. Mission station is relieved by Lord Chelmsford and remnants of his Centre Column.
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  Introduction






    

	 

      It is more than probable that active steps will have to be taken to check the arrogance of Cetywayo, Chief of the Zulus.1




      LORD CHELMSFORD. COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF, SOUTH AFRICA.


    


 
	



   




   




   




   




  Since prehistoric times the area of land around Rorke’s Drift has been of considerable importance to mankind, primarily because it is one of the few crossing points of

  the Buffalo River, which in 1879 formed the 200 mile border between Zululand and British controlled Natal. Immediately down stream of Rorke’s Drift the Buffalo river becomes impassable where

  it enters a precipitous gorge that speeds it into a fast-flowing torrent until its confluence with the predominant Tugela river. From this gorge onwards the Tugela surges through a steep-sided

  valley that hems it in until it reaches the sea. This physical barrier ensured that there were only two points of access into Zululand, either at Rorke’s Drift some 60 miles from the sea, or

  at the coast where the Tugela river meets the Indian Ocean. At Rorke’s Drift a rocky outcrop in the riverbed provided a reasonably safe and level crossing point for wagons, as well as a

  series of small islands that can, even today, be traversed by people jumping from rock to rock at low water. When the river was in flood, Rorke’s Drift was the one place where a small boat

  could still be rowed across. This natural crossing point, or drift, and the comparatively level nature of the country on both sides have jointly contributed to the settlement of the area since

  prehistoric times. On the dominating rocky hillock that overlooks the river, rock paintings, stone artefacts and the remains of ancient human dwellings evidence a long history

  of human occupation.




  The area was named after James Rorke, a settler who started a trading store in addition to his farming activities. Born in 1821, James Rorke was the son of an Irish immigrant to South Africa who

  had fled the poverty of his homeland. At the age of 28 years the young Rorke made his way inland and purchased a remote farm called ‘Tyeana’ bordering the Buffalo river and towards the

  end of 1849 he established a small trading store known to the Zulus as KwaJimu (Kwa ‘of’, hence KwaJimu, KwaZulu etc.). Rorke led an uneventful life that

  ended when he committed suicide on 24 October 1875, allegedly by shooting himself when his source of gin ran dry. In accordance with Rorke’s final wishes, his body was placed in a rough

  wooden coffin and buried under a yard of concrete. Rorke fully understood the Zulu penchant for excavating European graves for ‘treasure’ or body parts for their

  ‘muti’ or medicine. Rorke’s funeral was attended by the few local white people in the area, some having travelled 40 miles to attend the burial service that was conducted

  by a Scottish missionary from the settlement of Dundee, some 25 miles distant. Rorke’s penniless wife was forced to sell the farm and a Swedish missionary, Otto Witt, purchased the property

  on behalf of the Swedish Missionary Service. The farm possessed two small buildings and was protected by a hill known to the local Zulus as Shiyane, meaning eyebrow. Witt renamed the hill

  ‘Oskarsberg’ after his Swedish king and the missionaries’ patron saint – Saint Ansgar (Oscar). Rorke’s Drift remains an active mission station to this day.




  The surrounding area of Rorke’s Drift is also historically important. It witnessed the events that led to the onset of the Zulu War and the river crossing that took its name formed the

  start line of the initial British invasion of Zululand on 11 January 1879. A few days later, on 22 January, two of the most famous military battles in the history of the British Army were fought to

  the death; a stunning British victory took place at the mission station itself while, within sight at nearby Isandlwana, the British suffered the humiliation of both a total defeat and the massacre

  of its invasion force. Without doubt, little would have been known of this isolated yet picturesque location but for the fierce and bitter war that broke out at the beginning

  of 1879 when Britain invaded Zululand. Rorke’s Drift was also destined to play an ongoing role in the harshly fought series of Boer Wars that followed the Zulu War.




  Very few people, even those born in South Africa, know much about the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879. South Africans tend to have a hazy idea that, once upon a time, there was a short war between the

  Zulu people and redjacketed Imperial troops reinforced by locally recruited Colonial units. They may also know that the war produced, on the very same day, a terrible British defeat at Isandlwana

  followed by an equally spectacular victory at nearby Rorke’s Drift. Most South Africans would maintain that these events were purely British in their nature and the consequences of the war

  had little to do with their own domestic history. Indeed, even today, over 70 per cent of visitors to the relatively unchanged battlefields of Zululand are from Britain.




  By the 1960s the Zulu War had long been forgotten within the British Isles. Only military men and historians would be able to recall that the battle of Rorke’s Drift had resulted in the

  highest number of Victoria Crosses ever awarded to one regiment for one battle, a unique feat unsurpassed by events in either of the World Wars. Beyond that fact little was known. Then, in 1964,

  the highly successful feature film ZULU was released; it recreated the battle of Rorke’s Drift using spectacular South African scenery and a group of highly competent actors that

  included Michael Caine, Stanley Baker and Jack Hawkins in the lead roles, supported by Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi. Due to a combination of other crucial factors such as the powerful storyline,

  haunting music and psychological tension, the film had a dramatic effect on the public that ensured that the film enjoyed lasting popularity. The history of Rorke’s Drift had been

  resurrected; sadly, numerous myths and falsehoods within the film became firmly established in the minds of the public and some historians.




  At the time news of the battle of Rorke’s Drift reached home, hardly anyone in Britain knew of King Cetshwayo or where Zululand was. Judging from comments made in the press and Parliament,

  even the nation’s leaders were temporarily unsure of its exact geographical location. They and the British people were soon to find out. On 11 February 1879 the official

  dispatch containing the news of the terrible military defeat of the British invasion force, including the loss of the 1st Battalion 24th (2nd Warwickshire) Regiment,2 finally reached London and the press. The magnitude of the catastrophe had a stunning effect on the nation; no one could understand how an unsophisticated army of Zulus

  could inflict such a crushing defeat on a highly trained British force armed with the most modern rifles and supported with equally modern artillery. Many questions were asked, all were difficult

  to answer; the defeat was totally incomprehensible. Not since the sanguinary events of the Indian Mutiny in 1857 had such devastating and humiliating losses been reported to an incredulous and

  previously overconfident British public.




  The loss of fifty British officers and virtually a whole battalion of the famous 24th Regiment stunned the nation and created a hive of activity in the press. The Daily News

  commented:




  

   

    

      

        Death had prematurely visited hundreds of peaceful and happy homes in England. British treasure and blood would now be expended on a scale the authors

        of the war had not contemplated, and burdens, heavy in all cases and ruinous in many, will be inflicted on struggling industries, and all for what? Lord Beaconsfield’s answer was

        awaited.


      


    


  


 
 



  Almost overlooked, as it came at the end of the dispatch, came the news that on the very same day, and within sight of the British massacre at Isandlwana, another vicious

  engagement had been fought. At the tiny Mission Station at Rorke’s Drift, a company of soldiers from the same regiment had beaten off a determined Zulu attack, the British having been

  outnumbered in the ratio of 40:1. In the absence of a full report from Rorke’s Drift it was too soon for Lord Chelmsford and the establishment to realize the significant political advantages

  that could be wrung out of this separate engagement.




  The reaction to the defeat at Isandlwana came immediately. ‘The dead could not be brought to life’ affirmed the leading English newspaper The Times, at that period usually

  referred to as The Thunderer. The newspaper reported:




  

     

     

      

        Their names would be imperishably inscribed on the Death Roll of England’s illustrious heroes, but swift and terrible

        retribution must be exacted. It was clear that the Zulus were even more formidable than the military authorities anticipated. It was known they were well drilled and that numbers of them were

        armed with modern breech-loaders and that they could fight courageously, but it was only now realised how large a force they could mass at one point. Sad as the loss of a British regiment

        was, still graver peril would arise to the colonists in Natal if immediate action were not taken to forward adequate reinforcements.


      


    


  







  The Standard opined that the British would not renew the war until reinforcements were available. Although the actual British losses amounted to scarcely one twentieth of

  the troops on the spot, such a success for the Zulus, together with their acquisition of guns, rifles and ammunition, was bound to hearten the Zulus and materially improve their defensive strength.

  In the House of Lords that same evening the Earl of Beaconsfield responded:




  

   

    

      

        It is a military disaster, a terrible military disaster, but I think we may say it is no more. It is not a military defeat which arises either from the

        failing energies or resources of the country, but it arises accidentally, and, at this moment, we do not accurately understand the circumstances which have occurred in the course of the

        campaign.




        Nothing indeed is certain at this moment respecting this disaster, except the valour of our troops. They have shown, as they have ever shown, the utmost devotion. Those

        who have fallen will be remembered, but we must not forget also that there has been an exhibition of heroic valour by those who have been spared, and the recollection of the conduct of those

        eighty men, who for twelve hours, in a forlorn post, kept at bay four thousand of the enemy, and ultimately repulsed them, will prove that the stamina of the English soldiery has not

        diminished or deteriorated. (Cheers.)




        We have taken steps, such as any persons entrusted with the management of the affairs of this great country would necessarily and promptly take, to send reinforcements

        to the Cape. These reinforcements are far beyond the number which the General in command thought was required: and I hope that the measures which have been taken, and the valour of our

        troops, will soon put a different aspect upon the conditions of affairs in South Africa to that which they assume at the present moment.3
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  South Africa 1878




  During the sixty-four year reign of Queen Victoria the British Army, with its ubiquitous red-jacketed soldiers, had fought in sixty-three campaigns throughout the British

  Empire. Military defeat was virtually unknown to the English-speaking world and, with two further disastrous British defeats at the hands of the Zulus at Ntombe Drift and Hlobane about to occur,

  the Zulu War thereafter dominated the attention of the press and public imagination. In a determined endeavour to salve the nation’s prestige, more famous British regiments were mobilized

  throughout the country and empire and dispatched to fight Britain’s former ally, King Cetshwayo and his most ferocious and feared Zulu army. Further political disaster followed with the death

  of the heir to the Napoleonic dynasty, Louis Napoleon, the Prince Imperial. This young prince had been exiled to England with his father, Napoleon III (who died in 1873) and

  his mother, Empress Eugénie. Both the empress and the young prince continued to enjoy the protection and patronage of Queen Victoria; then, at the age of 21, the prince volunteered to fight

  with the British in Zululand, only to be killed by a Zulu scouting party. Britain had to act; her reputation of invincibility was rapidly becoming tarnished.




  The Zulu people




  By the time of his death in 1828, King Shaka of the Zulus had successfully trained the nation’s warriors in the art of tactical warfare. This tradition had been passed

  down to his brother, King Mpande, who had two principal sons, Mbulazi and Cetshwayo. Mbulazi was intellectually inclined while the more flamboyant Cetshwayo had moulded himself on Shaka and had

  carefully studied the art of war. These two princes had strong followings and each regarded himself as heir apparent but Mpande favoured Mbulazi, which was curious as he lacked any leadership

  qualities.




  On 3 December 1856 the faction that supported Cetshwayo made a raid on European traders in Zululand, confiscating all their goods and other possessions and murdering their native servants. This

  molestation of Europeans was highly provocative and challenged King Mpande’s authority, now vested in Mbulazi who rallied his followers. What followed was probably the greatest battle for

  supremacy that Africa has ever witnessed. The battle took place at Ndondakusuka on the Zulu side of the Tugela river. Cetshwayo, who had inherited the military ability and savage ferocity of his

  uncle Shaka, overcame his brother’s army and slew Mbulazi and five of his relatives who supported his cause, together with, it has been estimated, more than 30,000 men, women and children.

  Thousands of their bodies were thrown into the fast-flowing river and for weeks afterwards, the ocean beaches from the mouth of the Tugela were strewn with the innumerable corpses of

  Cetshwayo’s victims.




  After this brutal exhibition of power by Cetshwayo King Mpande relinquished the reins of active authority to his victorious son, and on his demise in 1872 Cetshwayo proclaimed himself King of

  Zululand. Probably to gain favour with his British neighbours, Cetshwayo conceived the idea of soliciting the assistance of the Secretary for Native Affairs, Sir Theophilus

  Shepstone, to perform the coronation ceremony.




  Shepstone, presumably on the advice or instruction of Sir Henry Bulwer, Lieutenant Governor of Natal, acceded to Cetshwayo’s request. In August 1872 Shepstone proceeded to the royal palace

  to carry out the investment and in the presence of a vast assemblage of Zulu warriors, the Secretary for Native Affairs proclaimed Cetshwayo as King of Zululand in the name of Her Majesty Queen

  Victoria. The ‘coronation’ was a farce with Shepstone placing a golden cape and a tinsel crown, made for the occasion by a tailor of the 75th Regiment, on Cetshwayo’s head and the

  firing of a salute, which bore no resemblance to that required for a monarch.




  During the ceremony Shepstone, who was a fluent Zulu speaker, had made a series of requests, ostensibly for the king’s guidance in his future relations with his subjects. Cetshwayo should

  prohibit indiscriminate bloodshed, no person should be condemned without open trial and condemned persons had the right of appeal to the king; none of his subjects’ lives should be sacrificed

  without the king’s personal sanction, and fines should be imposed in the place of death sentences for all minor offences. To these requests the king and his councillors apparently acquiesced

  and, being well satisfied with the ‘agreement’, Shepstone returned to Natal. The British authorities thereafter ignored the matter and in any event, they had no effect on Cetshwayo.

  Zululand was left to the Zulus and Britain concentrated its attention on the commercial development of Natal.




  On a broader scale during the 1870s, Britain had successfully developed the policy of confederation as a means of self-financing and administering her numerous colonies around the world.

  Previously, Britain supplied her colonies with troops from within the British Army and also bore the heavy financial and administrative burden. Under the new policy the defence and laws of each

  colony were brought under one accepted form of administration. Local administrators were trained and soldiers recruited, though the military system was supervised and commanded by British officers.

  The system was highly successful and relieved Britain of the expensive responsibility for maintaining British military garrisons worldwide. During the years immediately leading up to the Zulu War,

  this policy was seen as the obvious solution in uniting southern Africa’s fragile colonies into one cohesive country, including the Boer Republics and Zululand.




  In October 1867 the discovery of diamonds in the Boer Orange Free State saw thousands of prospectors from all over the world converge on the area. In 1871, after several years of chaos, and with

  obvious wealth still to be won, Britain annexed the whole area to the British Crown, including Basutoland. The total cost to the Crown was the sum of £90,000 – paid in the form of

  compensation. The Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Carnarvon, then appointed Sir Henry Bartle Edward Frere (popularly known as Sir Bartle Frere) as High Commissioner to South Africa and

  Governor of the Cape. Although the Boers actively disliked the British, the threat, real or imagined, of a Zulu uprising had long dominated Boer thinking. It was this deep-seated Boer fear, based

  on years of bloodshed and conflict with the Zulus, that gave Britain the opportunity to coerce the Boer leaders into accepting British rule.




  The 1830s saw a great trek of Boers away from British domination in the Cape; thousands of Boer families loaded their possessions into columns of heavy ox-drawn wagons to undertake the quest for

  the Promised Land. They sought new lands that would be free from British rule with its stifling legislation – particularly with regard to keeping slaves – and punitive taxation. The

  trek was an undertaking of biblical proportions and Boer wagon trains spread far and wide across and beyond southern Africa in their quest for freedom. The first party of Boers crossed the

  Drakensberg Mountains in 1837 and discovered the lush green pastures and hills of Zululand. The word quickly spread and hundreds of Boer families rapidly followed to settle the area. There were

  savage conflicts between the Boers and Zulus but little could be done to prevent the steady settlement across Zululand, limited only by the natural boundary that crossed the country, the Tugela

  river. By the mid 1870s the pressure for more farming land encouraged Boer settlers to move even further into Zululand, a process that the Zulus successfully resisted with increasing vigour and

  violence.




  The area of greatest tension lay between the Buffalo and Blood rivers immediately north of the river crossing point known locally as Rorke’s Drift. In the meantime, the Zulu king,

  Cetshwayo, was growing increasingly agitated by the violent land-hungry Boers; due to their constant seizure of tracts of Zululand for their farms, Cetshwayo naturally viewed

  them as an invading enemy. Cetshwayo had never experienced any difficulty with his British neighbours whom he regarded as allies. During August 1876, as crisis loomed along the Boer border,

  Theophilus Shepstone, Secretary for Native Affairs in Natal, was on home leave in London to receive a knighthood for his loyal services. He then travelled to Wales for a holiday where he learned

  from a newspaper that a force of Boers had been defeated by Chief Sekhukune of the baPedi people who lived to the north of Zululand. Having crowned Cetshwayo in 1873, Shepstone realized the

  political and military implications for Britain of the Boer defeat; namely that Germany, France and Holland might arm the Boers thus upsetting British military domination in South Africa and thwart

  Britain’s desire to gain the Transvaal goldfields. Shepstone immediately returned to London where he received an unsigned draft charter to annex the Transvaal. He was also given certain

  orders, the exact contents of which remain a mystery; on the following day he set sail for South Africa with the intention of annexing the Transvaal to Britain.




  His written charter was unambiguous; he was to secure the Transvaal, but only after he had gained the consent of the majority of the Transvaalers. Upon Shepstone’s arrival in South Africa,

  his superior, Sir Bartle Frere, the Governor General for Native Affairs and High Commissioner to South Africa, revised Shepstone’s orders and gave him permission to make the annexation

  without this consent – if the circumstances of the case were such that in his opinion made it necessary to issue a proclamation forthwith. Shepstone then travelled to neighbouring Natal where

  he made secret plans for the annexation of the Transvaal. He delayed his plans for several months while he waited for the revised authority from London to reach him; he also reflected on his good

  relationship with King Cetshwayo and pondered the implications of the proposed annexation on the Zulu king.




  By early 1877 relationships between the Zulus and Boers deteriorated still further as Boer trekkers forced their way onto traditional Zulu farmland, displacing the local Zulus by force. Out of

  sheer frustration at this blatant theft of Zulu grazing land, Cetshwayo decided to attack the Boers and openly sent his combined impis, amounting to over 30,000 warriors, to

  the Boers’ Transvaal border. It is documented in official British records that there was already intense political activity between Shepstone and King Cetshwayo to defuse the

  situation.4 With only days to go before the Zulus were expected to launch their attack against the Boers, Shepstone arrived in Pretoria with an

  escort of twenty-four members of the Natal Mounted Police together with eight administrators. It is therefore highly probable that Shepstone was fully aware of the Zulus’ intention to attack

  the Boers and that they were poised ready to attack the Transvaal. Shepstone certainly used this knowledge to terrify the Boer leaders into agreeing to succumb to British rule and its concomitant

  protection. However, before Cetshwayo could give the order to attack, the principle of British annexation of the Transvaal was agreed. Shepstone immediately ordered Cetshwayo to withdraw his army;

  Cetshwayo reluctantly complied. To this day, the Zulus believe that Shepstone duped them into massing on the Boer border, thus facilitating the annexation.
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  Zululand 1878




  The intention of Cetshwayo to make an attack on the Transvaal, in the absence of annexation, is evidenced by a number of official British documents: Cetshwayo’s patience

  with the Boers’ illegal encroachment into Zululand ran out and he accordingly moved his army to the Transvaal border with the intention of making a punitive strike.5




  On 12 April 1877, using the excuse of an impending Zulu attack, coupled with the fact that the Transvaal exchequer was bankrupt, Shepstone annexed the Transvaal Republic to the British Crown. At

  the time of the annexation, the debentures debt of the republic amounted to £156,883, the national debt was £138,238 and the salaried staffs were owed more than £3,000. There was

  less than £1 in the treasury and the republic’s banknotes were rapidly becoming worthless. In representing the British Crown, Shepstone was viewed by the Boer administrators and

  pro-British element of Pretoria as their saviour from financial ruin; he also represented desperately needed commercial stability together with law and order. Credit and commerce were immediately

  restored, the railway bonds that were worth nothing in Holland rose with one bound to par and the value of domestic and commercial property doubled by the end of that week. Nevertheless, while the

  Boer bankers and tradesmen accepted the agreement with relief, annexation was not a popular move with the Boer people. In years to come they would once again simmer with

  discontent under British rule, but only until after the coming Zulu War when they would rebel with ferocity against the British Crown in a series of vicious Anglo–Boer Wars.




  At home, the government was well aware of the effect of the annexation on British relations with the Zulus. A Colonial Office confidential memo, No. 164, states:




  

   

    

      

        It will be urged in Parliament that the present difficulty with the Zulus, and the necessity (if necessity there was) of coercing them, are due to the

        annexation of the Transvaal Republic by Sir Theophilus Shepstone on the 12th of April 1877, without the consent of the Republican Government, a step which, though not perhaps contemplated by

        the Government at home, was ratified and approved by the Secretary of State on behalf of the Government in a despatch, dated 21st June 1877. (Blue Books C–1883)


      


    


  


 
 



  With the Transvaal now constitutionally annexed to the Crown, British support for the Zulus began to wane. Likewise, by annexing the Transvaal, Britain destroyed the very motive

  that formally prompted Cetshwayo to be Britain’s friend, namely, his desire to play the British off against the Boers. Within days of the annexation it was widely realized that Britain had

  inadvertently assumed responsibility for the long-running border conflict between the numerous Boer settlers and Zulu farmers. Boer citizens were now legally British subjects and they were quick to

  demand that the British authorities should act offensively on their behalf. Faced with the deteriorating situation between the Boers and Zulus, the British allied themselves with the Boers and

  ordered King Cetshwayo to abandon his claim to the ‘disputed territory’. The Zulu king was distressed by the British action; he had naively believed that British annexation of the

  Transvaal would protect Zululand from further Boer settlement. He had poignantly written to Shepstone: ‘I am glad to know now that the Transvaal is English ground; perhaps now there may be

  rest’.




  On the contrary, there was to be no rest and it was not long before the Boers took advantage of the situation. In early 1878 a number of Boer and displaced native settlers

  joined those Boer families already occupying the area directly to the north of Rorke’s Drift. The Zulus especially prized this well-watered land for its winter grazing, especially after the

  serious droughts of 1877 and 1878. It was clear that King Cetshwayo would not accept the increasing flow of settlers and time was running out for the British: urgent action was required.




  The British High Commissioner to South Africa, Sir Bartle Frere, had previously been a highly respected Governor of Bombay and he had long since come to the conclusion that the Zulus were a

  threat and should be absorbed by confederation, at least as a British protectorate and by war if necessary. Direction from the British government was weak and Frere was given a free hand to use his

  initiative. Frere’s communications with the British Colonial Secretary, Sir Michael Hicks Beach (who had succeeded Lord Carnarvon), were vague and led the Colonial Secretary to believe Frere

  would solve any problems without recourse to military action. This situation is understandable as Britain was on the verge of war in Afghanistan and the long-running series of frontier wars against

  the Xhosa people around the South African Cape were finally coming to an end, due in no small part to the determination and skill of the British military commander, Lord Chelmsford. A memorandum in

  July of 1878 from Chelmsford to the Duke of Cambridge at the War Office should have alerted the British government to the threat of war against the Zulus. He wrote: ‘It is more than probable

  that active steps will have to be taken to check the arrogance of Cetywayo, Chief of the Zulus’.




  Frere believed that war against the Zulus was the sole solution to a number of problems he faced before South Africa was united. Defeating the Zulus, Frere reasoned, would be an easy task for

  the British. A quick victory would intimidate the black population into accepting white domination, and remind the Boers that British military rule was not to be challenged. It would also reassure

  the Boer and settler communities that they would be secure and prosperous under British rule, but Frere needed time to allow Chelmsford to concentrate his troops around Zululand. Frere’s

  civilian administrator, Sir Henry Bulwer, was greatly alarmed by Frere’s quest for war: he argued that military action would severely damage Britain’s reputation,

  antagonize the neighbouring black nations and damage the colony’s economic foundation. Bulwer proposed an independent commission to examine the border issue. Frere concurred in the belief

  that such a Boundary Commission would neatly defer the settler problem by adjudicating, once and for all, on title to the disputed territory. The proposal was submitted to Cetshwayo who immediately

  agreed; his reply shows his grasp of the subtleties of British diplomacy:




  

   

    

      

        Before sending for people across the sea for the settlement of the boundary, Cetywayo would be glad if the Governor of Natal would send his

        representatives to see what the claims of Cetywayo are, and to hear what he says, and to hear what others say, and if these cannot come to an understanding on the matter, then a letter can be

        sent across the sea for other people to see what can be done.


      


    


  


 
 



  All parties generally agreed the notion of a Commission; the principal members consisted of Michael Gallwey, a barrister who, although only 31, had become the Attorney-General

  of Natal in 1857; Lieutenant Colonel Anthony Durnford RE, a distinguished and experienced army officer who had served in South Africa for many years and who represented the military; and John

  Shepstone, brother and deputy of the Secretary for Native Affairs. The local Boers were represented by Piet Uys, a farmer who had lost several relatives in skirmishes with the Zulus; Adrian

  Rudolph, the Boer Landdrost of Utrecht; and Henrique Shepstone who served on his father’s staff in Pretoria. King Cetshwayo was fully consulted; he was also invited to send some of his

  advisors to attend the Commission and local Zulu chiefs would be permitted to submit evidence. Confident of his people’s case and in the appointed officials, Cetshwayo readily agreed to abide

  by the Commission’s decision. The actual terms of the Commission were laid down in a letter of instruction to the Commissioners, who were to report on the matter of the disputed border and

  make recommendations, as they deemed advisable to settle the dispute.6




  Sub-Inspector Campbell and a troop of the Natal Mounted Police escorted the members of the Commission to the nominated venue of Rorke’s Drift. The location was ideal, being situated on one

  of the few crossing points on the Buffalo river that formed the largely unmapped border of Natal with Zululand. It was also just within the disputed territory, making the

  venue easily accessible to witnesses from both sides. The Commission was provided with eighteen marquees and accommodation tents together with the necessary staff of cooks, servants, scribes and

  guards, over which the British flag was flown.




  The Commission sat for nearly five weeks during which time they considered voluminous verbal and written representations; it was a difficult task because each Boer claim resulted in a Zulu

  counterclaim. The Boer cause was weakened as their legal case relied on documents that were either unsigned or blatantly fraudulent. Boundaries claimed by the Boers were frequently hand-drawn onto

  maps, and no two maps concurred. In the final analysis the Commission focused upon two main issues: who owned the land prior to the dispute and whether any land under dispute had been properly

  purchased or ceded. The Commission also noted that it had long been Boer policy, if policy it may be called, gradually to force the Zulus from their rich pasturelands. The Commissioners

  concluded:




  

   

    

      

        that no cession of territory was ever made by the Zulu people, and that even had such a cession been made by either Panda [Mpande] or Cetywayo it would

        have been null and void, unless confirmed by the voice of the nation according to the custom of the Zulus.


      


    


  


 
 



  The Commissioners held that the Boers never acquired and the Zulus never lost dominion over the disputed territory, and that the disputed territory was still properly a portion

  of Zululand and, furthermore, the developing Boer settlement at Utrecht must also be surrendered. The Boundary Commission eventually delivered their unexpected verdict in July 1878 to an astonished

  Sir Bartle Frere who determinedly sought to coerce the Commissioners to amend their findings, without success.




  On 24 June Durnford had written home: ‘I think our views will be maintained – at least I hope so. You see we have gone in for fair play’.




  Although the Commission’s findings were not legally binding, Frere was nevertheless devastated by the result; again, he secretly sought to have the Commissioners’ findings modified,

  again without success. Realizing his prime reason for the invasion of Zululand had been annulled by the Commission, he decided to ignore the findings and keep the decision

  secret so as to allow Lord Chelmsford time to prepare and mass his troops ready for battle. In the meantime another reason for the invasion of Zululand had to be found. Frere requested the British

  Government to send massive military reinforcements but his request was refused. Hicks Beach made matters worse for Frere by sending him a dispatch that stated: ‘All the information that has

  hitherto reached them [Parliament] with respect to Zululand appears to them to justify a confident hope that by the exercise of prudence, and by meeting the Zulus in a spirit of forbearance and

  reasonable compromise, it will be possible to avert the very serious evil of a war with Cetshwayo’. Clearly, Frere had been warned off declaring war on the Zulus.




  Frere would also have known that he was now acting illegally. As recently as the Ashanti War Britain had found itself in a remarkably similar ‘ultimatum’ situation when its Gold

  Coast Governor unilaterally threatened war. The response of the Home Government was unambiguous and stated that the principle of military proceedings:




  

   

    

      

        … should be that of defence and not aggression. It is upon this principle alone that the Governors are authorized to make war, and no invasion of

        neighbouring territories can be sanctioned unless it can be shown that it is really a defensive measure, safer, and less costly in blood and money, and more likely to be decisive in its

        results, than waiting for an attack that is being prepared, and which no measure can ward off without loss of that position and dignity which are essential to our security.


		(Hansard 27 March 1879)


      


    


  







  Furthermore, Frere would have been fully aware of Regulation 35 of the Colonial Service, which stated that Governors of Colonies are ordinarily expected to confine themselves to

  the internal government of their colony, and distinctly forbids them to proclaim war against foreign states. It reads:




  

   

    

      

        General Powers of an Officer appointed to conduct a Colonial government.




        He is not to declare or make war against any foreign state, or against the subjects of any foreign state. Aggression he must at

        all times repel to the best of his ability.




        (Functions and duties of High Commissioner. C–2242)


      


    


  







  Unable to alter the results of the Boundary Commission, Frere knew that he could not delay the publication of the Commission’s findings beyond a few months. He was also

  aware that the eventual publication of the findings would seriously antagonize the Boers; worse still, there was every likelihood that the Boers would be required to surrender their farms in

  Zululand. Frere realized that the Boers might retaliate by taking military action against British-controlled Natal. From his days in India, Frere also knew only too well that at a time when Britain

  faced war in Afghanistan, Russia would be watching events in South Africa. If Russia detected any British weakness, there was the distinct possibility that Russian warships would arrive off the

  Cape and sever Britain’s supply line to India and beyond; Frere had to act decisively.




  On 28 July a minor incident occurred which Frere used to generate widespread anti-Zulu sentiment. Two of Chief Sihayo’s sons crossed the river into Natal to capture two of their

  father’s adulterous wives. One wife was duly returned across the border at Rorke’s Drift and clubbed to death in sight of the Mission Station. The following day the second wife was

  recovered and suffered the same fate. Adultery in Zululand was a serious offence against Zulu tradition, especially when committed by the wives of an important chief, and the punishment for being

  caught was invariably instant death. This situation was widely accepted by the Zulus and, prior to current times, would have been ignored by the British on the grounds that matters within Zululand

  were outside their jurisdiction. On this occasion the incident received officially orchestrated publicity throughout Natal in order to inflame public opinion against Cetshwayo. On 9 October a

  further incident occurred; a local chief of Swazi origin, Mbilini, led his warriors through the Pongola valley in the very area under dispute. Immigrant Boers and local natives were attacked and

  their herds of cattle were driven off. This action played straight into Frere’s hands; he was already preparing the terms of an ultimatum and he secretly made Mbilini’s raid the third

  item in the ultimatum.




  Frere and Shepstone both encouraged the press to promulgate the belief that Cetshwayo possessed a standing army of 50,000 warriors, which was poised to invade the

  developing British colony of Natal and its principal towns of Pietermaritzburg and Durban. The civilian population was encouraged to believe that a quick campaign was all that was needed; after

  all, the British Army had wide experience gained during several years of suppressing native insurrections. King Cetshwayo would quickly be defeated and obliged to understand that Queen Victoria

  ruled all of Africa and, furthermore, relationships between the British and Boer communities could be mended – all this could be achieved once the Zulu army which ‘threatened’

  both white communities was defeated.




  The Ultimatum




  Frere reasoned that a British invasion of Zululand would solve the majority of the growing ‘problems’ relating to Zululand. Not only would the defeat of the Zulu

  army facilitate confederation, it would also placate the argumentative Boers and a display of British military might would deter other Bantu-speaking nations from hindering Britain’s

  territorial and commercial expansion. Defeat of the Zulu army would also eliminate the long-standing threat to Natal while at the same time freeing the Zulu men to work for both British and Boer

  commercial ventures. Frere ordered his General Commanding British Forces in South Africa, Sir Frederic Thesiger (shortly to become Lord Chelmsford), to prepare his forces secretly for an immediate

  and brief war against the Zulus. Both men were fully aware that success on the battlefield, even a quick and easy result, would bring them considerable personal success. Frere had enjoyed a truly

  glittering career and another success could advance his position even further. Chelmsford was already secure in every respect but he remained a relatively poor man; he was popular, both with his

  men and his Queen. Chelmsford knew that a victory would enable him to return home with even greater glory and acclaim. Frere knew that to achieve his objectives, war against the Zulus was

  necessary. He accordingly decided to deal with the Boundary Commission’s findings by initiating a policy of inactivity; the files were placed in a locked drawer and even his staff officers

  were not permitted to discuss the subject.




  Frere forwarded a new request for troop reinforcements to protect Natal and those Boer families still within the disputed area; the request went to Sir Michael Hicks Beach.

  Frere also sent a short dispatch to the home government in which he stated that he would make ‘certain demands’ of the Zulu king. Curiously, the last four points of the ultimatum served

  on Cetshwayo were omitted from Frere’s dispatch. Sent on 13 November, this dispatch did not reach Hicks Beach until 2 January; neither did it specify the nature of the demands. Frere

  justified his troop request and ‘demands’ in two short paragraphs:




  

   

    

      

        Zululand is surrounded landward by the territory of the British Government or its allies. They are all peaceful, non-aggressive people, and would never

        interfere with Cetywayo, nor attempt to harm him or his subjects, unless Cetywayo first meddled with them, but whilst he keeps up a large standing army, useless for all but purposes of

        tyranny or aggression, it is quite impossible for his peaceful neighbours to feel secure. The English Government is forced to keep large numbers of her Majesty’s troops in Natal and the

        Transvaal, and even then the people do not feel secure that Cetywayo will not attack them to ‘wash his spears’.




        It is, therefore, absolutely necessary for the peace and quiet of Natal or the Transvaal that Cetywayo should alter his military system, and reduce the size of his army

        to such dimensions as shall be considered by the Great Council of Zulus and the British Government sufficient to secure the internal peace of the country.7


      


    


  


 
 



  The average time taken for a return message to travel between London and Natal was six weeks; Frere therefore knew that Hicks Beach’s official reply could not reach him

  before his British troops invaded Zululand. Likewise, the home government would remain in the dark about the ultimatum and Frere’s intentions until 25 January 1879, three days after the

  invasion of Zululand by Chelmsford’s invasion force. The War Office and numerous politicians would later protest that Frere’s primary purpose of his journey to Natal was solely to

  arbitrate on the boundary dispute under the instructions of the Secretary of State; he had no authority to wage war. Meanwhile, on 11 December 1878, Zulu representatives were summoned to the site

  of a shady tree on the Natal bank of the Tugela river to learn the result of the Boundary Commission’s deliberations. Cetshwayo sent three of his senior generals

  together with eleven chieftains and their retainers to listen to the findings, which were interpreted by Mr Fynney, a Border Agent and Zulu-speaker. John Shepstone, brother and deputy of the

  Secretary for Native Affairs, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, was appointed to announce the findings on behalf of Britain. John Shepstone was a curious choice, as the Zulus knew he was one of the

  Boers’ representatives during the Boundary Commission’s deliberations. He was also despised by the Zulus for having once led a party which tracked down a wanted Zulu chief, Matyana;

  Shepstone had arranged a truce with Matyana’s followers but on meeting Matyana, Shepstone drew a hidden revolver and shot the chief causing him a minor wound. Matyana escaped and John

  Shepstone’s reputation with the Zulus was lost for ever.




  During the morning session, the findings of the Boundary Commission were relayed to the Zulu officials but in heavily worded terms designed to cause confusion. Writing was unknown to the Zulus,

  who were accomplished at memorizing even lengthy speeches. Nevertheless the Zulus realized they had ‘won their case’ and were well satisfied with the final judgement that defined the

  Blood and Pongola rivers as the border between Zululand and the Transvaal. Any Zulus located on the Transvaal side of the new border, who might wish to move back into Zululand, and British or Boer

  subjects located on the Zulu side wishing to move back across the border, would be permitted to do so, in peace, and with compensation where ‘circumstances warranted the expenditure’.

  At midday the Zulu dignitaries were invited to remain for a lunch of roast beef and their favourite sugar-water as a prelude to a further ‘short announcement’. This was to be

  Frere’s ultimatum; worded in such terms that it would be impossible for Cetshwayo to accept. Frere knew the ultimatum would render the Boundary Commission’s report obsolete and

  Cetshwayo’s non-compliance would justify his war against the Zulus.




  When the time came for the announcement, both groups reassembled and the content of the hitherto secret ultimatum was then read to the astonished Zulus, translated again by Mr Fynney. In

  customary style the Zulus listened impassively, until in the midst of the proceedings the noted Durban photographer, Mr James Lloyd, took their photograph, when they became

  agitated by the intrusion.




  The main requirements of the ultimatum included:




  

    

      1 The surrender of Chief Sihayo’s brother and two sons (for crossing the river border into Natal, abducting and then murdering two of Sihayo’s adulterous wives) to

      the Natal Government plus a fine of 500 cattle for not complying with the original order for their surrender, made in August 1878.




      2 A fine of 100 cattle for having hustled and insulted two British surveyors, Deighton and Smith, at the Middle Drift border crossing.




      3 The surrender to the Transvaal Courts of the Swazi chief, Mbilini, (for cattle raiding in the (now) British territory).




      4 That the king should observe promises made by him at his coronation to the British Government. These promises were:




      i Indiscriminate executions should cease.




      ii No Zulu should be condemned without open trial and the public examination of witnesses, for and against, and there should be a right of appeal to the king.




      iii No Zulu’s life should be taken without the previous knowledge and consent of the king, after a trial and after the right of appeal to the king.




      iv That for minor crimes, the loss of property should be substituted for the death penalty.




      v A number of prominent Zulus were to be surrendered for trial (no names were specified).




      5 The Zulu army was to disband and every Zulu was to be free to marry [see here for Zulu controls on marriage].




      6 A British resident official was to oversee Zulu affairs.




      7 Missionaries were to be readmitted to Zululand without let or hindrance. Any dispute involving a European was to be dealt with under British jurisdiction.


    


  




  Having respectfully listened to the ultimatum, the Zulu deputation then expressed their horror at the terms. They were united in their protest that

  Cetshwayo had never given any such assurances but Shepstone stifled their protests. The Zulus requested an extension of the deadline but this was also refused. By the middle of the afternoon,

  Shepstone drew the meeting to a close and the perplexed Zulus were ferried back across the Tugela to take the terms of the ultimatum to Cetshwayo. A local white trader, John Dunn, managed to obtain

  a copy of the ultimatum and, being on good terms with Cetshwayo, sent a copy directly to the king. There followed a succession of futile attempts by the Zulus to placate the British, all to no

  avail.




  Cetshwayo sent a letter denying that he had broken any vows; interestingly, the letter was not made public until after the invasion of Zululand. Cetshwayo wrote:




  

   

    

      

        Did I ever tell Mr Shepstone I would not kill? Did he tell the white people I had made such an arrangement? If he did, he has deceived them. I do kill,

        but do not consider that I have done anything yet in that way. Why do the white people start at nothing? I have not yet begun. I have yet to kill. It is the custom of our nation and I shall

        not depart from it. Why does the Government of Natal speak to me about my laws? Do I go to Natal and dictate to him [Shepstone] about his laws?




        I shall not agree to any laws or rules from Natal, and by so doing throw the large kraal, which I govern, into the water.




        My people will not listen unless they are killed; and while wishing to be friends with the English, I do not agree to give my people over to be governed by laws sent to

        me by them.




        Have I not asked the English to allow me to wash my spears since the death of my father Mpande? And they have kept playing with me all the time, treating me like a

        child.




        Go back and tell the English that I shall now act on my own account, and if they wish me to agree to their laws, I shall leave and become a wanderer, but, before I go it

        will be seen, as I shall not go without having acted.




        Go back and tell the white men this, and let them hear it well. The Government of Natal and I are equal. He is the Governor of Natal and I am the governor

        here.


      


    


  


 
 



  Frere would have realized that this poignant but angry letter was a virtual declaration that Cetshwayo would fight a defensive war if Zululand were

  attacked.




  The ultimatum posed serious problems for both the British government at home and the Zulu king. The British government, still not aware of the full terms of the ultimatum, had to be content with

  awaiting news of the outcome of events. Cetshwayo responded by sending conciliatory messages to Sir Bartle Frere while he reluctantly prepared his army to oppose British troops now massing along

  his border. Yet, for Cetshwayo, the time was opportune; the whole Zulu army was shortly due to assemble at Cetshwayo’s royal homestead at Nodwengu, near Ulundi, for the umKhosi, the

  annual festival of first fruits. With the Zulu warriors already preparing to travel to the event, a further instruction was issued for the warriors to attend, not to celebrate a festival, but with

  their arms and shields ready to defend their country. Lord Chelmsford had not appointed an intelligence officer to his staff; seeing no need for such an appointment, the omission unfortunately

  resulted in the expiry of the ultimatum and the invasion of Zululand both coinciding with the one occasion in the year when the whole Zulu army would be assembled before Cetshwayo at Ulundi. Just

  three days before the British ultimatum was due to expire, each regiment in turn began the process of being ‘doctored’ for war by special war-doctors who administered potions

  (muti) to make the warriors believe they would be bullet proof, or would rapidly heal in the unlikely event of sustaining injury.




  Zulu accounts reveal that Cetshwayo was genuinely distressed by the prospect of war; after all, the Zulus had been faithful allies of the British for many years and had not engaged in warfare

  during the previous twenty-two years since the battle of Ndondakusuka, although they were, nevertheless, highly trained. In the final weeks leading up to the British invasion Cetshwayo sent no

  fewer than six pleas for more time to be given. The British received his final request on 11 January; the reply was curt – Cetshwayo should contact Lieutenant General Lord Chelmsford, whose

  forces were already invading Zululand. Cetshwayo responded by addressing his army with the words:




  

   

    

      

        I am sending you out against the whites, who have invaded Zululand and driven away our cattle. You are to go against the column at

        Rorke’s Drift and drive it back into Natal, and if the state of the river will allow, follow it up through Natal right up to the Drakensberg. You will attack by daylight as there are

        enough of you to eat it up, and you will march slowly so as not to tire yourselves.8


      


    


  


 
 



  The Zulus’ determination to defend their country was to produce the most unexpected result. From this point onwards the news from South Africa was to dominate the British

  press. Curiously, the Swedish government had realized the outcome of the coming conflict was not a foregone conclusion; prior to the ultimatum, the British Foreign Office had received an

  application from the Swedish government asking ‘that steps might be taken to afford protection in the event of a Zulu war to the Mission Station at Rorke’s Drift’. Apparently the

  Swedish government’s dispatch was not considered worthy as no reply was sent or considered necessary; it was merely noted internally.9




  As far as the white population of Natal was concerned, the rumblings of war meant little to them other than an opportunity of making profit by supplying the British Army. With Christmas coming,

  life in Natal proceeded as normal; the possibility of war with the Zulus did not unduly concern the civilian population who were more interested in the coming festivities and the price of their

  market commodities. Both towns were prospering from the influx of the military that consumed vast quantities of provisions. Several new buildings in both Durban and Pietermaritzburg had second

  floors, which reflected the colony’s new wealth, and their shops and stores were well provisioned. Good beef could be obtained for 5d. per pound, lamb for 6d., sugar 4d., and coffee 1s. 4d.

  There was plenty of Christmas fare specially imported from Europe and most popular were English hams and bacon, Stilton cheese and a variety of sherries and champagne. Private houses were decorated

  with local ferns, flowers and lilies. The social scene thrived with concerts, theatres and music halls all well attended. All transactions were in British coinage – sovereigns and

  half-sovereigns, crowns and half-crowns, florins, shillings, fourpenny and threepenny bits, copper pence, halfpence and farthings.




  These two towns each had a small hospital to cater for their growing populations, people who generally regarded the function of such places as purely to receive dead and

  dying people. Illness and injury were much dreaded, patent medicines known as ‘cure-alls’ being all that was available to the population. Better-off families usually owned a medicine

  chest complete with a book of instructions and phials of lotions and potions for every known ailment. The Zulu War would bring a flood of British medical teams to Natal, and the women of Natal who

  generously assisted with nursing the military sick and wounded would likewise quickly gain their expertise.










   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER 1




  The Invaders of Zululand




  

    

      For a shilling a day.


    






   




   




   




   




  During the reign of Queen Victoria, there were more than enough recruits to make conscription unnecessary and taking the queen’s shilling, and all it stood for, was a

  legally binding contract between the recruit and the army. Recruiting sergeants knew where to find hungry and unemployed young men and consequently frequented the public houses and taverns where

  they collected, although any recruit who could be proved to have been drunk at the time of his ‘enlistment’ could be released from the commitment on payment of £1. Recruits were

  normally ‘sworn in’ within twenty-four hours before being medically examined and posted to a regiment or to join a draft being sent abroad. Most young men joined the army to escape

  unemployment, poverty and wretched squalor. Many were initially unfit or suffering from poor physique due to the ravages of illness and disease that swept the civilian population of the time;

  tuberculosis, cholera, influenza, whooping cough, scarlet fever, measles, syphilis and a variety of lesser infectious diseases were rife. The life expectancy of the working classes was as low as 38

  years – with only the well-off having any hope of reaching their mid-fifties. The average height of an army recruit had fallen over the previous ten years to a skinny 5ft 4in and yet, in

  spite of their poor physical condition, several weeks of sustained military training usually sufficed to transform the recruits into competent soldiers. A comparison of contemporary statistics reveals that in 1869 there were 12,000 recruits to the army with 3,341 desertions, or 27 per cent. In 1878 the recruits numbered 28,325 and the desertions 5,400, or 19 per

  cent. Despite these figures, the British soldiers about to face Cetshwayo’s Zulus were resilient fellows hardened by the African weather and by six years’ constant campaigning, although

  most had little or no idea why they would be fighting the Zulus. They amused themselves with a variety of sports such as wrestling and spear throwing and soldiers with less than fifteen

  years’ service were expected to undertake three half-mile runs each week. At first sight a soldier’s pay appeared to be reasonable, but from the daily shilling, official deductions

  ensured his continued poverty. A married soldier could have maintenance deducted from his wages and paid to his wife or family though no official help, other than charity, was available to the

  widow of a soldier killed in action, or who died of disease on campaign. It was not until after 1881 that any form of widow’s benefit became payable.




  Letters from soldiers in the Zulu War tended to concentrate on worries about their families and friends rather than the conditions they were experiencing in Africa. At the time of the invasion

  of Zululand their life centred on staying dry and comfortable, a difficult task during the heavy thunderstorms of the four-month rainy season. The older and more experienced soldiers knew how to

  look after themselves and their equipment; they knew to sleep among rocks rather than on the damp ground to keep clean and dry, to dry out their wet kit when the sun shone and to swill out their

  boots daily with their own urine to fight athlete’s foot. Preventative medicine as such was not knowingly practised and so dysentery, enteric fever and tuberculosis all took their relentless

  toll, especially when the soldiers were coughing and spitting in squalid and overcrowded conditions. Close contact with infected animals and drinking contaminated milk resulted in tuberculosis

  spreading rapidly among the soldiers while the common practice of drawing drinking water from the same source used by animals and local people spread enteric fever. Likewise, it was not realized

  until after the war that sick oxen and dying Zulus tended to make for water; the many decomposing carcasses polluted the watercourses, but unfortunately this was ignored by water-collecting

  parties.




  Disease was one problem, staying out of trouble was another; most soldiers quickly learned to obey every order instantly as flogging was still regularly practised. Of the

  12,000 soldiers who took part in the two invasions of Zululand, 545 were flogged between 11 January and 4 July 1879; the standard punishment for insubordination or similar minor offences was

  twenty-five lashes, sleeping on duty or theft merited fifty lashes. It appears from their letters that soldiers accepted the necessity of corporal punishment though a number described it as

  ‘a sorry sight’. Following furious protests in the British press, flogging was eventually banned at the end of 1879, even for active service offences.




  The British officers who led their men to Zululand were generally taller and fitter than their men. They usually came from the middle and upper classes and most had purchased their commissions

  prior to the Cardwell reforms that abolished the purchase system. Most officers enjoyed the benefits of family wealth but on campaign officers were expected to display a high level of fitness,

  loyalty, team spirit and physical bravery. By the time of the Zulu War many officers had adopted a more paternal attitude towards their men; they were more concerned for their men’s welfare

  and many readily assisted with the vital task of letter writing and reading.




  By 1874 communications and trade throughout Natal were so severely hampered by impassable roads, a complete lack of navigable rivers and the absence of a transport system that a government

  enquiry had taken place to examine the feasibility of creating a unified infrastructure throughout Natal. The enquiry considered developing an integrated rail and road network but, due to a lack of

  finance, the recommendations of the enquiry were never implemented. The commerce of Natal continued to depend on a network of dirt roads and inaccurate maps; and with regard to neighbouring

  Zululand, no reliable maps existed as much of the country remained unexplored.




  By mid 1878 plans were well advanced for the invasion of Zululand, but one practical problem remained – there was no established system of transport within the British Army. Lord

  Chelmsford’s invasion force would amount to an estimated total of 12,500 fighting men who would need many hundreds of wagons with thousands of oxen, mule carts, mules and horses. Lord Chelmsford requested the imposition of martial law in order that his army could commandeer all the wagons, oxen and horses needed for the invasion but the civilian Governor of

  Natal, Sir Henry Bulwer, refused the request. The officer in charge of supplies, Commissary General Strickland, had a peacetime establishment of twenty junior officers and thirty men under his

  command, a woefully inadequate staff for such an enormous undertaking. Chelmsford quickly realized his invasion could not take place without sufficient transport and appointed a Board, under

  Colonel Sir Evelyn Wood, to advise him. Chelmsford telegraphed the War Office for an urgent draft of experienced captains to be sent to Natal to supplement the commissariat; he then ordered the

  unopened railway line that was still under construction from Durban to Pietermaritzburg to be made available. While the commissariat pondered the merit of purchase as an alternative to the hire of

  transport, Chelmsford ordered the purchase of 200 wagons on the open market. This decision caused a dramatic increase in prices across the country and the army was soon at the mercy of speculative

  contractors. Chelmsford had even less luck with oxen and horses as Natal had only recently come through a two-year drought and healthy animals were already being traded at a premium. Horses in poor

  condition, that would previously have sold for as little as £2 each, were being traded for £40 while oxen could only be hired at exorbitant rates, but not purchased as the owners

  realized they could levy monthly hire charges that were in excess of the animals’ true value.1




  Without the imposition of martial law to control prices, the cost of mounting the invasion soared by the day. At last, exasperated and frustrated by the profiteering and lack of progress,

  Chelmsford took control of the commissariat and immersed himself in the task of resolving the situation. It was to his credit that, within weeks, he brought the situation back under control and had

  established an effective commissariat team under Commissary General Strickland, shortly to be reinforced by the specially drafted officers now en route from England. The Commissariat and Transport

  Department was still a young department of the army, having come into existence only on 9 December 1875 by royal warrant. Its officers held commissions identical to other army officers although

  their rank structure set them apart. On operations the senior officer was the commissary general; his deputy held the equivalent rank to a lieutenant colonel, a commissary as

  a major, a deputy commissary to a captain and an assistant commissary to a lieutenant. Sadly, other officers in the British Army looked down on their commissary brothers; even Wolseley wrote that

  ‘to rely upon a Commissariat officer is to be destroyed, and so it must always be until the Commissariat men are gentlemen, or at least as much gentlemen as the average British

  Officer’. At Rorke’s Drift, Commissary officers were shortly to prove they were more than an equal match for their brother officers.




  Within the regiments and units preparing for the invasion, Chelmsford ordered each unit to appoint its own officers of transport to assist the commissariat. These officers were required to

  coordinate and take responsibility for their unit’s transport requirements, assisted by a sub-conductor for every ten wagons. The total number of wagons allocated per infantry battalion

  amounted to seventeen, including one HQ (Headquarters) wagon; a battery of artillery had ten wagons and a squadron of mounted infantry had four. The overall responsibility for transport fell on the

  appointed transport officer, one per invading column. By September Chelmsford had created an effective and efficient supply system and advanced planning for the invasion was finalized. Fate then

  intervened; the two-year drought suddenly came to an end with incessant torrential rain and, within a matter of days, the dusty rutted tracks of Natal had become impassable quagmires.




  It soon became obvious to Chelmsford that his plan for five invasion columns was totally impracticable; there were simply not enough wagons to carry the necessary stores. The list of stores was

  enormous and wide-ranging; it included tents, ammunition, cooking equipment, mobile hospitals and medicines, tools, spare boots and uniforms and food for the whole campaign. Chelmsford wisely

  decided to reduce the number of invasion columns from five to three, and also instructed that a series of supply depots be established at intervals along each column’s line of march; the

  column could then be ‘drip-fed’ on a daily basis from the nearest depot. For the Centre Column, which Chelmsford would accompany, depots were prepared and stocked with one month’s

  supplies at Helpmekaar and Rorke’s Drift. By 11 January when the invasion commenced, Chelmsford was satisfied that he had enough stores in place to sustain his columns;

  each could theoretically carry fifteen days’ supplies enabling them to move at 10 miles per day. Chelmsford had achieved an apparently impossible task.




  The average soldier was probably unaware of all the administrative arrangements necessary for him to fight the Zulus; he was probably more concerned with the availability of his daily rations

  and bottled beer. His daily entitlement was a minimum of 1 pound of fresh meat, 1.5 pounds of fresh bread or its equivalent in biscuits, plus fresh vegetables and fruit or lime juice and sugar in

  lieu; this regulatory ration allowance gives an indication of the logistical planning necessary just to feed the 12,500 strong invasion force.




  Chelmsford’s invasion date in early January 1879 was carefully chosen; the timing would interfere with the Zulu harvest and demoralize the Zulu population unable to gather their crops.

  Chelmsford was advised that from January onwards the rivers forming the Natal boundary with Zululand would be in full flood and create a natural defence for Natal against Zulu attacks. The recent

  rains would also provide natural grazing for the invasion force’s numerous oxen and horses, the absence of which precluded invading during the later dry season.




  Both Frere and Chelmsford fully expected a rapid defeat of the Zulu army. The British and Colonial officers and their troops were all experienced in African warfare and Chelmsford’s main

  fear was that the Zulus would not fight – although he had been warned by Boer leaders, remembering their own defeats at the hands of the Zulus, that he faced a powerful adversary. He realzed

  his columns would be vulnerable to sudden attacks and he accordingly ordered a high state of readiness to be observed during the advance; overnight, every camp must be laagered ready to resist

  attack. In planning his strategy, Chelmsford had to leave the border of Natal virtually unprotected while the columns advanced into Zululand. He reasoned that by an advance on Ulundi in a

  three-pronged attack, the Zulus would be forced to attack one or all invading columns rather than Natal; he also reasoned that the simultaneous advance would force Cetshwayo to commit all his

  amabutho (regiments), leaving him without reserves. Orders were given for every Zulu homestead and food store in the path of the invasion force to be destroyed; this

  laying waste would systematically remove supplies from any Zulu force, and it would break the will of the Zulu people2 and provoke their army into

  attacking Chelmsford. And when they attacked, they would be no match for his calm and experienced troops with their sophisticated firepower. Well-aimed rifle volley fire supported by rockets,

  artillery and Gatling guns would, in Chelmsford’s opinion, ensure the swift defeat of such an unsophisticated adversary. He accordingly gave priority to the implementation of regulations

  relating to the availability of ammunition. Each artillery battery of two guns carried sixty-eight rounds together with twelve rockets and additional reserves were to be readily available in

  accompanying carts and wagons. Rifle ammunition was calculated at 270 rounds per soldier, 70 in the possession of each man and 200 rounds in easily recognized colour-coded ammunition wagons. All

  column commanders had received written instructions that ‘a commanding officer would incur a heavy responsibility should required supplies fail to arrive in time, through any want of

  foresight and arrangement on his part’.




  During October Chelmsford undertook a tour of inspection of the proposed route to be taken by the Centre Column to the Zulu border. He rode from Greytown to Helpmekaar and then down the

  escarpment overlooking the Zulu border to the Drift itself. He noted that there were two routes from Helpmekaar, a ‘good one which makes a wide detour and may be considered as two days’

  march distant’ (the modern road today), ‘and a bad one which takes a direct line, and could easily be accomplished in one day’. Chelmsford gave orders for the ‘bad

  road’ to be improved ‘as its importance for both offence and defence, would be very great.’ From his meeting with local people along the route, he became so convinced that the

  Zulus would shrink from his force that he also considered the establishment of camps to deal with Zulu refugees. By November the store depot at Helpmekaar was sufficiently stocked that supplies for

  the front line could begin to be forwarded to the advance supply depot at Rorke’s Drift.




  Everyone settled down to await the expiry of the ultimatum, and in order to retain harmony within the growing camp it was decreed by commanding officers that sports should be encouraged but all

  sports involving physical contact were temporarily banned from Christmas Day onwards. In reporting the ban, the Natal Witness reporter wrote from Helpmekaar on 1

  January:




  

   

    

      

        At sports, as is not unusual, disputes arise, and partisanship will be demonstrative; the consequences might be a quarrel, which under the present

        circumstances for which the forces are collected, would prove a most unhappy and untoward event. If the prohibition of sport is attributed, therefore, to severe military discipline, there is

        a very good reason and excuse for it.


      


    


  


 
 



  Harmony was further enhanced with the arrival of the Revd George Smith in his new capacity of military chaplain; he was a huge and bearded man and was formally of the local

  Estcourt parish. The same reporter wrote of him:




  

   

    

      

        It is an impressive scene to witness 1,000 warlike men, in various uniforms, form square, and join a robed priest, standing in the centre, with a band

        of musicians – vocal and instrumental, in the worship of Almighty God. This is one of the greatest civilising influences which the forces could carry with them.


      


    


  


 
 



  Within a week of the expiry date of the ultimatum on 11 January 1879, the three columns were fully equipped and ready to invade Zululand. The main attacking Centre Column,

  commanded by Colonel Glyn with 1,600 Europeans and 2,500 natives, had moved down during November from Helpmekaar to Rorke’s Drift. Colonel Pearson’s Coastal Column consisted of 1,800

  Europeans and 2,000 natives and Colonel Wood VC commanded the Northern Column, with 1,700 Europeans and 300 natives. There were two small columns held in reserve: one was commanded by Colonel

  Rowlands VC just inside the Transvaal border while the other, commanded by Colonel Durnford, was at Middle Drift to protect the Natal border from any Zulu incursion. Theoretically Durnford had a

  force of 3,000 natives but his actual establishment amounted to only 500, of which half were the élite and very loyal (to Durnford) Natal Native Horse. He also had at his disposal a small

  rocket battery commanded by Major Russell RA.




  On 10 January a general order was read to the patiently waiting troops; the Centre Column was to prepare to strike tents at 3 a.m. the following day, cross the Buffalo

  river and march into Zululand. At that time, the camp was aroused by the trumpet calls of the different corps to feed their horses, and after a very early breakfast, tents were struck; ‘boot

  and saddle’ was sounded followed by ‘prepare to mount’, and then ‘mount and fall in’. By 4 a.m. not a vestige of the cavalry camp could be seen; tents and baggage were

  all packed on wagons, and each corps was standing in line, formed ready to march. Once under way the trumpet call ‘trot’ was sounded, and then the stillness of the moonlit scene was

  broken by that martial sound of activity that only a body of cavalry can make when in rapid motion. The cavalry reached Rorke’s Drift as dawn approached and joined the waiting columns of the

  24th Regiment.




  The main Centre Column of the invasion force was to be spearheaded by the two battalions of the 24th (2nd Warwickshire) Regiment. Both battalions were enthusiastic at the prospect of leading

  operations against the Zulus and it was a coincidence that both battalions of this regiment were to serve together in the Zulu War. The very experienced 1st Battalion had not seen home service

  since arriving in South Africa on 4 February 1875 after a series of Mediterranean postings. They were tough and battle-hardened after four years’ active campaigning during the Ninth Frontier

  War at the Cape. The 2nd Battalion, with 24 officers and 849 other ranks, had arrived in South Africa on 28 February 1878 and shortly afterwards commenced their duties at King William’s Town.

  Both battalions were then engaged in quelling small pockets of rebellion throughout the Cape area when news of a threatened Boer insurrection at Kimberley reached Natal. The 1/24th were already

  battle-hardened and extremely fit; on one occasion, under the command of Colonel Richard Glyn, they were ordered to march the 650 miles to Kimberley. On their arrival the Boers had a change of

  heart so the regiment promptly marched back to the Cape. This added experience helped to toughen the regiment in preparation for the arduous campaign looming in Natal.




  By the middle of 1878 rumours were beginning to spread throughout Natal that King Cetshwayo was threatening to invade Natal; consequently the 2nd Battalion was directed to

  Pietermaritzburg where they assembled on 6 August 1878. The 1st Battalion was not long in following the 2nd; it had been back at King William’s Town about a month when C and D Companies,

  under Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Henry Pulleine, were also ordered to Pietermaritzburg.




  During the operations against the local tribes, neither battalion had sustained significant casualties. Only two officers, Captains Frederick Carrington and Frederick Goodwin-Austen, were

  wounded, one man was killed and a few wounded, though from disease the loss was higher: eighteen men of the 1st Battalion and twenty-one of the 2nd. General Thesiger (later Lord Chelmsford) spoke

  in the highest terms of both battalions, emphasizing how well the younger soldiers, of whom the 2/24th was in large measure composed, had come through this severe ordeal of hard work in the face of

  difficult conditions. Likewise, the soldiers respected Chelmsford, the Natal Witness reported (5 January):




  

   

    

      

        The headquarter staff camp is pitched to the right of all the others, almost in the centre as you walk from one end to the other. The Union Jack flies

        in front of the tent of the General, and his mule wagons are placed in position behind; otherwise there is nothing to show the difference between it and the other camps. His Excellency is

        much liked, and sets a good example to the men under him. He rises at daylight, and when on the march assists in striking and pitching his own tent. His manner is exceedingly affable to all,

        and he seems to have the happy knack of thoroughly understanding at once what is meant to be conveyed to him, although it may be wrapped up either in eloquence or long-windedness. His love of

        punctuality is well known through the camp, and of course leads to the same system in others.


      


    


  







  It was to be the fate of the 1st Battalion and one company of the recently arrived 2nd Battalion to face the Zulu attack at Isandlwana where almost all the men and officers

  involved would be killed. On the very same day, B Company of the 2nd Battalion would initially suffer the ignominy of being left behind at Rorke’s Drift to guard the stores and then, within

  hours, find themselves facing potentially overwhelming numbers of Zulus seeking to destroy the position.




   In addition to the two battalions of the 24th, Chelmsford’s main fighting force was to consist of the 90th, and single battalions of the 3rd, 4th, 13th and 99th

  regiments, with a battalion of the 80th held in reserve at Luneburg. This force amounted to a total of nearly 9,000 professional and well-armed soldiers, with a similar number of native troops,

  – known disparagingly as the ‘untrained untrainables’ – divided into seven battalions and led by white officers. To this force were added irregular units based on the

  quasi-military Natal police together with frontier guards and local defence groups with such grand names as the Natal Horse, Natal Carbineers and Durban Mounted Rifles.




  By Christmas everything was ready for the invasion; kit was cleaned and polished, wagons were loaded and the regimental bands rehearsed the stirring themes that would spur on the columns of

  soldiers as they marched into Zululand. On 6 January 1879, four days before the expiry of the ultimatum, troops of Wood’s Northern column began crossing into Zululand. Everyone’s

  fervent hope was that the Zulus would stand and fight.3










   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER 2




  The Zulus






    

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




      ANTHONY TROLLOPE


   

  




   




   




   




   




  Like the British soldiers, the Zulus had also originally invaded southern Africa. Over several thousand years the Bantu-speaking people spread laterally across central Africa

  from the equatorial West Coast and slowly progressed south and east around the wastes of the Kalahari desert. One tribe, the Nguni, settled the area known today as Natal, probably between

  1500 and 1700 AD. The remaining Xhosa tribe continued south, eventually reaching the Great Fish River; they were only 500 miles from the Cape, which, unbeknown to them, was in the process of

  being colonized by the Boers. 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.




  An insignificantly small group of Nguni people lived near the coast on the banks of the White Mfolozi river. Their chief, named Zulu, was succeeded by his two brothers who then gave way

  to Senzangakona. At the same time the Xhosa first came into conflict with the Boers at the Battle of Kaffirkop. During this embryonic stage of their development the group adopted the title

  ‘Zulu’ and had grown in size to well over 1,000. Around 1787 Senzangakona fathered the child of a neighbouring eLangeni chief’s daughter, Nandi.

  Senzangakona reluctantly appointed Nandi as his unofficial third wife but refused to recognize her son Shaka. In due course Nandi and her children were evicted back to the unwelcoming

  eLangeni who treated the family as outcasts.




  In 1802 the whole land was suffering widespread famine; nevertheless the eLangeni banished the luckless family into destitution. Nandi fled to the Qwabe clan where she had once given

  birth to a son by a Qwabe warrior named Gendeyana. Under Gendeyana’s patronage the family again received shelter and the young Shaka developed into such a skilled warrior that Senzangakona

  eventually sought his return. Shaka’s reputation increased and legend records both his fearlessness when hunting wild animals and great prowess with the spear. At the age of 24 Shaka was

  called to join King Dingiswayo’s IziCwe ibutho (guild or regiment of ‘national service’ warriors). During the next five years he closely studied the king’s strategy

  of control over other tribes by the use of brutal and aggressive tactics, a policy frequently but incorrectly attributed to Shaka.




  Under Dingiswayo Shaka was appointed to lead the IziCwe regiment; he taught his warriors the close combat for which he became famous and caused the ineffective throwing spears to be melted down

  and recast as the long, sharp, flat-bladed stabbing spear1 or Ikwa, the onomatopoeic term for the sucking sound of the blade being withdrawn from

  a body. He ordered his regiment’s traditional large shields to be cut down in size and made stronger, so that in close combat the new shield could be hooked under that of an opponent and,

  when twisted sideways, revealed the opponent’s body exposed and vulnerable to the deadly Ikwa thrust.




  His re-trained regiment was soon pitched against the nearby Buthelezi tribe and in due course both regiments lined up for the traditional giya, a bloodless confrontation of taunts

  and abuse with victory going to the most impressive side. The unsuspecting Buthelezi, led by Shaka’s Chief Bakaza, commenced to giya but Shaka instantly killed Bakaza whereupon the

  IziCwe fell upon the unsuspecting Buthelezi and slaughtered them to a man. Dingiswayo thereupon appointed Shaka to lead the northern Zulu tribe. On Senzangakona’s death, Shaka annexed the

  Zulu clan and deposed his half-brother Dingane by sending him back to his own distant clan, an offshoot of the Qwabe tribe.




  Shaka was in his early thirties when he commenced his ruthless reign. Opponents and dissenters were mercilessly executed, as were warriors who did not reach the exacting physical standards

  required for a Zulu impi, the Zulu fighting force usually of regimental strength. He perfected the Ikwa and developed the Impondo Zankhomo, the encircling technique known as

  the ‘horns of the bull’ whereby the fast-running horns on each flank encircled an enemy. The main Zulu body would then engage and slaughter the surrounded enemy using the close combat

  techniques of shield and stabbing spear. Shaka drilled his Zulus remorselessly in order to attack the resurgent and belligerent Buthelezi clan. When the two sides met, Shaka’s warriors

  encircled the Buthelezi and slaughtered them before their distraught onlookers. Shaka then ordered the massacre of the Buthelezi non-combatants.




  By 1818 Shaka’s impi had grown to more than 2,000 warriors and his sphere of influence was steadily increasing. The struggle for power now focused on another powerful chief, Zwide. Zwide

  attacked Shaka at Gqokli Hill but the battle was inconclusive and both sides withdrew to their own territory. Shaka’s army was still intact and warriors from other clans immediately flocked

  to swell his ranks. Zwide attacked the Zulus again in the summer of 1819 with a massive army of nearly 20,000 warriors but this time Shaka was even better prepared.




  Shaka teased Zwide’s army into following a number of feints across barren terrain until, several days later, Shaka attacked and destroyed Zwide’s starving men. Shaka thereafter ruled

  unchallenged. His army grew to over 20,000 trained warriors and was based in a heartland that extended from the Indian Ocean to the Drakensberg and from the Pongola river in the north to the Tugela

  river in the south. Shaka forced his ruthless influence still further and by 1822 his clan had grown into an empire that extended into the Kalahari desert, north to the shores of Lake Malawi and

  south to the northern Cape.




  In early 1824 Shaka heard of the handful of white men living at a small coastal enclave known to the whites as Port Natal and, to satisfy his curiosity, sent them an

  invitation to visit his kraal at kwaBulawayo (the place of him who kills). The party consisted of Lieutenant Francis Farewell RN; Henry Fynn, the British resident in Zululand; four hardy

  pioneers, John Cane, Henry Ogle, Joseph Powell and Thomas Halstead; and a large number of gifts. After various displays and feasts, Farewell and Fynn finally met with Shaka and during one of their

  meetings they sought and were granted trading rights for the Farewell Trading Company. The party returned to Port Natal but without Fynn who remained at Shaka’s request – not as a

  hostage, but to enable Shaka to learn more of the white men. Fynn was residing at the royal kraal when an attempt was made on Shaka’s life. He was stabbed through his left arm and ribs by an

  unknown assailant and lay at death’s door for a week. During this time, Fynn cleaned and bandaged the wound and generally watched over Shaka who quickly recovered. Shaka believed that members

  of the distant Qwabe tribe were responsible for the attempt; accordingly, two impis were dispatched which captured the Qwabe cattle and destroyed their kraals. The settlers’ position was

  assured and Shaka allegedly signed an agreement granting Farewell nearly 4, 000 square miles of land around Port Natal.




  During 1826 Farewell and Fynn accompanied Shaka’s army of over 40, 000 warriors on an expedition against the distant Ndwandwe clan. The result was a total slaughter of the Ndwandwe; an

  event that distressed even Farewell and Fynn, though Shaka was delighted with the 60, 000 captured cattle. Shaka’s absolute disregard for the sanctity of human life was difficult for the

  Europeans to comprehend; on a daily basis a dozen executions were normal.




  Shaka’s rule was total until 1827 when his mother, Nandi, suddenly died. It is said that Shaka’s grief was so intense that he required every Zulu to experience his loss. At a

  gathering of some 20, 000 souls within the homestead, enforced wailing and summary executions commenced and continued for more than a day until well over 1, 000 of the multitude lay dead. Shaka

  then decreed that during the next twelve months no crops could be grown, children were not to be conceived, or milk drunk – all on pain of death. The situation continued for three months

  until Shaka tired of mourning, whereupon some normality returned.




  The damage and carnage was such that Shaka’s half-brothers, Dingane and Mhlangana, clandestinely agreed that Shaka must die. They waited until the army was on

  campaign and stabbed Shaka to death during a meeting with his remaining advisers. His body was unceremoniously buried in a pit weighted down with stones. Many years later the site was purchased by

  a farmer, and today Shaka’s grave lies somewhere under Cooper Street in the small town of Stanger, north of Durban.




  Within days the exhausted and anxious army returned in expectation of Shaka’s wrath, only to be relieved when Dingane welcomed his army back, fed them and then authorized their leave.

  Dingane thus ensured their loyalty and, being unchallenged, he assumed the mantle of king. Curiously, the title ‘king’ appears to have evolved from a spontaneous gesture by Lt Farewell

  during an earlier meeting between Shaka and Farewell. In awe of Shaka, Farewell took a smear of grease from one of his cannon wheel hubs and ceremonially anointed Shaka on his forehead –

  after which, he was referred to as ‘the king’.




  At no more than 30 years of age, Dingane settled into a life of luxury and security. He enjoyed singing and dancing and clearly had an artistic inclination. Unlike Shaka, Dingane spent most of

  his time in the isiGodlo (harem) or reviewing parades of warriors and cattle. He reduced the size of the Zulu army and Shaka’s previous policy of random butchery ceased, though

  miscreants were still summarily executed without trial or mercy.




  In 1838 a Boer trek leader, Piet Retief, took a party of Boers to Dingane’s royal homestead kraal to seek permission to settle; instead of gaining permission they were massacred. Dingane

  immediately sent his warriors to destroy the unsuspecting waiting Boer families and in a further night of slaughter, another 523 souls died, mainly women and children. The Boers exacted revenge in

  their victory at Blood River towards the end of 1838. After this defeat Dingane withdrew his army and regrouped his forces at umGungundhlovu. The following Boer trekkers streamed across the

  Drakensberg mountain range and 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. They negotiated a truce with Dingane but then abandoned the port to the Boers.




  Having controlled the advancing Boers, Dingane decided to re-establish his control over the non-Zulu tribes by undertaking a punitive expedition against his younger half-brother, Mpande, who

  promptly fled to the Boers for protection with nearly 20, 000 of his people. The Boers realized the Zulus were in disarray and mounted a massive counter-expedition, which included Mpande’s

  Zulus in support of the Boers, mainly to recapture their lost cattle and horses.




  Dingane sent two ambassadors to plead for a truce with the Boers who were camped at the site of the Blood River battle, but the two were promptly executed out of vengeance for their suspected

  complicity in Retief’s murder. During the protracted skirmishing which followed, the Boers recovered most of their cattle and Dingane was forced to flee across the northern Pongola river

  where his own people, eager for a return to peace, murdered him.




  The news of Dingane’s death swept across Natal and then beyond to the many tribes who had been displaced by Shaka and Dingane. These commenced their own steady trek back to their

  homelands, only to discover the Boers were settling on their lands. The Boer Volksraad (Council) decreed that the natives, now starving and homeless, were to be rounded up and moved into a native

  homeland well away from the Boer sphere of influence. The British at the Cape heard of the plan towards the end of 1841 and forbade the Boer action. British troops re-seized Durban and quickly

  dispatched sufficient administrators to govern the area while the Volksraad endeavoured to regain control over the increasingly contrary Boers, who had even endeavoured, unsuccessfully, to enlist

  the support of the King of Holland. Unbeknown to the Boers, it was a wasted exercise, as Holland had no intention of provoking Britain.




  In 1845 Britain annexed the whole of Natal into the Cape Colony, including Boer-held territory. Reluctantly the Boer Volksraad acquiesced. The Boers had overreached themselves and, by provoking

  the British, lost sovereignty over lands won by their great sacrifice. Settlers continued arriving from Europe and Durban rapidly prospered as the influence of

  Pietermaritzburg declined. During the European upheaval in Natal the Zulus, under their new king Mpande, had decided to avoid further confrontation with the whites and had withdrawn to the north

  side of the Buffalo and Tugela rivers.




  During the relatively peaceful years that followed, Mpande ruled the Zulu nation fairly but firmly according to Zulu custom. It was a period of consolidation after the internecine wars of 1838

  and 1840 and the Zulus were also recovering from the economic impoverishment resulting from white settlers’ encroachment. Mpande turned his attention to the isiGodlo, and to feasting

  until he became too obese to walk. His activities in the isiGodlo produced nearly thirty sons; the firstborn was named Cetshwayo and was followed shortly by a brother named Mbulazi. As

  Mpande aged, schisms developed within the Zulu nation and gradually the subservient chiefs and clans gradually inclined to either Cetshwayo or Mbulazi. The two brother princes were now in their

  early twenties and led the uThulwana and amaShishi regiments respectively. Cetshwayo was a traditionalist and hankered after the regal days of Shaka whereas Mbulazi was more inclined

  to intellectual matters, though equally devious and powerful; it was 1856 and both sought to be king.




  As usual, resolution came through bloody conflict, perhaps the worst seen or recorded in African history. Near Ndondakusuka hill Cetshwayo mustered 20, 000 warriors, the uSuthu, and

  pitted them against Mbulazi’s army of 30, 000, the iziGqoza, which included many women and old men. The confrontation took place on the banks of an insignificant stream, the Thambo,

  which fed into the Tugela river. The battle lasted no more than an hour with Mbulazi’s army being heavily defeated. In customary Zulu fashion, Cetshwayo gave orders for their total slaughter

  and only a handful of survivors escaped. Cetshwayo was later song-praised for his victory as being the victor who ‘Caused people to swim against their will, for he made men swim when they

  were old’.2




  Following the battle Cetshwayo effectively took over the running of the Zulu nation, leaving Mpande a mere figurehead. Cetshwayo had long since observed the underlying

  tension between the British in Natal and the Transvaal Boers and knew he was in a position of considerable strength. He now had full control of Zululand and in order to strengthen his grip further

  he astutely courted friendship with the British, whereupon Shepstone, Secretary for Native Affairs, went to Mpande and suggested that, in the name of Queen Victoria, Cetshwayo should be appointed

  heir apparent. Mpande accepted the proposal on behalf of the Zulus though Cetshwayo was aware that his future now depended, to a degree, on British support. Mpande died in 1872 after thirty

  relatively peaceful years on the Zulu throne, a reign marred only by his two sons’ recent battle by the Tugela. Mpande was the only Zulu king of the era to die of natural causes.




  Cetshwayo became king in his mid forties and immediately sought British confirmation of his position. Shepstone readily agreed and, in a sham ceremony on 1 September 1873, Cetshwayo was crowned

  king of the Zulu nation – in the name of Queen Victoria. Cetshwayo, perhaps the most intelligent of all the Zulu kings, now ruled a united nation, his army was at its strongest and the Zulus

  had a most powerful friend, Queen Victoria - and no apparent enemies.




  With his military position secure, Cetshwayo began to strengthen his economic and political control. Since the reign of Shaka young men had been obliged to serve in the army as a means of

  binding the nation together. The units or amabutho were the king’s active service units and in peacetime gave service at the king’s command, often as tax officials or by

  undertaking policing duties. Apart from drawing young men into an amabutho or unit for military and work purposes, this arrangement also served to accustom warriors into identifying the Zulu king

  as their leader, regardless of their origins. However, when young men came from an outlying area or had recently been absorbed into the Zulu nation, they were allocated menial work and were known

  as amalala (menials), amanhlwenga (destitutes) or iziendane (unusual hairstyles).




  These warriors remained in their regimental amabutho until the king authorized their ‘marriage’; this was another misunderstood concept that has often led to confusion. Zulu

  marriage has invariably been interpreted through European eyes with overtones of repressed Freudian sexuality and transposed with European values of marriage. To a Zulu man,

  marriage denoted the most significant event of his life by giving him the right to take a number of wives; he was free to establish his personal kraal and he could own land for his cattle and

  crops. The king controlled marriage as a means of keeping his young men under arms and out of the economic structure of Zululand. Had every warrior been permitted to establish his own kraal at

  will, the effect on various Zulu social processes, including production and reproduction, would have resulted in economic instability. Concomitantly, by delaying the time when Zulu women could

  marry, the growth and pressure of an increasing population could be strictly controlled and the Zulu birth rate maintained in line with economic production.




  The Zulu army and its weapons.




  British intelligence led Chelmsford to believe that the total strength of the Zulu army amounted to between 40, 000 and 50, 000 men immediately available for action. The total

  Zulu population at the time only amounted to some 350, 000 people and so this figure is probably correct. Each year young men of the age of 16 were formed into a regiment, which after a

  year’s probation was placed in a military kraal or headquarters. This first year also symbolized the transition from boyhood to manhood as a warrior. This kraal might belong to another

  regiment with which the young one was incorporated, or it might be newly formed. As a rule several regiments of different ages were combined at the same kraal, so that the young soldiers might have

  the benefit of the experience of their seniors and, when the latter died out, might take their place and maintain the name and prestige of the military kraal. In this manner corps were formed,

  occasionally some thousands strong.




  The Zulu army consisted of twelve such corps and two regiments, each with its own military kraal. These corps necessarily contained men of all ages, some being married, others unmarried, some

  being old men scarcely able to walk, and others mere boys. Five of these corps each consisted of a single regiment, while the remaining corps was composed of several regiments. Each corps or

  regiment possessed its own military kraal and had one commander, one second in command, and several junior commanders who controlled the flanks in action. The uniform of the

  Zulu army was clearly laid down and was somewhat different, as a rule, in each corps. The great distinction was between the married and unmarried regiments. The former were obliged to shave the

  crown of the head, and to wear a ring made of hemp and coated with a hardened paste of gum and grease; they also carried shields with predominantly white colouring, whereas the unmarried regiments

  wore their hair naturally and had coloured shields.




  In 1878 the total number of regiments in the Zulu army was thirty-four, of which eighteen were married and sixteen unmarried. Seven of the former were composed of men over 60 years of age, so

  that for practical purposes there were only twenty-seven Zulu regiments fit to take the field, amounting to some 41, 000 warriors. Intelligence figures of the day break these down as 17, 000

  between 20 and 30 years of age, 14, 500 between 30 and 40, 5, 900 between 40 and 50 and 4, 500 between 50 and 60.




  In the ordinary European acceptation of the word, drill was unknown in the Zulu army. They could, however, perform a number of movements with some accuracy, such as forming a circle of companies

  or regiments. Their skirmishing skills were extremely good, and could even be performed under a heavy fire with the utmost determination. The officers had their duties and responsibilities

  according to their rank, and discipline was most rigidly enforced. Commodore Sullivan, writing in August 1878, gave a high account of the discipline of the Zulu army. He stated that the regiments

  were so well disciplined that ‘the men never fell out of the ranks on the march under any pretext; they marched at the double, and were said to keep up from 50 to 60 miles daily, carrying

  their own provisions’.




  The Zulu army required but little commissariat or transport. Three or four days’ provision, in the shape of maize or millet, and a herd of cattle proportionate to the distance to be

  traversed, accompanied each regiment. The older boys followed each regiment and assisted in driving the cattle; they also carried the provisions and camp equipage, which consisted of sleeping mats

  and blankets. The Zulus would also avoid rivers that were impassable to the British Army but when necessary the Zulus adopted a remarkable method to get across. When they came to a river, which was

  out of their depth, they would plunge into it in a dense mass, holding on to one another, those behind forcing the others forward, and thus they would succeed in crossing,

  with the loss of only a few of their number.




  When hostilities were decided upon, messengers were sent out by the king, travelling night and day if necessary, to order the men to assemble in regiments at their respective kraals where their

  commanding officers were ready to receive them. When corps or regiments were assembled at the headquarters they were usually ordered to proceed to the king’s royal homestead. Before marching

  a circle, or umkumbi, was formed inside the homestead, each company together, and their officers in an inner ring with the first and second in command at the centre. The regiment then

  proceeded to break into companies, beginning from the left-hand side; each company formed a circle, and marched off, followed by boys carrying provisions, mats and food supplies. The company

  officers marched immediately in rear of their men, the second in command in rear of the left wing, and the commanding officer in rear of the right. On arriving at the king’s royal homestead

  certain important ceremonies took place, and various medicines were administered to the warriors to enhance their fighting capacity and render them immune from British firepower. On the third day

  after their assembly at the king’s homestead they were sprinkled with medicine by the doctors and, after all necessary formalities were completed, the warriors started on their

  expedition.
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