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  Prologue




  ‘The sun turned black’




  

    

      When I had gone some way I turned and looked back at this lonesome, formidable hill standing there, a fitting monument for the multitude of dead; immemorially stern, ancient

      and grand. The twilight was closing in, the sky was red, fading into grey. Over that savage crest trembled one star. Heaven’s own ornament; near to it gleamed the faint but luminous bow

      of the new-born moon, that same young moon which once hung above the slain upon this forsaken field of blood. I walked a while picking my way over the stony ridge and dongas where the last

      stand was made against the roaring flood of foes and again looked back. Now the stark mount had become very black and solemn, the trembling star had sunk or vanished and of the following

      crescent of the young moon but one horn appeared above the hill. It looked like a plume of faint, unearthly fire burning upon Isandhlwana’s rocky brow. This must be a quiet place for a

      man’s eternal sleep. But the scene which went before that sleep!1




      

        Sir Henry Rider Haggard,


      




      upon visiting iSandlwana for the first time in 1914


    


  




  On 21 January 2007 – the day before the 128th anniversary of the battle of iSandlwana – I found myself, during the full fury of research for this book, perched

  uncomfortably on the stones which mark out the visitors’ car-park on the battlefield. It was a typically hot Zululand summer’s day with temperatures reaching nearly 40°C, much as

  they did on the day of the battle, and the landscape was enveloped in a drowsy stillness.




  My companion, munching a packed lunch in silent reverie beside me, had travelled out from England specifically to visit the battlefields on the anniversary. Recently widowed

  in late middle age, he had come increasingly to draw comfort from a direct family connection with the powerful history that had taken place here – his great-grandfather had fought at

  Rorke’s Drift.




  Despite the growth in heritage tourism to South Africa in recent years, the battlefield was not busy, and small parties of visitors, staying at the luxurious nearby tourist lodges, were soon

  swallowed up in the quiet landscape. The words of their guides, evoking with familiar ease the names of long-dead participants in the battle such as ‘young Charlie Raw’ or Mehlokazulu

  kaSihayo, were soon lost with them among the boulders, leaving us in the comparative silence of the whispering grass. The car-park is situated uncomfortably in the centre of the killing fields,

  where the fight raged fiercely hand-to-hand, and in front of us iSandlwana hill, which witnessed it all, faced us blankly, bleached in the sunlight, offering no clues to the drama played out

  here.




  I became aware, after a while, that we were not in fact alone. A small group of Africans was sitting perhaps 50 metres away from us, where the terrain drops away into the Manzimnyama valley

  behind iSandlwana, almost hidden in the long grass. We had not noticed them because they, too, were largely silent, their body language almost shy, as if they did not want to draw attention to

  themselves. After a while, however, three young men rose up from among the group and moved further off, walking slowly, their bodies hunched forward in the traditional attitude of respect. Two of

  them were carrying small rolled grass mats, the third a small green sprig of the umlahlankosi thorn tree. They stopped, kneeling down, heads bowed, while the leader began speaking,

  addressing his comments to the empty valley beyond. I watched, intrigued, until at length they finished their deliberations, stood up, and returned to their companions, walking like men at a

  funeral. Only the man with the thorn sprig spoke, directing his words to the sprig in a soothing, reassuring tone. The group as a whole then made their way slowly back to their car, parked close to

  us.




  The umlahlankosi – ‘the tree of the kings’ – is associated with many traditional Zulu beliefs connected with reverence for the ancestors, and we

  had unwittingly stumbled upon a ceremony to return the spirit of a Zulu man, killed in the battle 128 years before, to the home of his modern family. The sharp thorns of the bush are said to catch

  the spirit of the deceased, enabling those who practise the ceremony to transport it to a more sympathetic environment, to familiar haunts where it may be properly honoured by living descendants.

  The bringing back of the spirits of people killed far from home is still common practice in Zululand, even for those killed in a battle so long ago. The practitioners are not generally allowed,

  during the ceremony, to talk to anyone but the spirit of the departed, although on this occasion one of the young men, seeing my interest, greeted me and volunteered the information that the

  ceremony had been carried out at the request of elders within his family. They were concerned that recent troubles within the family might have been due to their failure to give proper reverence to

  the ancestral shadow which languished, restless and unacknowledged, upon the battlefield. Their group, they said, had driven from Empangeni, over 100 kilometres away, and they were taking the

  spirit back there with them – a telling reminder of the fact that resistance to the British invasion in 1879 had been a concerted national response.




  And this ceremony was by no means unique. Similar ones still occur regularly on dozens of battlefields scattered across this beautiful but blood-stained landscape, dating not only to the British

  conquest of 1879 but to great cycles of violence which began before the rise of the Zulu kingdom in the 1820s and which extended to a last forlorn struggle against European domination in 1906.




  For me, the encounter was a forceful reminder of the impact of that violence today, not on a grand scale, upon political institutions or even upon the threads which bound together an entire way

  of life, but upon the lasting consciousness of ordinary people. If that one Zulu group was seeking expiation for today’s woes by addressing the violence of the past, my friend, too, was

  linked to them by a legacy of participation on the other side. For both, the events of 1879 have offered a thread of continuity and identity – even of validation –

  and their presence on the battlefield, unintentionally together, seemed to me to have a deeper significance than the publicly orchestrated ceremonies of reconciliation which take place every few

  years on the anniversary.




  My thoughts on the long-term impact of acts of extreme violence were given an added and shocking potency just a few days later, after I had returned to Britain. David Rattray, who lived at

  Fugitives’ Drift, between the iSandlwana and Rorke’s Drift battlefields, and who had made an international reputation as a pioneer of ‘raconteur tourism’, retelling the

  stories of the events of 1879, was murdered on 26 January 2007. His death was shocking in its suddenness and brutality; he was confronted by intruders in his home and shot down in front of his

  wife. I had worked for David years before, not long after he had first established his lodge, and he was very much a part of my own African journey; just how great his international standing had

  become since was brought home to me by the extraordinary media coverage his death provoked in Britain.




  Underlying this reaction, however, I wondered if I discerned something which went beyond the justified horror at the pointless death of a much-loved public figure. There was an unease, it seemed

  to me, at the perception in Britain of our colonial past in Zululand, and an implicit questioning of the relationship between this one new violent death and that of so many for which the

  battlefields were famous. For the British today, of course, the invasion of Zululand is largely remembered for the heroism of the ordinary soldiers who took part. There are few things more

  profoundly pointless than attempting to apply contemporary morality to historical events, but it is nevertheless true that the policies and attitudes which produced the Anglo-Zulu War are deeply

  unfashionable in Britain nowadays, and uncomfortable truths are often buried uneasily beneath a veneer of Boy’s Own derring-do, of stories of courage, self-sacrifice and Victoria Crosses

  awarded. If the British cause in 1879 seems reprehensible now, there are enough contemporary parallels, in Iraq and elsewhere, to suggest that no one, least of all politicians, learns from history. Even in the fashionable willingness to acknowledge the fighting qualities of the Zulu people, the noble opposition defending their home country, there is an element of

  romanticism which glibly avoids the true consequences of the war.




  Yet the murder of David Rattray seemed to strip away the protective cocoon of history and expose the violence which lies at the heart of the story of iSandlwana and Rorke’s Drift. Over

  1,300 men died on the British side at iSandlwana, and their deaths were felt, weeks later when the news reached them, by bereaved families across the length of the British Isles. Several hundred of

  them were African troops, too, the NNC, whose allegiances were shaped by those conflicts which pre-dated the rise of the Zulu kingdom, and whose collaboration with the white invaders would have

  political repercussions into the twentieth century. Their spirits, too, remained on the battlefield, and require propitiation even today. At least 1,000 Zulus died in the battle, probably more;

  certainly many hundreds more were desperately injured and died on the long, agonizing walk home.




  And the appealing stereotypes of brave redcoats and noble Zulu warriors exist without consequences only in the cinema. ISandlwana was but the costliest single event in a British invasion which

  cost the lives, altogether, of 2,500 British troops and their African allies and perhaps 10,000 Zulu men. The invasion was, moreover, part of a broader process of colonial penetration of Zululand

  which began with the arrival of the first white adventurers at Port Natal in 1824, lasted for the best part of a century, spanned a cycle of brutal wars, and which left the Zulu people

  dispossessed, without a voice in their governance, impoverished and economically exploited by their conquerors.




  Many of the elements which have remained problematic in the otherwise apparently miraculous transformation of South Africa – political divisions, economic disparities, the stripping of the

  rural areas of human resources and consequent social dislocation and rootlessness – are the direct result of the complex conflicts of the nineteenth century, and have created between them a

  dark undercurrent that still profoundly affects life there today. In some marginalized sectors of society there remains a willingness to resort too quickly to violence as a means

  of resolving disputes, expunging resentments, or merely in pursuit of criminal activity. For Rian Malan, that most eloquent and unflinching observer of the darkness in the South African soul, there

  is no doubt that today’s problems are shaped largely by historical factors. ‘This cannot be how history ends in South Africa,’ he has said, ‘this is an incredibly dramatic

  country. It can’t end with an upbeat advertising slogan.’2




  In ‘the Rainbow Nation’ this recourse to violence is the unglamorous underbelly of the historic ‘warrior tradition’ of colonial interlopers and indigenous societies

  alike, of a society built on overlapping layers of conquest and dispossession. It continues to rob South Africa of rich lives, most of them anonymous by David Rattray’s standards, yet in his

  death a cruel irony is apparent, for whatever the particular motives of his killers, he was in a sense consumed by the echoing tragedy that he had helped so vividly to articulate.




  Perhaps the old Zulu heroes who fought in the great battles of long ago were correct in their assessment of the corrosive long-term effects of so much violence and division, for Zululand, it

  seems, has still to free itself entirely from the pain of old struggles – the stain of ‘yesterday’s blood’.
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  Mehlokazulu’s fury:


  The killing of MaMtshali




  In Zululand in July the winter mornings can be bitterly cold. The days are often warm enough, but the heat dissipates quickly in the evening if there is no cloud-cover to

  retain it, and sometimes the clear, sharp air carries a chill borne by the wind off the icy peaks of the uKhahlamba mountains further inland. Snow is not an impossibility on the high, breezy ridges

  of the Biggarsberg range, which marks the western edge of the valley of the Mzinyathi river – the ‘water of buffaloes’ – and at dawn the brittle landscape is frequently

  dusted with frost. There is little joy in the ageless and bone-aching routine of abandoning the smoky fug of a hut to venture out, huddled in a blanket, into the dawn mist, to pad down paths

  trodden a thousand times before, winding between swathes of long wet grass and snagging thorn-trees festooned with spiders’ webs, to fetch water, or to drive the cattle out from their

  overnight shelters to pasture.




  Yet that time, called in isiZulu1 ‘the horns of the morning’ – when the cocks crow and the horns of the cattle can first be seen against

  the greying horizon – was generally acknowledged as entirely appropriate for one activity: it was the time for killing.




  Night was the greatest ally to enemies, raiders and execution squads, of course, not only hiding their movements but serving up victims taken by surprise, their minds foggy with sleep and their

  reactions dulled by that low psychological ebb that seems to come inevitably before the sunrise. So, too, was the mist, and the services of expert shamans, who could command the appearance of a

  good thick mist at will, were held in high regard by those who fancied themselves as warriors.2




  If there was a mist on the morning of 28 July 1878, it must surely have added to the consternation of a man named Mswagele, who lived a few kilometres below that crossing on the Mzinyathi which

  the white settlers called Rorke’s Drift. There, as the river snaked between steep, rocky ridges that folded impossibly over upon one another in jagged contortions, the Mzinyathi constituted

  the formal international boundary between the British colony of Natal and the independent kingdom of the Zulu. It was, in effect, the frontier of the British Empire in southern Africa – and

  Mswagele was a Border Policeman in the employ of the Natal authorities. His homestead, a collection of dome-shaped grass huts, lay only a few hundred yards from the river, and one of his regular

  duties was to observe the human traffic picking its way gingerly to and fro through a bad crossing that constituted the local ford or ‘drift’. Occasionally an increase in numbers hinted

  at a subtle shift in the political undercurrents among the border population, and Mswagele duly reported anything suspicious to his superior, a white magistrate who lived a day’s walk

  away.




  In recent months this work had kept him unusually busy, for after more than fifty years of peaceful co-existence there had been a sudden rise in tension between Natal and Zululand, and a

  consequent increase in the number of people crossing the boundary. Most of the traffic had been innocuous enough, however, and nothing had occurred over the previous weeks to warn Mswagele of what

  was to happen that morning.




  As he emerged from his hut, on his way, perhaps, to answer the call of nature, Mswagele suddenly became aware that he was not alone. Standing quietly in a ring beyond the palisades surrounding

  his huts were a large number of men – over 200 in all. Although in truth there was little to distinguish the physical appearance of the African communities on either side of the river,

  Mswagele knew at once, from the impressive array of shields and weapons that they carried, that these men were Zulus.




  Their leaders, too were easily recognizable, not least because they were on horseback; Mswagele knew them to be prominent members of the family of Sihayo kaXongo Ngobese, the

  Zulu king’s appointed representative on the other side of the river. An older man, distinguished by the polished ring of black gum around the crown of his head which marked him out as married

  and the head of his own estate, Mswagele realized was Zuluhlenga kaXongo, Sihayo’s brother. Also present were two of Sihayo’s sons, Tshekwane and Mkhumbikazulu, young men scarcely out

  of their teens.




  What must really have concerned Mswagele, however, was the identity of the man at the head of the group. He, too, was young, still in his mid-twenties, but he carried himself with an air of easy

  authority, sitting comfortably on his horse and holding a white man’s rifle with relaxed confidence. Mswagele had probably met this man before, and he certainly knew of his reputation, the

  way he was admired and respected along the length of the border by those who aspired to be warriors. He was inkosi3 Sihayo’s son and heir,

  Mehlokazulu.




  Facing him, Mehlokazulu came straight to the point. Living at Mswagele’s homestead was a woman, MaMtshali, a wife of inkosi Sihayo. Zulu society was polygamous and important men

  like Sihayo might maintain a household of twenty wives or more. MaMtshali, a senior wife and Mehlokazulu’s mother, had abandoned Sihayo and crossed into Natal with a lover, taking refuge at

  Mswagele’s homestead, trusting in his position as a representative of colonial authority and the security of the international border to protect her from the outrage she would cause. But she

  had fatally underestimated the strength of Mehlokazulu’s fury and his determination to reclaim her.




  To his credit, Mswagele appears for a moment to have considered resistance. He was, of course, absurdly outnumbered, but he had been joined by two or three fellow Border Policemen, who had been

  attracted by the commotion, together with several of his neighbours who had armed themselves with shields and spears and hurried over to investigate. Mswagele knew, too, that behind him stood the

  full weight of the British Empire. For a minute or two there was a stand-off, but then Mswagele’s resolve crumpled: the simple, and inescapable, truth was that the Zulus

  were here in force – and the fabled red-coated colonial soldiers were not. What happened next, even allowing for the deliberate tone of cultivated outrage in the official colonial report,

  still has the power to shock 130 years after the event:




  

    

      

        Zuluhlenga, the brother of Serayo, was the first to enter [Mswagele’s homestead]. He dragged the woman out of the hut. The other Zulus then seized her, some by the

        legs and some by the arms. They put a rein around her neck; they knocked out all her front teeth; they afterwards took the rein off her neck, and tied it around her waist, and so dragged her

        away along the ground.4


      


    


  




  As Mehlokazulu’s party moved off towards the river, watched by the helpless Mswagele and his followers, they struck up a war song. Somehow they bundled MaMtshali through

  the water, low at that time of year, and, back onto sovereign Zulu soil, then dragged her in the direction of kwaSogekle, inkosi Sihayo’s principal homestead, which lay a few

  kilometres upstream. They had not gone far, however, when they reached the banks of the Cumbeza stream, and here MaMtshali paid the price for her infidelity and defiance. As the wife of an

  inkosi, she was entitled to a death without bloodshed; Mehlokazulu had no intention of further dishonouring his father’s house, and so his men wound the leather rein once more around

  her neck, pulling the long ends taut – then they struck them with knobbled sticks. If MaMtshali was lucky, her neck would have snapped at once and she would have died instantly; if not, she

  would have been slowly garrotted to death. When she fell, Mehlokazulu’s men gave a shout of exultation and fired their guns into the air in triumph. Then, still singing, they resumed their

  march home.




  Nor was MaMtshali the only one to die. Her defection had encouraged a mood of defiance within Sihayo’s household and another woman had also taken a lover. Her name was MaMthethwa, and when

  she had first been discovered, she had tried to suppress her husband’s anger through witchcraft, infinitely compounding her crime. Mehlokazulu had found out and beat her but MaMthethwa

  escaped, following MaMtshali across the Mzinyathi. She had taken refuge with another Border Guard, Maziyana, whose post overlooked a minor crossing a kilometre or two below

  Mswagele’s. Her flight didn’t save her, either; a day or two after MaMtshali’s death, Maziyana reported:




  

    

      

        . . . in the early morning, the sound was heard of horses approaching, and on going out Maziyana had found these to be ridden by Mehlokazulu and his brother Bekuzulu, and

        twenty or thirty other Zulus, who were then advancing towards the front of the hut. Another force numbering some forty or fifty, on foot and armed with shields and assegais, were seen

        advancing from the rear. Asked the cause of this visit, Mehlokazulu said he was in search of his mother, and thereupon ordered the men who were on foot to search for the woman in the huts.

        She was found there, dragged out and along the footpath and through the river by the ford called Nomavovo’s. Another large body of Zulus was on the Zululand side of the river

        waiting.5


      


    


  




  MaMthethwa was pulled and goaded along until the party was close to where MaMtshali’s body must still have been lying out in the brown winter grass, and then she, too, was

  strangled.6




  News of the first killing had spread through the communities on both sides of the river within hours, and their shock and horror at this second atrocity was infinitely compounded by the apparent

  ease with which Mehlokazulu had committed it. The white settler population was thinly scattered along the Natal bank of the upper Mzinyathi – a solitary missionary and a handful of farmers,

  with no military outposts to support them – and the incident aroused deep-seated fears about their vulnerability in the face of a robust and self-confident African neighbour. The fact that

  Mehlokazulu had been careful to state that he offered no insult or harm to Natal citizens counted for little in the face of Mswagele and Maziyana’s obvious impotence, and Mehlokazulu’s

  telling contempt at the prospect of reprisals. Worse still, the Border Guard’s inaction hinted at a common settler paranoia – that, when it came to the crunch, black Africans in Natal would abandon their allegiance to white authority and form a common front with the Zulu.




  Yet in fact the black community on both sides of the border was equally troubled by the events. There was little personal concern for the two dead women – they had, it was generally felt,

  brought their fate upon themselves – but the incident had thrown into sharp relief the ideological divide separating those on the two sides of the Mzinyathi River, the gulf which separated

  those who still lived under a free and independent traditional lifestyle and those who were constrained and limited by colonial authority. For fifty years African groups in Natal had passively

  accepted the reality of British rule, often because it provided a buffer against historic conflicts with the Zulu kings, yet many in Natal had become disillusioned with colonial rule, and for them

  the threat posed by marauding Zulu armies had receded as the Zulu kingdom assumed a nostalgic rosy glow as a bastion of African tradition and independence. Mehlokazulu’s actions highlighted

  the uncomfortable but increasingly obvious fact that the British and Zulu could not readily accommodate one another – and that two very different cultures, fundamentally opposed to one

  another, were now in competition for the right to rule.




  Which begged a disturbing question, one that seemed particularly pertinent to the communities straddling the political fault line; if it came to an open conflict, who would win?




  And if those living on the Zulu side pondered what those ragged volleys echoing briefly down the narrow valleys of the Mzinyathi portended, they were right to be concerned – for the

  gunfire heralded the death of more than MaMtshali and MaMthethwa. An act of ferocious domestic violence would prove the catalyst for a far greater international one, and although they did not yet

  know it, their own fate – and that of the entire Zulu kingdom – hung in the balance.




  



 






  2




  Charlie Harford’s luck




  Lieutenant Henry Charles Harford’s personal road to iSandlwana began in London one November morning in 1878 when he found himself, at nine o’clock sharp, in the

  ante-rooms of the War Office.




  Harford’s regiment, the 99th Foot, was based in Chatham, Kent, and Harford had been granted a day’s leave by his commanding officer to seek an interview with Sir Martin Dillon, the

  British Army’s adjutant-general. Harford had taken the precaution of arriving early, and was the first to be shown into Sir Martin’s waiting-room. He had given his card to a porter,

  asking him to hand it in ‘as soon as the Adjutant-General was disengaged’. He then sat down to wait, confident that whatever other appointments Sir Martin might have that day, he was

  first in line.




  He was, however, to be sadly disabused:




  

    

      

        Officers of all grades, from Generals to subalterns, belonging to all arms of the Service, now began to pour in, and by eleven o’clock the waiting-room was simply

        crammed. There was scarcely standing room. Presently, the Adjutant-General began to receive the callers, and instead of my being ushered in as I had fondly hoped, having been the first to

        arrive, some of the senior officers were called upon. However, shortly before twelve noon Sir Garnet Wolseley arrived, followed by the Duke of Connaught, and until they had taken their

        departure no further interviews could take place. One o’clock, two o’clock struck, and still there was no sign of their moving, so a good many of those who were waiting went off.

        It was not until four o’clock that the Adjutant-General again became available for interviews.1


      


    


  




  As a lowly lieutenant, Harford knew that he could not presume to take precedence over officers of a more exalted rank, but as the day passed he gave in to a

  flicker of frustration, the more so when the real reason he had been overlooked became apparent. When he had first given the porter his card, he had made a fatal breach of the unspoken etiquette

  which governed the waiting-room: he ‘did not give him a tip, as I ought to have done’. The porter had his revenge; Harford was still waiting, alone in the empty room, at six

  o’clock that evening.




  The situation was intolerable and, with no one left to witness his embarrassment, Harford set off to confront the porter: ‘I walked out into the passage, and seeing the porter outside the

  Adjutant-General’s room, said to him, in a fairly loud tone of voice, “Did you present my card to the Adjutant-General this morning? I gave it to you at nine o’clock, and asked

  you to give it in as soon as he was disengaged; and here I have been waiting ever since.”’ It was a stage whisper the porter could not afford to ignore, and he scuttled into the

  adjutant-general’s office; at last the door was opened, and Harford was shown in.




  Harford had been brought to London by news of impending troubles in southern Africa. It was rumoured that a confrontation with the Zulu king, Cetshwayo kaMpande, was imminent, and the British

  commander on the spot had issued a request for officers at home who were prepared to volunteer for ‘special service’ appointments. Such a request – which required officers to

  detach themselves temporarily from their regimental duties in order to take up a variety of staff posts in the field – was often a precursor to conflict, and it heralded a flutter of

  excitement among the young officers on garrison duty at home. At worst it would mean a break from the dreary routine of peacetime soldiering; at best, it offered a chance for adventure, and, if the

  shooting started in earnest, the thrill of combat and the possibility of realizing dreams of distinction. In a system based strictly on seniority, nothing thinned the ranks and accelerated

  promotion like a good war. There was, moreover, always the chance to excel in the heat of battle, perhaps before the eye of an influential superior, with a healthy boost up the

  ladder of preferment as a result.




  Charlie Harford, as he was generally known, had entered the 99th Foot as an ensign in 1870; he had been in the Army for eight years already, and had not seen a shot fired in anger. For much of

  his service the regiment had been based in Ireland, and by 1877 it had been due for a new posting. With British interests steadily expanding about the globe, Harford and his young colleagues must

  have entertained serious hopes of something a little more exciting. There was, for example, a fresh crisis brewing on the north-western frontier of India; the Amir of Afghanistan had received

  Russian envoys in Kabul, raising the spectre of a threat to Britain’s influence in the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ of Empire.




  Yet the 99th were not destined for the Afghan plains, nor even for the hot, dusty barracks of the frontier garrisons at Peshawar; instead, they were dispatched to Chatham, the ancient garrison

  town at the mouth of the Medway river, on the coast south-east of London, which was still regarded in the 1870s as strategically important despite the fact that the last time it had been threatened

  had largely passed out of memory.2 Apart from the challenges of keeping their men out of trouble on their rare visits into the town – parts of

  Chatham, Gillingham and Rochester had an unenviable reputation for Dickensian levels of vice and depravity – most young officers had few enough duties in the daily grind of routine garrison

  work at home, and many were accustomed to taking long periods of leave, staving off ennui at the races or in fashionable clubs, or, for those who had country estates, passing their time hunting,

  shooting and fishing. It was a life not without its charms, but it was essentially a stagnant one, and those who were young enough still to hold ambitions longed for the promise of active

  service.




  So when the request for volunteers for special service in Africa was posted, Charlie Harford had jumped at the chance. His application had, however, required some delicacy. Harford was adjutant

  of the 99th – one of the few posts that kept officers busy, even in peacetime – and he had, moreover, only held the appointment for a year. An efficient adjutant was

  essential to the running of the regiment, and appointment to the post was considered a mark of approval; by resigning it so soon Harford risked offending his commanding officer, turning his back on

  a confidence placed in him. In some regiments, where the colonel was of a certain temperament, that could lead to years of quiet retribution, of being passed over until the sin had been suitably

  expiated and the lesson thoroughly learned.




  Fortunately, Harford had a trump card up his sleeve: he had spent much of his youth in southern Africa, and he had a good understanding of isiZulu. This was sure to make him almost unique among

  the special service applicants, and it gave him enough confidence to take his chance with the 99th’s colonel, William Welman. Harford was in luck:




  

    

      

        Nothing could have been kinder than the manner in which the Colonel acceded to my request, and after discussing the matter with me at some length, and entering into the

        problem of my future prospects, being of the opinion that I would be certain to get a staff billet after the War, he advised me to resign the Adjutancy. This I did, and my application for

        special service was forwarded, with very strong recommendations.


      


    


  




  Harford’s luck held, too, when he finally found himself in Sir Martin Dillon’s offices. It was difficult to argue with his credentials for the job, and, despite a

  long day of requests and entreaties, Sir Martin at once saw the merit in them:




  

    

      

        ‘Sit down at my table, and I will dictate a letter for you.’ This letter was, of course, to himself, which he then countersigned, passed in through a little

        window to an official in the next room, and gave orders for it to be attended to at once. He then questioned me about Natal, and asked me when I was prepared to start. ‘Tomorrow

        morning, Sir,’ I said, ‘I’m going back to Chatham tonight.’ ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘the day after tomorrow you will get your

        orders’, and bade me ‘Good Night’. So, after all, my long wait had been a blessing in disguise; and I left the War Office in a true state of delight at my luck.3


      


    


  




  It was the start of a few days of frenetic activity, and the beginning of an adventure which would prove, in many ways, to be the defining one of Charlie Harford’s

  life.




  To begin, there was the steam train back to Chatham, and the need to tell Colonel Welman of the outcome, to pass the adjutancy over to his friend, Lieutenant Arthur Davison and accept the good

  wishes and back-slapping of envious colleagues. Then uniforms and equipment had to be packed, and kit assembled, too, for the expected hardships of life in the wilds of Africa. Young officers about

  to go on postings to exotic parts of the Empire often had only the haziest idea of the conditions they were to encounter, and found themselves at the mercy of gentlemen’s retailers keen to

  sell them the latest patented aids for travelling – anything from portable water-purifiers and one-man mosquito-proof tents, sand-goggles, anti-malaria vests and fever-belts, to a fearsome

  array of revolvers, hunting rifles and shotguns, each with its own allegedly unique capabilities. Harford’s experience at least put him ahead of the game; when he encountered a naive young

  officer while shopping for kit in London he took him under his wing and advised him what to purchase. His list almost complete, Harford headed to Deans on the Strand to purchase two pairs of field

  boots. They didn’t have a second pair in his size, but by a stroke of luck he managed to purloin a custom-made pair, reserved for another customer: of these, in due course, he would have a

  tale to tell.




  His kit complete, Harford’s next challenge was to be at the docks in time to catch the first boat to southern Africa. In the nineteenth century, the British Government did not employ the

  Royal Navy to transport Army personnel, the servants of Empire instead being dispatched around the globe on regular civilian steamers. Harford had been booked a passage on the SS Edinburgh

  Castle, and was expected to join her at Dartmouth, Devon, her last port of call before leaving the British Isles. Having travelled early from Chatham to Victoria Station in

  London, he was pacing idly about beside his piled baggage waiting for a train to Dartmouth, when,




  

    

      

        . . . a porter appeared, and, having had a look at the baggage said, ‘Is this your baggage, Sir?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ ‘I see it’s labelled

        for Dartmouth’, he said, ‘You will never get to Dartmouth from here; you ought to have gone to Paddington!’ ‘Good Heavens!’ I said, ‘What on earth is to be

        done; I must get to Dartmouth by four o’clock today.’ Then, taking out his watch, he said, ‘There’s a direct train leaving Paddington in a quarter of an hour. You may

        catch it if you look sharp.’ Whereupon I said, ‘I’ll give you a half-sovereign and pay double fare for a cart, if you can manage it for me.’ In an instant, he hailed a

        drayman with a two-horsed van in the station-yard . . . No fire-engine could have gone at a better pace than we did, we simply flew through the streets, which, luckily, were pretty empty. At

        Paddington, happily, there were plenty of porters, and my things, having already been labelled, were soon whipped off. Having paid the driver, I tore off to the ticket-office, and eventually

        jumped into the train just as it was moving off, the last of my packages being shovelled in while the train was on the move. It was a narrow squeak . . .4


      


    


  




  In such ways did English gentlemen go to war in the winter of 1878.




  Ironically, on his arrival Harford found the Edinburgh Castle’s departure had been delayed until midnight, ‘and that a special late train was being run from Paddington for the

  convenience of passengers to meet this change; so really, I need not have hurried as I did’.5 Nevertheless, he was at least able to find his cabin and

  see his baggage taken aboard and stowed away in daylight, unlike the latecomers, who blundered about on deck throughout the early hours.




  Harford was not the only officer on special service going out on the Edinburgh Castle. A cluster of bright, hopeful young men joined from the late train, the other successful applicants

  to the War Office request, most of them, like Harford, looking forward excitedly to their first chance of action. The majority were typical products of their class, the younger sons of the minor

  gentry or of career soldiers; Harford found himself sharing a cabin with Horace Smith-Dorrien, a twenty-year-old lieutenant in the 95th Regiment – ‘I don’t

  know whether I ought to touch my cap to you or you to me,’ Smith-Dorrien told him – from Hertfordshire whose father was a colonel, and whose long face, lantern-jawed in later life,

  still then had a boyish softness about it. Among the others was the man Harford had met a few days before at Silver and Co., Lieutenant E.R. Courtenay of the 20th Hussars, Lieutenant Cecil Williams

  of the 58th Regiment, Captain E.J.H. Spratt of the 29th Regiment, and Lieutenant William Dundonald Cochrane of the 32nd Regiment.




  At thirty-one, Cochrane was the oldest of the lieutenants on board, the slow progress of his career reflecting no lack of skill or enterprise on his part, but rather the grinding pace of

  promotion in the peacetime Army. Like Harford, he was returning to Africa, where his regiment had been posted at the Cape a few years before; his time there had coincided with one of the rare

  peaceful periods in the colony’s history, however, and Cochrane, as much as the others, must have been hoping that this new posting would offer the chance at last for some real soldiering. He

  would be in luck; one way or another, the coming campaign would leave its mark on almost all of them.




  Before the excitement of Africa, however, there was the dreary voyage out. It took between three weeks and a month for a steamer travelling from England to reach southern Africa, depending on

  weather conditions and stops along the way, and the first part was the most challenging for those not used to travelling by sea. Particularly in the winter months, conditions in the Bay of Biscay

  could be rough and unpleasant and many a soldier regretted, temporarily at least, the absence of still, dry ground beneath his feet. While the more adventurous wrapped themselves in oilskin coats

  and tried to keep to a routine of invigorating walks about the decks, unregenerate landlubbers took to their cots and waited miserably for the bad weather to pass. ‘I was awfully sick,’

  one young officer making the passage a few months later wrote breezily to his mother, ‘in fact, so was everyone!’6 Once past Portugal, however,

  there was a good chance that the weather would improve, and the possibility of a stop at Madeira, where the crew might take on coal, and lucky passengers run briefly ashore to

  marvel at the sight of the wooden sledges used to get up the steep cobbled streets. Then it was round the coast of west Africa, across the Equator and perhaps a distant view of St Helena, that most

  famous of the British Empire’s political prisons, where Napoleon Bonaparte had been held captive until his death.




  There was little enough to do on the way out, and passengers – soldiers and civilians alike – had to pass the time as best they could. Amateur dramatics and improvised shows were as

  popular on board as they were at home, and concerts and theatricals, under Cochrane’s direction, were staged almost every day. A small charge was made, and ‘at the end of the voyage I

  think it was a little over £60 that was handed to the Captain for charitable purposes’.7




  For Harford, the journey into the tropics offered the chance to indulge one of the great passions of his life. The natural sciences were something of a fad among the Victorian gentry, a

  reflection of how the British perceived their role in the world during the great expansion of Empire. As more and more obscure corners of the globe were painted red, so there came the need to map,

  label, classify – and ultimately possess. The collection of exotic species of wildlife, to be brought home skinned, pickled or in some other way preserved for the edification of science and

  the pursuit and betterment of Britain’s knowledge of its imperial sphere, was an essential part of the Victorian explorer’s stock-in-trade. With the world seemingly a far bigger, and

  largely unexplored, place then than it is today, and the supply of species apparently inexhaustible, there were few who saw the contradiction between discovering new creatures and killing them to

  preserve them for study – and, indeed, many Victorian gentlemen already enjoyed a close but somewhat ambivalent relationship with the natural world at home. Outdoor pursuits were emblematic

  of life on a country estate, where wildlife was appreciated and encouraged largely to fulfil its role as sport or food for the table.




  Charlie Harford enjoyed hunting, but he also had a genuine passion for wildlife, and particularly for entomology; whenever he could, he looked for rare and unusual insects, and when he found

  them he marvelled at their beauty, killed them, and mounted them as specimens:




  

    

      

        When off Cape Verde, about 150 miles [241 kilometres] out at sea, I caught a number of little butterflies, ‘Blues’ of the family Lycaenidae, and a few

        wasps. The former simply swarmed at the stern of the vessel, fascinated, apparently, by churning up of the water by the propeller. It was a lovely day, and very calm. Not withstanding the

        great distance that they had flown out from the shore their flight was still very strong, and they preferred to keep on the wing to settling anywhere on the vessel. Whither their instinct was

        leading them, it is impossible to say; but I am afraid they were doomed eventually to perish in the ocean.8


      


    


  




  Nevertheless, despite such distractions, as Harford and his fellow officers were well aware, the voyage out was most likely the beginning of a period of active service, and most

  of them took the opportunity to hone their military skills. They brushed up their knowledge of signalling, while impromptu shooting practice was also popular. Sometimes the targets for this were

  made for the purpose and strung out on a line behind the ship, but often a passing gull or shark found himself on the receiving end of a badly directed shower of shot. Many officers were, of

  course, experienced shots with hunting weapons, and often took these on campaign with them; they were frequently less effective, however, with the revolvers that would constitute, along with their

  swords, their personal armament in any military campaign. Officers were required to equip themselves with privately purchased revolvers; there were no restrictions on the type or make, providing

  they were compatible with the .45 calibre of Government-issue ammunition. To many, revolvers lacked the practicality and familiarity of hunting weapons, or the glamour and heroic associations of

  swords, and those shots fired over the side of transports on the way to war were often their first. It was a neglect some of them would come in due course to regret.




  It was common, too, for officers to mark their change to prospective combatant status by adopting a more warlike personal appearance. Queen’s Regulations specified that

  Her Majesty’s soldiers should grow moustaches where possible – it helped to create a manly and martial appearance – but that beards were not permitted except on active

  service.9 The opportunity to make an early start on this was too good to miss, since the voyage to southern Africa offered the chance for the best part of a

  month’s growth, and the daily comparison of their beardly progress became a part of shipboard ritual.




  The Edinburgh Castle arrived at Cape Town without mishap, and most of the passengers took the opportunity to make a brief run ashore; Harford’s married sister was living nearby, but

  he was disappointed to find that her husband’s affairs did not appear to be flourishing, and that ‘a more wretched, bare, bleak and uncomfortable-looking place than she was in, it would

  be almost impossible to find’.10 Then the journey was resumed, around Cape Agulhas and into the Indian Ocean, hugging close to the shore and heading

  towards the British colony of Natal, to the north, which lay on the Zulu borders.




  The Edinburgh Castle finally arrived off Durban, Natal’s only viable port, on 2 December 1878. For newcomers, the approach by sea could be an unnerving one, since despite the best

  efforts of successive colonial engineers, the entrance to the harbour was as dangerous as it had been when the first settlers had arrived half a century before. The port consisted of a lagoon

  framed by two thrusting jaws of land – the steep, wooded Bluff to the south and the sandy Point to the north – with in between, across the mouth of the bay, a sandbar just feet below

  the surface. It was impossible for larger ocean-going ships to cross the bar without the risk of running aground or, in high weather, of being dashed to pieces; between 1845 and 1885 no fewer than

  sixty-six ships came to grief at the harbour mouth, with the result that all ships above a certain draught anchored sensibly offshore, and their passengers were landed by means of shallow steam

  tug-boats which plied between the open water and the rickety jetties alongside the Point. Once alongside the ships, their passengers – men, women and horses alike – had to be

  transferred to the tugs in baskets lowered over the side.




  The arrival of the Edinburgh Castle brought an end to the cosy friendships forged on the way out. Neither Harford nor his companions knew what appointments lay in

  store for them, for they were entirely dependent upon orders from the commanding officer on the spot; whatever opinions they themselves might have formed of the unfolding political situation were

  already weeks out of date. Most waited only for their baggage to be safely put ashore before hurrying off to the colonial capital, Pietermaritzburg, 80 kilometres inland, to report for duty.

  Although Charlie Harford allowed himself the luxury of a day or two to visit old haunts, an air of expectation hung over Natal: the colony was alive with rumours of war.
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  Snagged in the tree of the kings


  


  The land and its people




  It had all begun – and within easy sight of the weathered outcrop called iSandlwana – more than sixty years before.




  One unknown day in 1818, a group of elders of the Sithole people, who lived along the rugged flanks of Qhudeni mountain on the eastern bank of the Mzinyathi river, had gone up onto the grassy

  summit of the Hlazakazi ridge nearby to watch for signs of the momentous events that were unfolding nearby.




  Hlazakazi is a good vantage point.1 From the top one can look over kilometres of open country lying to the north of iSandlwana – sometimes, on

  exceptionally clear days, as far as the thin ribbon of the Zungwini and Hlobane hills on the far horizon. Further west, opposite the best crossing of the river for kilometres either side, lies the

  distinctive sugarloaf profile of Shiyane hill, and beyond it the distant wall of the Biggarsberg ridge. To the south, the wide valley narrows and the Mzinyathi is pressed in by hills on either

  side, vanishing and reappearing as it funnels through a series of twisting gorges, working its way round the jumbled ridges that tumble off the high shoulders of the grey bulk of Qhudeni.




  The river was, and remains, a formidable feature, a resilient barrier to human movement, shaping by its few viable drifts the great human drama that unfolded along its banks over the course of

  more than a century. And in 1818, perhaps for the first time but certainly not for the last, war had come to the central Mzinyathi valley.




  It was not a war in which the Sithole were directly involved – no doubt to their relief – although they were certainly concerned by the unnerving closeness to

  their borders of the fighting. Exactly what they could see from the top of Hlazakazi can never now be known, of course – the rising smoke from the burning homesteads of their neighbours, the

  amaChunu and amaThembu, perhaps, a drift of dust marking the passage of an army, an unusual glitter from the river as the sun glanced off spear blades held on high by men crossing the water –

  but it was more than enough to keep them there for a while, watching intently.




  Presently they became aware they were not alone on the summit. Nearby was another group, also squatting in the long grass on the edge of the hill-top, also closely watching what was happening

  below. The Sithole did not recognize these strangers, but they appeared to be the retinue of someone of importance, an inkosi, for in among them was a young man whose authority was

  conspicuous, not merely because of the marks of rank he wore – a long tail feather of the blue crane in his head-dress, and twisted bunches of scarlet and green wing feathers from the

  purple-crested lourie – but by the exaggerated respect shown by his companions.




  One of the Sithole group, a junior member of the royal house by the name of Jobe kaMaphitha, was deputed to approach the strangers and politely inquire after their interest. Jobe, it seems, was

  an affable man, and after the usual pleasantries, he struck up a conversation with the young inkosi. They chatted about unfolding events, no doubt exchanged snuff – an important social

  ritual among those who met on the road – and pondered whether the marauding armies below might be followers of the Zulu inkosi, Shaka, whose recent incursions against his neighbours

  were the subject of considerable anxiety locally. The Zulu territory lay a good distance away – 60 or 70 kilometres east of the Mzinyathi – but Shaka had already earned a reputation as

  a formidable warrior, a rising star in the spate of political turmoil which had recently convulsed the region, and it was rumoured he had been extending his influence steadily westwards.




  Only an echo of that conversation has survived, passed down in oral histories, but it is testament to the way the world can turn on the serendipity of a moment. If Jobe and the stranger weighed

  up the merits of the warring sides, Jobe was astute enough not to be overly critical, and the two continued to chat until they were at last interrupted by a messenger struggling

  up, sweating, from the valley below. This man hailed the stranger by his izibongo, the long and mannered praise-poem by which the deeds of great men are still recognized in southern African

  society. And in that moment Jobe knew whom he had been so pleasantly conversing with that afternoon.




  With some irritation, Shaka rose up and hurried away; the Zulu forces had been checked in the valley below, and the affairs of his kingdom were in urgent need of his attention. Yet he, like

  Jobe, would not forget that chance encounter on top of the Hlazakazi ridge, and from that moment the fortunes of the Sithole were steadily entwined with the fate of the Zulu royal house.




  For thousands of years, the rolling grasslands and steep mountain ranges of southern Africa sustained the lives of numberless generations of a Stone Age people, the San

  ‘Bushmen’, who have left their enigmatic mark to posterity in their detritus – the abandoned stone tools which still turn up in unexpected places in the empty veld, and the

  extraordinary cave paintings which bear testimony to their intense spiritual ties with the landscape. It was only in more recent times, in the great centre of southern Africa – its heart

  – and in the well-watered coastal downlands to the east, that the San gave way to more robust cattle-owning societies, and retreated instead to the landscapes on the edges of the dry western

  deserts or into the inhospitable mountain uplands.




  Quite when this happened is a matter of debate, for the origins of the black peoples of southern Africa are by and large lost to us. Europeans, arriving late on the scene, preoccupied with

  defining, classifying and controlling, fondly believed that native Africans were only recent arrivals, with scarcely more claim to the land than themselves. Yet archaeologists have dated Iron Age

  sites in some areas to at least the second century AD, and it is now generally accepted that there is a direct and continuous line of descent from the

  people of that time to the African population of South Africa today. In the eastern coastal strip, between the uKhahlamba and the sea, sites dating to AD 800 reveal strands

  of a lifestyle which bind them intimately to more modern peoples. But, in truth, cultures are never static, being best defined – if at all – by constraints of time and place, and there

  was, over the years, a fluid movement of peoples, some of it dramatic and confrontational but much of it gradual and interactive. Traces of language or cultural practice overlapped and intermingled

  to leave complex residues which emerged unexpectedly, generations later, and often in defiance of easy categorization.




  By the end of the eighteenth century, however, the eastern seaboard was populated by African groups which are broadly identified today, according to their language and culture, as the northern

  Nguni. There were subtle variations of custom and dialect across the region, but there was sufficient in common for groups to communicate, interact and recognize patterns of mutual belief and

  behaviour. Further south, where the coast of Africa begins its great curved sweep westwards towards the extreme tip of the continent, there lived a related people, the southern Nguni, whose

  language was similar but whose material culture was noticeably distinct. Across the mountains, the Sotho- and Tswana-speaking groups inland were markedly different.




  Nguni culture, north and south, was centred largely upon cattle. In much the same way that the buffalo had come to play a central role in the lives of the Native Americans of the Great Plains,

  cattle fulfilled a role among the Nguni that was at once practical, symbolic and spiritual. Whereas the movements of the great herds of buffalo provided Plains Americans with a nomadic lifestyle,

  the Nguni lived and moved at the more sedentary pace of their cattle, and their patterns of habitation were defined by the need for good grazing and a reliable access to water. Cows provided food

  and clothing, were an essential element in religious ritual, and offered a means of assessing wealth and status. Although beef was only eaten on special occasions and festivals, sour milk curds

  were a food staple, while hides were used to make cloaks and reims – long strips of hide used as ropes – or cut into shields for protection; horns could be

  used for signalling or to make pipes to smoke cannabis, and bone was fashioned into ear-plugs or snuff-spoons. With no other form of storable wealth, cattle were the main currency, governing

  familial relations through the ilobolo, the giving of cattle from the groom’s family to the bride’s during the marriage contract, a vital guarantee of her good standing and

  future welfare. The sacrifice of a beast was crucial, too, to most religious ceremonies, the means through which the spirits of long-dead ancestors could be addressed and placated.




  More than that, however, the Nguni deeply loved their cattle. Though lacking any form of written communication, they reserved some of their most intense poetic expression for their animals,

  evoking the beauty of the natural markings on an animal’s hide. Every possible combination of spots, flecks and patches, of light hairs overlaid on a dark background, or dark on a light, or

  the two intertwined together, had a specific and richly eloquent name, the imagery reflecting the way in which the Nguni perceived the world around them. A white beast with flecks of black hair on

  its sides, for example, was known as inkomo imasenezimpukane, ‘flies in sour milk’, while a dark beast with white legs and belly was known as inkomo bafazibewela, ‘a

  wife crossing the river’, conjuring up the image of a married woman hitching up her heavy leather skirt to reveal the pale complexion of her untanned legs.2 Conversely, the appearance and character of cattle provided the Nguni with a reference point for analogies and metaphors with which to describe the landscape around them –

  the hill that looks like a bull, the mountains of the calves, the stream that looks like a tail – or even the time of day.




  And it was the rich and fertile land of the coastal belt which of all the varied ecosystems of southern Africa was among the best cattle country – something which, for the Nguni, was to be

  their enduring tragedy. South of the Zambezi river the African continent rises slowly from the west coast, reaching a peak near its eastern edge where, as the great geological plates tilted, the

  upper crust broke to produce the fracture line of the uKhahlamba, falling again steeply on the eastern side in a series of rugged terraces towards the shore of the Indian Ocean.

  In the summer, wet winds blow inland from this warm sea, seething thermals carrying heavy moisture-laden clouds high over the escarpment. Eons of heavy downpours have created major rivers, the most

  impressive of which, like the Thukela, are born in thin, shining cascades on the uKhahlamba mountain face, bubbling through the foothills to carve twisting and tortuous gorges. Nearer the sea, the

  landscape becomes milder and the rivers empty into the sea through pleasant meandering valleys.




  Over the centuries, these same rains have stripped many hills to a skeleton of boulders, bleeding away the earth, only to deposit it again where the rivers meet the incoming tide of the ocean.

  Ancient dunes mark the shoreline, only broken where the rivers, from great lagoons on the landward side, have forced their way out through narrow passages; passages almost closed off, for most of

  the year, by sandbars lying just below the waves’ surface. Only during flash floods, under pressure from a roaring torrent of water and debris are the sand-bars washed away, their inexorable

  reconstruction only to begin again as soon as the flood subsides.




  Despite the erosion, a variety of grasses grew here throughout the year and the area once supported a high density of ruminating wildlife and the carnivores that preyed on them. But with the

  heavy influx of Man the game retreated from the open slopes and plains into the thick bush in the valleys, and the primordial forests on the ridge-tops. These grasslands framed the life of the

  Nguni, for they settled wherever their cattle would thrive, shifting occasionally as their herds demanded, or when an area of settlement became degraded.




  The Nguni lived in family units, each one the home to a man – the family head or umnumzana – his wives and dependants, and comprising a cluster of dome-shaped huts. The

  physical design of the homestead reflected not only the Nguni’s complex personal relationships but also the central role of their cattle. At the centre was a circular cattle-pen surrounded by

  stout upright posts, while the huts around it were positioned according to the standing of each of the wives and their offspring, each wife having her own hut. The

  umnumzana had perhaps two or three wives, for a commoner – many more for a person of power and influence – and moved between them, sleeping where the fancy took him; only the

  wealthiest homestead head might boast a hut of his own.




  The huts were skilfully and neatly made of thatch fastened to a framework of saplings, cool in summer, warm in winter and dry in the rain. The floors were made by crushing termite heaps and

  mixing the powder with water to form a ‘concrete’ that baked hard in the sun. In better homes this was smeared with a mulch of cow-dung and polished with a smooth stone to give a subtle

  bottle-green glaze. Most huts had a hearth in the middle of the floor for a fire but there was no chimney, the smoke making its way out through the thatch where it could. It often hung a foot or so

  off the floor in a great fug, catching the thin streams of light that speared through narrow gaps in the thatch. The smoke helped preserve the thatch, of course, keeping insect infestation to a

  minimum, but even so a quiet, dry clicking from the roof and walls provided a nightly accompaniment to sleep. Over the years, too, the smoke coated the interior with a thick, greasy deposit of

  soot, so that the scent of wood smoke permeated the fabric of Nguni life.




  Theirs was a life lived close to a landscape which could be stunningly beautiful but which was also at times harsh and unforgiving, and the hard physical labour necessary simply to survive was

  organized strictly along sexual lines. Although there are suggestions that in the early days, among some groups, both men and women worked in the fields, growing corn (maize) and pumpkins, by the

  nineteenth century this had come generally to be regarded as women’s work. Women also had the arduous duty of walking to the nearest stream at dawn each morning to fetch water in large clay

  pots, of harvesting and grinding the corn, and of preparing food and cooking. To men fell the general duty of protecting the homestead, of mounting occasional hunts, and – most important of

  all – of tending to their cattle.




  Of all the many rites of passage which governed life among the Nguni, marriage was the most important, and it was this, rather than physical maturity, or the onset of sexual relationships, that

  marked the true attainment of adulthood. Until they were married, Nguni males, no matter their age, were regarded as izinsizwa, youths, a part of their father’s homestead with no

  mature responsibilities of their own; on marrying they left the huts where they had grown up and built a new homestead in which to raise a family of their own. Now they were accorded a new level of

  respect as abamnumzana, head of the family. The transition in status was marked in both sexes by a transformation in their physical appearance. On the eve of their first marriage, north

  Nguni men put on the isicoco, a circle of animal sinew bound neatly into the hair which was then plastered with black resin and polished with wax. The isicoco was permanent, never

  being removed, except perhaps by baldness in old age, and it conferred on the wearer a very public recognition of status, and with it dignity and respect. Many men neatly trimmed or shaved the hair

  around the ring to make it all the more conspicuous. Married women, too, adopted a top-knot, the isicholo, shaving their heads apart from a single tuft of hair which was teased up and

  coloured, in the early days of the Nguni, with red ochre.




  Despite the chill that sometimes blows off the mountains in winter, and the heavy rain of the summer months, the northern Nguni did not trouble with complicated clothing. A thick cloak of animal

  hide might serve to ward off the worst excesses of the weather, but for the most part the solution to days of rain and cold was to stay indoors by the fire as much as possible. The basis of male

  dress was the umcedo, a small sheath of banana skins worn over the penis, often with a loin-covering of animal skins. For men related to the ruling lineage the square of skin covering the

  buttocks might be made of a spotted cat skin – civet, genet or, for the most exalted, leopard skin. Unmarried girls wore little more than a girdle of twisted strings, and married women a

  heavy goatskin skirt. On ceremonial occasions, however, men wore a more lavish and complex costume, resplendent with bushy white cow tails stitched to thongs fastened below the knees and above the

  elbows, and a necklace of thick bunches of cow tails, which completely obscured the upper body. Headbands made from otter or spotted cat, stitched into a tube and filled with

  bulrushes to make a neat roll, formed the foundation for ornate headdresses of ostrich, lourie, finch and crane feathers.3




  Life’s responsibilities began early for both sexes. Even as young boys, five or six years old, Nguni males were expected to join their elder brothers herding the cattle. They grew up in a

  natural outdoor environment, accustomed to its pleasures as well as its risks, discovered which wild fruits could be eaten with relish and which were poisonous, learned to be on their guard for

  signs of the green mamba in the tree-tops and the long, relentlessly aggressive black mamba in the grass, the spitting cobra among the rocks, or the puff adder on footpaths, all the more dangerous

  for its habit of lying still and unseen underfoot. They became familiar with the signs that warned of the presence of heavy game – elephant, buffalo and rhino – which still teemed in

  the thickest bush, with the occasional cough of the lion or growl of the leopard after dark, and with the lurking threat of crocodiles which infested the rivers. And as boys they learned to hunt

  small game – rock-rabbits and lizards – by hurling sticks at them, graduating in due course to the small buck they sometimes surprised, rietbuck, duiker or dik-dik. For sport they

  rolled fleshy tubers down the hillsides as moving targets and hurled sharpened sticks at them, or fenced with each other. At first they used switches cut from branches with the leaves still on for

  this, but progressed as they grew older to long sticks, bearing the swollen knuckles and cut heads they received as a result as a badge of their emerging manhood. Lacking any form of transport

  beyond their feet, both men and women were accustomed from childhood to walking long distances and they could move through their world in a way which amazed and frustrated later European

  travellers. It was a life that left its mark physically on them, on foreheads scarred from stick-fighting, in the thin lines raked into the skin by thorns and the thick hard skin on the soles of

  their feet.




  If the Nguni grew sick or were badly hurt, however, there were specialist herbalists to treat them, who applied a wide variety of native herbs which had both physiological and psychological

  properties.Broken limbs were bound, dislocations reset, deep wounds washed with water and stitched up with sutures made from animal sinew; swellings were treated with poultices

  and fevers with medicines scratched into the skin with needles made from porcupine quills. If the rates of recovery were influenced, inevitably, by an element of the survival of the fittest, it at

  least meant that as a people the Nguni were hardy and possessed of a degree of stoic resilience. Necessity had taught them to endure levels of pain which often astonished European observers.




  When they were old enough, boys were entrusted with spears, an example of one of the most sophisticated elements of their indigenous technology. In common with many African societies, the

  forging of iron was regarded as a mystical act among the Nguni, and smiths with a degree of awe that set them apart from ordinary society. The ore itself was collected from surface deposits and

  heated in clay forges worked with goatskin bellows. The molten metal was poured into a rough mould cut into the hard ground – the shape of a spear blade, axe or hoe – and then, as it

  cooled, beaten with rocks with an extraordinary degree of skill. When finished, it was passed over to a different specialist whose art lay in fixing the blade to a haft, drilling a hole to set the

  iron tang into the wood and fixing it with natural glues made from roots and resins, and then binding it tight with a wet tube of hide, from a cow tail, which shrank tightly as it dried.




  For the Nguni, the everyday world they saw about them was but one dimension of a world that stretched beyond the present into a shadowy infinity populated by the spirits of their dead ancestors.

  These ancestral spirits, the amadlozi, although by and large invisible, kept a watchful eye on the affairs of the living, intervening occasionally to bring good luck and fertility, or to

  offer blight and misfortune when they were displeased. Almost every untoward event in everyday life could be traced to the disequilibrium between the living and the dead, and it was the job of the

  diviner to decide the reason why this was and offer a solution. The diviner was the priest of Nguni society, called to his – or her – profession by dreams and visions, and trained by a

  long period as an apprentice to an established practitioner.When people were troubled by bad luck, by signs and portents or by prophetic dreams, they appealed to them to speak

  directly with the spirits on their behalf. The diviners’ communciation with the ancestors was heightened by the performance of rituals, dancing and inhaling the smoke from herbs burned on

  potsherds. Sometimes they read the answers from bones and other nostrums spilled onto a mat, and the solutions they offered required little more than the sacrifice of a goat or cow, or abstinence

  from some daily habit. Sometimes, however – in the most serious cases, when someone was found to be the victim of deliberate witchcraft – they would ‘smell out’ the

  evildoer, and the penalty was invariably death.




  To the first Europeans who encountered them it was axiomatic that the beliefs of the black inhabitants of southern Africa trapped them in a state of physical and psychological bondage. The

  affectations of the diviner seemed so patently absurd to whites raised in an essentially Christian tradition – be they British, Dutch, French, German, Portuguese – that it exacerbated

  their innate feelings of cultural and racial superiority and encouraged them to think of Africans as naive or intellectually stunted. It did not, of course, seem that way to the Nguni themselves,

  who remained throughout the period of inter-racial contact remarkably attached to their religious and political institutions. Arthur Bryant, a missionary and avid collector of Nguni oral traditions

  in the 1920s, who himself displayed much of the cultural, imperial and religious arrogance of his time, was yet moved to observe that,




  

    

      

        The gloomy old yarn, so often trotted out, about the pitiable conditions under despotic chiefs and the perpetual nightmare of superstitious dread in which the [Nguni]

        lived, is mostly ‘bosh and bogey’, conjured up by Europeans whose ‘knowledge’ of Native life is the product solely of their own imaginations. Hardships and injustices

        there were (from our point of view); but to them they were the normal state of affairs, to which they were accustomed from birth. Other conditions simply did not exist, as unknown. In

        [traditional society] law-abiding tribesmen, who knew how to live on friendly terms with their chief and their neighbours, had no more fear than we have from the police or

        terrors of our own ‘religious’ beliefs.4


      


    


  




  Not that tensions were unknown within Nguni society – far from it. Political rivalries were common, and so too were disputes over land and family wrangles over cattle.

  Moreover, inter-generational conflicts were endemic. Nguni society was essentially hierarchical and respect accumulated along with age and authority, and many elders insisted on full recognition of

  this from younger family members; while unmarried sons equally resented their exclusion from the world of wives, cattle ownership and influence. Effective management of the group often depended on

  the ability of a leader to find positive outlets for these frustrations.5 Nor should the role of women be overlooked, for although they were superficially

  subservient in a male-dominated patriarchal society, their personal prestige and influence grew, too, with age and the enlargement of the family, giving them an increasingly respected voice within

  the management of their personal homesteads.6




  When an umnumzana died, he was buried at the head of his cattle-pen, inside his homestead and, if he were an important man, the settlement was broken up and his family taken in by his

  brothers and close relations. The graves of significant individuals were marked by planting on them the umlahlankosi bush, ‘the tree of the kings’, whose sharp thorns are thought

  to snag the deceased’s spirit, or amadlozi, binding them to the familiar places of their earthly lives. Grave-sites of ancient ancestors were remembered for generations and were

  regarded with a reverence bordering on sanctity. This created a sense of an ever-present past and gave the Nguni a deep spiritual attachment to their land. Time was a long river, stretching back

  into the undefined past and on again into the future, and the one constant in the present was the group, and its physical place in the world. Land was owned in common, and the right to live upon

  it, to exploit it and ultimately to be buried in it, came with belonging to the group. Use of the land might be given to outsiders by the group leader, but the land itself was inalienable. This was

  a concept radically different to the pragmatic attitude of the first European settlers, for whom land could be bought and sold like any goods and chattels, and for this

  difference much blood would in time be shed.




  The political structures of the northern Nguni were essentially those of the family homestead writ large. Groups defined themselves by shared descent from the followers of a particular ancestor

  and the senior man in the dominant lineage of each group ruled it under the title inkosi. Some groups were large enough to be divided into sections, each ruled over by an inkosi of

  its own, their relative positions dictated by their status within the family as a whole. The amakhosi had considerable power over their subjects, deciding foreign policy, participating in

  religious ritual, judging disputes and criminal cases and commanding the services in particular of young, unmarried youths who had no adult responsibilities of their own. These young men were

  required to attend the inkosi at his command, staying at his homestead (at his expense) for days or weeks at a time and carrying out whatever duties he allotted them. They might serve as a

  member of an army or police force, take part in occasional mass hunts or in national religious ceremonies, herd the inkosi’s cattle, repair his huts or hoe his fields. Laws among the

  group were few but commonly understood, and transgressors were likely to be fined in cattle or, in extreme cases, put to death; the Nguni had little concept of imprisonment, and regarded European

  punishments, when they encountered them, as unnecessarily prolonged and cruel. In the case of malefactors accused of witchcraft, the death sentence also applied to their immediate family, who were

  guilty by association.




  Yet the powers of the amakhosi were not unlimited. All major decisions were made in conjunction with an advisory council, consisting of elders drawn from the most significant and

  influential sectors of the chiefdom. Ordinary abamnumzana also had a voice in the political debate, but decisions, once made, were binding on the group as a whole. Administration was carried

  out by a tier of officials appointed by the amakhosi and known as izinduna. An induna’s (pl. izinduna) responsibilities might be regional – he acted as the

  local mouthpiece for the inkosi’s instructions – or specific – he might be appointed to a command in the military forces, as a messenger, or as a

  functionary in the inkosi’s household.




  The attachment of people to their amakhosi was an aspect of Nguni life that constantly surprised Europeans. It went far beyond the personal charisma of the individuals themselves –

  there were good amakhosi and bad across the ages, of course – for the person of the inkosi represented much more. He was the touchstone which validated the sense of identity and

  belonging of ordinary members of the group, the embodiment of the inherited tradition, law and lore which defined an individual’s existence, as well as a powerful conduit for the

  acknowledgement and propitiation of the ancestors. The most important rites in the chiefdom’s calendar – the rituals which ushered in the new harvest, or the ceremonies to bind together

  and purify the community in a time of trial – could not be performed without the central participation of the inkosi, and any threat to the person of the inkosi was regarded as

  a threat to the community as a whole.




  The inkosi’s relationship with his people was a reciprocal one; if they were prepared to serve and fight to protect him, he was in return expected to shelter them from dangers

  – not only from the potentially hostile world around them, but from a hostile universe. And at the end of the eighteenth century, the universe of the northern Nguni suddenly became very

  hostile indeed.




  It remains difficult to disentangle the story of the rise of the Zulu from that of the man who undeniably had the greatest impact upon it.




  The personal history of Shaka is so central to that of his age, and to the emergence of the Zulu kingdom itself, that his life has become the stuff of legend, and it is almost impossible, now,

  to tease out the truth about him from the mythology. Moreover, in modern times, his image has been manipulated and exploited by his adherents and his enemies alike, to such an extent that his true

  personality has been largely obscured. Shaka has become cast in a rich array of often conflicting archetypes, a warrior hero and a ruthless tyrant, a symbol of both political

  unity and division, a visionary, a military genius and capricious killer, at once exalted for his nobility and damned for his savagery.7




  Which is a shame, because, for all that, he remains one of the most important southern African figures of his day. The political changes associated with his name – the sudden sharp rise to

  prominence of the Zulu kingdom – were stupendous, and they shaped the response of the peoples of the African seaboard to the greater challenge that the advent of European settlement would

  bring. Even as Shaka fought to extend the influence of the Zulu among the Nguni, great events were under way hundreds of kilometres distant which were destined to bring them sharply into contact

  with the wider world, and create a nexus for two centuries of bitter and destructive power struggles. And it would be the political and military systems perfected by Shaka which would define that

  conflict, not just in framing the means of resistance but – more darkly and damagingly – generating fractures within the African community which would work to the detriment of them

  all.




  Shaka was born about 1787. His father, Senzangakhona, was inkosi of the amaZulu – ‘Zulu’s people’, named after a long-dead forebear – who lived along the

  pleasant valley of the Mkhumbane stream. The Mkhumbane drains off the eastern edge of the Mthonjaneni uplands and is a tributary of one of the major rivers of the northern coastal strip, the

  Mfolozi Mhlope,8 and the Zulu – a small group of a few thousand souls – had lived there for several generations with little to distinguish their

  history. The graves of Senzangakhona’s ancestors can still be seen today, shaded by their umlahlankosi bushes, within a sacred kilometre or two of each other in an area still known as

  emaKhosini, the place of the kings.




  Yet during Senzangakhona’s lifetime the ageless world of the Nguni began to change. At some point in the late eighteenth century, beyond the far-off hills that limited the Zulu horizon,

  and for reasons which remain largely obscure, the northern Nguni chiefdoms began to grate upon one another. It might have been due to the Madlathule, a period of drought

  at the end of the eighteenth century remembered as ‘Let Him Eat What He Can and Say Nothing’, which dried up traditional pastures and created competition for natural resources, or to

  the disruptive influence of a small European trading enclave in Mozambique, or perhaps a combination of both. What is certain is that by about 1790, at the northernmost end of the coastal strip,

  the Nguni groups had began to fight with one another.




  The process was probably already under way in 1787 when Shaka was born. The circumstances surrounding his birth are contested, but it is generally agreed that his mother, Nandi of the eLangeni

  people, was one of Senzangakhona’s minor wives, and that at some point in his childhood Shaka’s parents separated. He grew up among a neighbouring people, the Mthethwa, who lived

  further east, south of the lower reaches of the Mfolozi Mhlope, and who were at that time emerging as the centre of a coalition of local chiefdoms. At such times young men were a valuable resource,

  and it was among the Mthethwa that Shaka first established a reputation as a warrior of note – an iqawe, a hero. At a time when battles consisted of an exchange of thrown spears, Shaka

  was one of a handful of hard men who preferred to wear their personal aggression as a badge of honour, and who chose to fight at close quarters with a stout-handled, broad-bladed stabbing spear. He

  soon found himself given an appointment as an izinduna in the Mthethwa army.




  When, around 1816, inkosi Senzangakhona of the Zulu died, the Mthethwa interfered in the succession, overthrowing Senzangakhona’s appointed heir and setting their own candidate,

  Shaka, upon the Zulu throne. It was a defining moment in the history of the Zulu people, and it is difficult not to feel that with Shaka’s return to the grassy slopes of the Mkhumbane an old

  order passed away and a new one – undoubtedly more dangerous, but possessed of an exhilarating potential – began. If nothing else, Shaka brought with him an awareness of the great

  events unfolding around him, and ambitions to match. Within a year he had begun to establish himself as a competitor in the regional power struggle in his own right, and over

  the following decade he rose to eclipse all his rivals, including his former patron, the Mthethwa.




  Despite myths to the contrary – many of them fostered by the colonial need to legitimize white authority by denigrating what went before – Shaka built his new kingdom as much through

  alliances as by the use of force. He invited neighbouring amakhosi to join him, sometimes sealing the bargain by offering members of his extended family as brides, and affording them a

  privileged position within a greater kingdom and a united front against the threat from outsiders.9 This meant acknowledging Shaka as overlord, of course,

  and for many amakhosi, with proud traditions of their own, this was a hard choice to make; but the alternative was to risk a Zulu attack, and although Shaka’s military accomplishments

  have perhaps been exaggerated over the years, the fact remains that he conquered many – and was never conquered himself. Those who refused his advances faced the prospect of a swift regime

  change. Not all submitted – many were able to exploit natural strongholds and resist for years, while others preferred to move away from the cause of the trouble, though abandoning the graves

  of their ancestors. Nonetheless, by the early 1820s, a new political structure was beginning to emerge, and the pattern of political power within it has shaped allegiances in Zululand to this

  day.




  Shaka’s Zulu kingdom was essentially a conglomerate of local groups under their pre-existing traditional leaders with a new layer of Zulucentric state administration imposed over it. This

  state system was centred upon the person of the king himself; it was Shaka who now presided over the great national ceremonies, who promulgated laws, and above all who took to himself the right

  – traditionally enjoyed by local amakhosi – to raise amabutho. These amabutho were the apparatus through which the service of young, unmarried men was organized on

  behalf of the group. Every three or four years the young men of the kingdom, the izinsizwa – all those who had reached their late teens since the last call-up – were gathered

  together from across the kingdom. Assembling first at their nearest royal homestead for a period of training, they were then called together nationally and formed into a guild,

  an ibutho (pl. amabutho). Senior officers were appointed by the king, and junior ones selected from among those who had distinguished themselves by their courage and initiative in

  training. The ibutho was given a name, and its members were either directed to build a new royal homestead to serve as their barracks and headquarters, or attached to an existing one where

  the current amabutho was dwindling through old age. They were given a token gift of feathers and furs by the king, to form the basis of a distinct ceremonial uniform, and a herd of carefully

  matched royal cattle from which they took hides to make war-shields.10




  From the time of their enrolment until the time the king granted them permission to marry, the amabutho were required to work at the king’s behest whenever he called upon them to do

  so. Although they served as the state labour gang and police force as well as the army, there was not enough work to keep them permanently occupied, nor food available to feed them for long periods

  when assembled; instead, most young men only mustered with their amabutho




  By taking the power to raise amabutho into his own hands, Shaka effectively monopolized the most powerful resource within the greater kingdom – its manpower. Although service in the

  amabutho would only ever be a part-time affair, it gave the king control of thousands of young men, their loyalties honed by complex rituals designed to exaggerate their sense of belonging,

  who could be used to ward off outside enemies and suppress internal opposition.




  In the space of a few short years, his reach had extended far beyond the confines of the Mkhumbane valley. With the subjugation of major rivals like the Ndwandwe, he pushed the boundaries of

  Zulu influence north towards the Phongolo, and east down the length of the Mfolozi towards the sea, then south towards the natural barrier of the Thukela.




  And he had turned west, too, towards the valley of the Mzinyathi. Rising as it does from the northern spurs of the uKhahlamba mountains and draining into the mighty Thukela,

  the Mzinyathi provides a natural fault line. Its open upper reaches provide a highway towards the mountains and across into the interior, while the rugged drifts in the wild country further

  downstream give direct access to central Natal. This fact had become unnervingly apparent in the early days of the disturbances, when groups retreating before the escalating violence had blundered

  through the valley’s upper reaches, dislodging those living there and largely depopulating it – and the lesson was not lost upon Shaka.




  Control of the Mzinyathi valley offered effective command of the western approaches of Shaka’s emerging Zulu kingdom – and it was this that brought Shaka to his opportune meeting

  with the Sithole Jobe kaMaphitha that day in 1818 on the Hlazakazi ridge.




  Shaka’s campaign in the Mzinyathi valley had been directed against the amaThembu and the amaChunu, the two most powerful groups living along the central Mzinyathi, and

  both had put up a fight, contesting not merely the river-crossings, considerably delaying Shaka’s advance, but stubbornly conducting a fighting withdrawal as they retreated down the western

  bank. The amaThembu, in particular, had rallied below the Biggarsberg heights, near the modern village of Pomeroy, and had checked the Zulu advance, buying enough time for both groups to retire

  south in good order. For the amaChunu the campaign marked the beginning of a long resentment of the Zulu royal house – one which would one day set them on the road to iSandlwana – but

  for Shaka the campaign was nonetheless a success. He had driven out potential rivals on his sensitive western borders, creating a local power vacuum which could be filled by Zulu loyalists.




  A few weeks after the campaign ended, Zulu messengers arrived at the homestead of Shaka’s new friend Jobe kaMaphitha of the Sithole bearing a surprising offer. Shaka invited Jobe to be the

  guardian of the Zulu kingdom’s western marches.




  It was, of course, an approach entirely in keeping with Shaka’s broader political programme – overturning an established order, and raising up a minor group whose

  elevation was entirely dependent upon his patronage – and he was astute enough to recognize the value of an established knowledge of local conditions and affairs. Nonetheless, it must have

  come as a considerable surprise to Jobe, for it was an appointment quite beyond his own importance in Sithole affairs: it would mean a sudden rise in personal power, prestige and wealth, as well as

  the protection of the Zulu army in these unsettled times. Jobe does not seem to have hesitated overmuch in his response. He accepted, and sometime in 1819, at Shaka’s insistence, he led the

  bulk of the Sithole across the Mzinyathi river, abandoning their old homelands along the slopes of Qhudeni mountain, to establish new homes on the opposite bank.11




  The Sithole now provided a buffer of Zulu influence on the western bank of the Mzinyathi, and their new location was bordered by some impressive and highly strategic geography. Above them, to

  the north, lay the great long Biggarsberg ridge, while below, to the south, lay a district of spectacular broken country known as Msinga. Msinga remains a place of fierce and austere beauty, a dry

  moonscape of high, stony hills slashed by the great meandering valleys of several major rivers, notably the Mooi and the Thukela. It was a difficult area in which to scrape a living, and a

  notorious one to police (and remains so, even today), but the very difficulty of the country served to channel the passage of those seeking to enter or flee from Zululand – and the Sithole

  settlements now lay across the obvious routes.




  And Jobe seems to have been good at his new job. The caves and hidden valleys along the western bank of the Mzinyathi were infested with the wretched survivors from the groups displaced by the

  passage of successive armies, some of whom had resorted to cannibalism to survive. Jobe extended Sithole control over them, offering protection and rehabilitation to those who submitted, and

  hunting down and destroying those who did not. Within two or three years of making the move, he controlled one of the most powerful African groups on the Zulu borderlands.




  In that, he was very much a representative of a new order. From about 1820, Shaka had looked increasingly south across the Thukela river, keen to extend his influence over

  the rich and powerful chiefdoms there. Yet despite the fact that his last royal homestead, kwaDukuza, was established south of the Thukela, he never really succeeded. Many groups resisted him, and

  were simply too far away, or too secure in natural strongholds, to be defeated, while others, as the amaThembu and amaChunu had done, moved beyond his reach. Even those who remained, and who

  acknowledged Shaka’s leadership, were never fully incorporated into the Zulu kingdom, which remained at its most cohesive north of the Thukela. Instead, Shaka’s influence south of the

  Thukela was largely dependent upon local allies, proxies like the Sithole who were committed to Zulu interests, but who retained a good deal of administrative independence locally.




  It was a position which made Jobe and those like him powerful individuals and their followers wealthy in cattle and security – but it would leave them dangerously exposed when the borders

  of the Zulu kingdom contracted. And even before King Shaka’s death in 1828, and at the very height of Zulu prestige and influence, would come a new element, so quietly and insidiously at

  first that the northern Nguni were unaware of the enormity of the threat it posed, a challenge to their way of life itself.




  










  4




  ‘When I am gone’


  


  The vision of King Shaka




  Since the first European voyager to the region Bartolomeu Dias had edged gingerly round the southern tip of Africa in 1488, there had been a steady trickle of carracks and

  caravels up the eastern coast. Yet, while some had been forced to risk a brief landfall to replenish water supplies, most had been content to sail on, put off from any serious attempt at landing by

  the forbidding breakers, and by the ubiquitous sand-bars that denied the endless succession of river mouths the advantages of a natural harbour. Even so, it was to these first brittle contacts that

  the region’s enduring name is due. On Christmas Day 1497 Dias’s fellow Portuguese, Vasco da Gama – the first man to lead an expedition directly from Europe to India – noted

  in his log the existence of the eastern coastline, and called it Terra Natalis in honour of Christ’s birth. And on European maps Natal it became.1




  For more than 300 years, despite occasional attempts to chart the coastline, the outside world passed resolutely by. Although the Portuguese had discovered the existence of the Rio da Natal

  – the Bay of Natal, the shimmering lagoon that would become the site of modern Durban – they had preferred to establish a settlement further north on the more sheltered offshore islands

  of Mozambique.




  Yet Europeans were not unknown to the northern Nguni, even in the long years before their presence became an established one. Whites were cast up now and then – mostly dead, and sometimes

  scarcely recognizable after the sharks and crabs had been at them – by the crashing surf that breaks relentlessly upon the open beaches, and because of this the Nguni

  imagined them to be a manifestation of the profound mysteries of the ocean, a pallid and rather fragile sea creature, which they came to call abelungu, rumoured to live beneath the waves and

  scarcely able to survive when exposed to the open air of dry land.




  Even after the Dutch built a large way-station on the shores of Table Bay at the Cape in 1652 – the largest permanent European settlement in southern Africa at the time – to service

  their fleets on the long haul to the East Indies, there remained little to tempt whites into Natal. Not until the great shift in the balance of European imperial rivalries which followed the

  upheavals of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, and the ultimate eclipse of the French after Waterloo, did the situation change. Then, in May 1824, an ex-Royal Navy lieutenant, Francis George

  Farewell, risked the lives of a small group of adventurers by leading them across the bar at the mouth of the Bay of Natal, and into the pristine wilderness of the lagoon beyond. The British Empire

  had come to Natal.




  Ironically, it had been the great international struggle against Napoleon that had brought Britain to southern Africa in the first place. Despite a long and tangled history of conflicts between

  them, the British and Dutch had been allies for much of the eighteenth century, and this had allowed British fleets to call safely at the Cape en route to Britain’s expanding empire in India.

  Old rivalries resurfaced briefly at the end of the century, however, after the Prince of Orange was driven out of the Netherlands in 1795 by Napoleon. The establishment of the pro-French Batavian

  Republic in Holland had deeply concerned British imperial strategists. The Netherlands’ colonial possessions had also passed, inevitably, under French influence, and control of the Cape might

  allow Napoleon to use it as a base from which to cut off the maritime highways upon which so many British interests depended. In 1795, therefore, a British expedition landed on and occupied the

  Cape, brushing aside light resistance, only to be forced to give it back a few years later under the terms of the Treaty of Amiens. The peace, however, proved short-lived, and with a fresh outbreak

  of hostilities the British returned in force: in 1806 they wrested the Cape permanently from Franco-Dutch control after a land battle fought out, bizarrely, close to the open

  beaches and within sight of Table Mountain.




  Britain was to remain the dominant European power in southern Africa for the next century. Occupation of the Cape had been a move embarked upon by the Government of the day with the severe

  reservation that its control should not lead Britain deeper into Africa by that debilitating and expensive process today categorized as ‘mission creep’ – yet that is, of course,

  exactly what happened. The Dutch had held sway over a small but well-established settler community which had long since assumed an expansionist dynamic of its own, and which paid little regard to

  the British takeover. Dutch-speaking farmers in the borderlands were already creeping slowly along the fertile eastern coastal downlands, clashing sporadically with the African groups they found

  living there. Whether its new masters liked it or not, Europe was already pushing into Africa by way of the Cape, and the price of policing it would be paid, as it so often was, with the blood of

  the long-suffering redcoat.




  There were other motors for change too, ones the British brought with them, and Francis Farewell had typified them. With the long war against France at an end, Britain had emerged as an

  unrivalled world superpower and was expanding its international interests on the backs of thousands of adventurous young men whose promising service careers had been cut short by the outbreak of

  peace. Farewell’s mission in 1824 was part of that organic process of imperial growth. There was nothing official about it, despite his Navy associations; a consortium of Cape merchants had

  heard rumours of the emergence of a powerful and – more to the point – wealthy African kingdom just up the coast from Natal, and Farewell had been commissioned to investigate. His brief

  had been to establish a profitable trading concession from the Zulu kings.




  That Farewell succeeded was not due so much to his undoubted enterprise as to the open arms with which he was welcomed by the Zulu King Shaka. The whites had arrived at a fortunate moment

  – in 1824 Shaka was in the process of consolidating the rapid expansion of the Zulu kingdom, and for him Farewell represented an unexpected and lucky contact with a new

  world of exotic trade goods and powerful new weapons. Farewell’s party hastily threw up a ramshackle settlement of wattle and daub huts among the dunes above the beach, and over this King

  Shaka extended his protection.




  The whites enjoyed all the prerogatives of state officials of the Zulu kingdom, hunting and trading and running their own affairs – free from the interference of far-off British laws, and

  confident in the royal patronage they enjoyed. They shot elephant for tusks and buffalo for hides and horns, shipping these out in occasional boatloads to traders back in the Cape and importing in

  return beads and trinkets which they exchanged for cattle with the Zulu, making them wealthy to their eyes. They enjoyed a gloriously anarchic lifestyle, scheming and quarrelling among themselves,

  presuming upon Shaka’s name to bully and intimidate their neighbours whenever it suited them, and taking African wives – many of whom they were later to set aside when the settlement

  inclined to respectability. They accumulated followers, too, most of whom were survivors fleeing Shaka’s military expeditions or political refugees from the Zulu kingdom itself, who saw in

  the white enclave something of a safe haven. And in truth, if it was often a happy life, it was also frequently a dangerous and a short one. Farewell and his men were at the mercy of an exotic

  array of diseases, and at risk when the animals they shot or attempted to slaughter – at ranges of just 30 or 40 metres, with cumbersome and inaccurate flintlock muskets – turned on

  them. They were at the mercy of King Shaka, too, but he proved a remarkably tolerant host, allowing their eccentricities free rein as long as they provided the services he required of them –

  and this, as with all the other groups under his benevolent patronage, undeniably included occasional participation in his military campaigns.




  In return for Shaka’s generosity, the traders betrayed him in a way which seems particularly pungent in the light of all that came after. They quite deliberately damned his reputation, and

  that of the Zulu people, to posterity. Many of those first whites were illiterate adventurers, of course, unemployed sailors and runaway soldiers, the flotsam of the taverns of

  the seas, but their leaders were educated men who fully understood that they were in the vanguard of momentous events. Farewell and his cronies tried their best to manipulate colonial opinion at

  the Cape and even in London, playing on the vulnerability of the settlement at the hands of an African host whom they portrayed as capricious and ruthless, hoping to tease out support in Government

  circles and laying a powerful trail of commercial promise to tempt investors. Between them they controlled the written record and in it they conspired to demonize Shaka and to obscure their own

  questionable agenda; and the extent of their duplicity, and its insidious lasting effects, is only now becoming clear.




  It is to this unlikely beginning that all later British interests in Natal were due. Ironically, Shaka’s own extraordinary career – so significant, yet so much an enigma to modern

  historians – came to a sudden and violent end in September 1828 when he was assassinated in a palace coup orchestrated by members of his own family. Ambushed outside his private huts at his

  kwaDukuza homestead, he was repeatedly stabbed. As he fell, he turned to his assassins to make a last dying prophecy. ‘Sons of my father,’ he said scornfully, ‘you will not rule

  when I am gone, for the land will see the white locusts come.’2




  In the years ahead, the Zulus as a people would come ruefully to reflect upon the truth of his words.




  Almost exactly fifty years separate the death of Shaka and the arrival of Charlie Harford and his colleagues on the Edinburgh Castle in 1878. The demographics of Natal

  had changed immensely in that half-century. Nevertheless, the pattern of authority connived at in Natal by Shaka and Farewell – in which a small number of Europeans had an undue degree of

  influence and control over a much larger African population – remained its defining political characteristic. In the immediate aftermath of Shaka’s assassination, his successor –

  his brother and murderer Dingane – abandoned the southern settlement at kwaDukuza in Natal, and built himself a new royal homestead in the heart of the Mkhumbane valley,

  the old Zulu country. This allowed him to consolidate the transition of power in the Zulu heartlands, but it marked a retreat in Zulu political influence south of the Thukela. In effect, it was an

  abandonment of Shaka’s uncompleted programme of extending control over the remaining chiefdoms in Natal, leaving it to those allies already established there to oversee Zulu interests on the

  king’s behalf.




  Among these were both the Sithole chiefdom and the British trader enclave at Port Natal. Ironically, both had found themselves subject to a new influx of refugees claiming protection – the

  regime change in Zululand had led to an inevitable exodus, both among Shaka’s supporters and those groups who had never been fully reconciled to Zulu rule – and this had added

  materially to their power base. Yet, as King Dingane recognized, there was a danger in this, since the growth in power and influence of the Natal client chiefdoms was achieved largely at the

  expense of his own. He pressed the Port Natal traders, in particular, to return a number of important political refugees, but when they – flexing for the first time their fledgling political

  muscle – refused, the king found he could not act directly against them without compromising his own commercial and political interests.




  For many of the older chiefdoms scattered throughout the rolling hills, too, those who had eluded or survived Shaka’s attempts to coerce them into the kingdom, the growth of the white

  community, in particular, offered a shield against possible renewed Zulu expansionism. As a result, they strove to maintain good relations with the traders, tacitly acknowledging their privileged

  status – but in doing so, over the next half century, they sowed the seeds of their subjugation.




  For a decade, during the 1820s, the traders lived at Port Natal respecting no laws but their own and, sometimes, those of the Zulu kings. Farewell’s attempts to invite the intervention of

  the British authorities fell largely on deaf ears; the British Government was embarrassed by the traders’ actions, and was in any case set against further expansion into southern Africa. That

  it later reversed this policy was due in the end not to lobbying on the part of the settlement, but rather, as it so often was, to a new threat to British strategic interests.

  And this came through an entirely unexpected sequence of events.




  When the British arrived in the Cape, this time to stay, in 1806, the settler population there had already assumed distinct characteristics of its own. The original Dutch

  burghers established by the East India Company had been swollen in pulses over the years by religious refugees expelled from Europe, mostly French Huguenots and German Lutherans. Cut off from the

  currents of the great intellectual movements that had spread throughout Europe during their absence, many of them had turned increasingly away from the outside world, and looked instead towards the

  African interior. Hardy and self-reliant, they lived isolated lives close to the hard and unforgiving soil in small frontier villages or on great farms they had carved themselves from the

  wilderness. They spoke a dialect which mixed their original Dutch with phrases borrowed from European latecomers and words and concepts appropriated from Indonesian slaves imported to the Cape and

  from the African communities among whom they travelled. With language came a sense – hazy at first, but honed by shared hardships over the coming century – of a distinct identity. Most

  of these people were farmers by occupation, and they are best known even today by the Dutch term for countryfolk – boere. To outsiders they were the Cape Dutch, or Afrikanders –

  white Africans – and in more recent times Afrikaners.3




  It had become clear early on that the Afrikaners resented the arrival of the British. There were certainly specific grievances which burned sorely among them – a perceived failure of the

  British to protect frontier settlements against African resistance, the abolition of slavery in British colonies in 1833, and the cumbersome and impractical structures set up to award financial

  compensation for the value of the slaves they had lost – but underlying it all was a deep ideological difference. From the Cape, British administrators looked out towards

  the wider world – to the metropolitan hub in far-away London, and to the expanding empire of which they were a part. What mattered to the Afrikaners, in contrast, was the hard reality of life

  on the African land, with all its fierce insecurities, and the strong religious faith and ingrained sense of racial superiority that sustained them. Occasionally the Afrikaners resorted to violence

  to express their frustrations, and the willingness of the British to respond in kind convinced the Boers that their different ways of life were profoundly incompatible. So, in the mid-1830s, whole

  sectors of Boer frontier society simply decided to remove themselves from British influence – to sever, in effect, their remaining links with the European world and to give themselves up to

  Africa in the hope of finding a new home in the limitless wilderness beyond colonial boundaries.




  Hundreds of Boer families packed their possessions into their tented ox-wagons, rounded up their livestock, sold or abandoned their farms and set off into the unknown. Most set out from the

  Eastern Cape, travelling in straggling groups linked by ties of family patronage, moving initially into the interior, skirting the western spurs of the uKhahlamba mountains, and crossing the great

  Senqu river. Once into the grassy highveld, they pushed up through the very centre of southern Africa itself. The movement – the trek – was never a cohesive one with clearly

  defined objectives; it was driven by individual needs and riven with personal animosities, and trek parties travelled together or fragmented according to the personal relationships of their

  leaders. Many of the less venturesome settled where the fancy first took them, content to have placed a good distance between themselves and the ‘verdommed Englse’ – the

  damned English. The most free-spirited, however, the most hardy, together with those who nursed the fiercest hate for the British in their devoutly Christian hearts, kept going until they had

  crossed the River Lekwa (Vaal). Here and there small settlements sprang up along the way, some of which thrived briefly as the centre of an optimistic new republic, full of hope and heady promises

  of freedom, only to collapse in due course when they proved economically unviable.




  The Boer tragedy lay, however, in the fact that the interior of southern Africa was not an empty landscape. Parts of it had sometimes seemed so, because of the physical

  constraints imposed on African societies by the necessity of locating themselves near water and avoiding areas of fever or insect-borne parasites, and the ravages wrought by political conflicts,

  yet almost every corner of the land was claimed by somebody or other, and the progress of the Boer diaspora was characterized by constant friction. It remains a bitter irony of the movement as a

  whole that in seeking no more than the freedom to live on the land according to their cherished beliefs and traditions, the Boers inevitably denied this right to others who had been there

  first.




  Nor did the simple fact of removing themselves from British boundaries free them of their entanglements with British authority. If the British could not prevent them physically from leaving,

  they nonetheless refused to recognize the Boer right to act independently, treating them instead as wayward citizens whose actions might impact upon British interests internationally, and whose

  excesses therefore needed to be curbed. The result was a series of skirmishes between British troops and Boer citizen militias fought out in remote places scarcely marked on European maps, the

  first faltering steps in a protracted struggle which would intensify as the century wore on. Fought initially to secure or deny political influence, these struggles became, as the settler economies

  of southern Africa grew, a contest between two radically different forms of colonialism, each competing for control of the land and resources which drove European expansionism. Underlying the

  rhetoric of the warring parties in the last, most protracted and bitterest of the struggles – the Second Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902 – is a common ideology of racial supremacy and

  conquest which suggests that at its heart the struggle was essentially a civil war between opposing poles of a shared settler vision.




  That early struggle of the Boer people, the saga of the astonishing individual hardships they endured in the 1830s and the extraordinary journeys they accomplished, is conflated together and

  remembered today as the Great Trek. As a history it has been sadly compromised in recent times, exploited by Afrikaner nationalists in the twentieth century to provide an

  ideological framework for apartheid and discredited as a result; as a human drama it deserves to be celebrated, however, for in its way it is no less epic than the great westward movement of

  Europeans in America in the nineteenth century.




  It was towards the end of 1837 that the first Trekker scouts crossed into Natal from beyond the mountains, and it was immediately obvious to the African population living there that these were a

  very different people to the traders at Port Natal. They spoke a different language, of course, and whereas the British had arrived dripping on the beach at Port Natal in little more than the

  clothes they stood up in, clutching their guns and their bundles of trade beads, the Boers had come with rolling homes, bringing with them not only their wives, children and servants, but their

  entire herds. They were mounted on horses and bristled with weapons, and the intimidating impression they created is confirmed by the stories which trailed in the wake of their clashes with the

  Africans on the highveld. The English traders’ firearms might have triggered a subtle shift in the balance of power in Natal, yet the men themselves were not perceived by the Africans as

  being fundamentally in competition with them and their lifestyle. The English were hunters and traders, not farmers; but if ever a people were seeking a new land for themselves, it was the Boers.

  The question was, whose land?




  King Dingane soon answered that question to his own satisfaction. The Voortrekkers, or more commonly Trekkers, visited him to beg permission to settle in Natal; Dingane at first tried to fob

  them off but when they proved to be both dangerous and persistent,4 he decided simply to destroy them. In February 1838 the Boer leader Piet Retief and

  sixty of his followers – together with about thirty of their servants (who often get left out of the story) – were surprised and seized as they attended Dingane’s eMgungundlovu

  royal homestead, ostensibly to negotiate. Overwhelmed by weight of numbers, they were dragged away to the Zulu capital’s place of execution and beaten to death with sticks. Dingane then

  dispatched his army to attack Boer encampments scattered along the foothills of the uKhahlamba mountains. The attack caught the Boers entirely by surprise and although the noise

  of the slaughter of the first settlements provided some warning for those further behind, many families were simply wiped out. Nearly 400 old men, women, children and servants were killed in a

  night of fire and blood which has seared itself into the folk memory of the Afrikaner people.




  It was the first of a series of catastrophic conflicts between Africans and Europeans in Natal, a defining moment which brought to a head the underlying tensions that had been slowly and subtly

  festering since the British traders had first arrived. It was a war which laid down the tactical ground rules for greater battles to come, pitching the mobility, courage, numbers and fieldcraft of

  the Zulu amabutho against the horses, guns and wagon-circles of the Boers. And for the Zulus, the lessons for the future proved to be ominous, for despite King Dingane’s coup de

  main he singularly failed to drive the Trekkers out of Natal.




  The plight of the survivors, clinging on in cramped and insanitary laagers – camps fortified by the simple expedient of drawing their wagons into a circle – caused fellow

  trek-leaders in the highveld to set aside their personal differences and rally to their aid. Renewed fighting spluttered on throughout 1838 until, on 16 December, a strong fighting commando, led by

  an experienced commandant from the Cape frontier, Andries Pretorius, won a bloody victory over Dingane’s principal amabutho on the banks of the Ncome river, a tributary of the

  Mzinyathi. Pretorius pressed on in the hope of capturing Dingane himself, but the king had set fire to his eMgungundlovu palace and fled before the Boers arrived. Pretorius’s men found the

  remains of Piet Retief and his men on the slopes of the hill where they were executed, and buried them there; lying beside Retief, so they claimed, they found a leather pouch containing a deed

  ceding Natal to the Trekkers, which the king had signed moments before ordering the slaughter.




  Although the strategic impact of the Battle of Ncome – known to the Boers as Bloedrivier, Blood River, from the gory state of the waters after the protracted slaughter – has

  certainly been exaggerated, it undoubtedly had the effect of further reducing Zulu influence in Natal. King Dingane built a new royal homestead further north, beyond easy reach

  of Pretorius’s horsemen, while the Boers returned to the comparative safety of their settlements in the uKhahlamba foothills. A great swathe of country lying between them became something of

  a no-man’s-land, a political vacuum over which neither side was able fully to extend its authority. For the African inhabitants, it marked an uneasy interregnum in which the bonds that had

  bound them to the Zulu kings were tested against the possibility of greater independence and sense of menace afforded in equal measure by the presence of the Voortrekkers.




  This dilemma weighed particularly heavily upon those groups in Natal who, since the assassination of King Shaka a decade before, had represented the voice of the Zulu kings there. This included

  not only African groups like inkosi Jobe’s Sithole, but the British community at Port Natal: the war had offered them both hard choices.




  In truth, the traders at the Port Natal settlement had already begun to tire of the obligations placed upon them by the Zulu kings, and had found it easy to decide their new loyalties along

  racial lines. When the war broke out early in 1838 they had allied themselves to the Trekkers, repaying the hospitality invested in them by Shaka and Dingane with armed raids against outlying Zulu

  settlements. Although they had justified themselves with a heady rhetoric complaining of Dingane’s murderous attack on the Trekkers, the traders’ forays were no more than

  cattle-rustling expeditions designed to take advantage of the Zulu army’s preoccupation elsewhere. In this the traders’ judgement had seriously erred, however, for they were destined to

  receive a brutal reminder of where – conflict with the Trekkers or not – the balance of power in Natal still truly lay.




  In April 1838 a party of traders, supported by an army recruited from among their African followers – some of whom they had armed and trained in the use of muskets – crossed the

  lower Thukela and began looting Zulu homesteads there. Here they were surprised by a Zulu army under the command of Dingane’s brother, Prince Mpande kaSenzangakhona, surrounded, and after a

  stiff and bloody fight outmanoeuvred and largely wiped out.5 A dozen traders were killed – including at least one who had first

  arrived in Farewell’s party a decade before – together with hundreds of their African retainers, and the survivors fled back towards Port Natal with the victorious Zulu army in pursuit.

  While the traders and their families took refuge on schooners anchored in the bay, the Zulus razed the settlement to the ground.




  The sacking of Port Natal, so richly deserved in Zulu eyes, brought an end once and for all to the cosy illusion that the objectives of the British and the Zulu could accommodate one another.

  For twenty years the commercial benefits of the settlement had obscured the fact that their interests were fundamentally opposed to one another, that a nascent capitalist economy could only thrive

  by subverting the communal traditions and economic self-sufficiency upon which so much of African society was based.




  Once the Zulu amabutho had retired, the surviving traders went ashore once again, picking through the smoking ruins to salvage what they could to rebuild their lives. These later settlers

  were profoundly different to the white men Natal had known in the past, those pathetic souls who had been thrown upon the shore by shipwreck, and whose greatest wish had been to find a way back

  home. These abelungu were here to stay.




  For African groups like the Sithole the situation was, if anything, worse. Tied by a common culture and by shared history to the Zulu kingdom, they now found themselves in a

  very real sense on the front line between two colliding worlds, torn by their loyalty to their former patron, yet dangerously exposed to the newcomers, to the Trekkers’ military might and

  their profound disregard for African sensibilities.




  This had become apparent to the Sithole representative Jobe kaMaphitha even before the climactic battle on the banks of the Ncome. Riding out from their camps in the mountain foothills, Andries

  Pretorius’s commando had opted for the most direct route towards Zululand, avoiding the long detour necessary to advance by way of the well-used crossing near the mouth of

  the Thukela river, and striking north-east instead, aiming for the crossing over the Mzinyathi river. In this he was following in the footsteps of the warring armies of Shaka’s time –

  exactly that route which the Sithole had been set in place to block. Such was the efficiency of the Zulu intelligence system that King Dingane knew about Pretorius and his commando even before they

  had passed through the Msinga hills on their way to the Mzinyathi, and so he sent instructions to Jobe to prevent their passage.




  This had, of course, been Jobe’s principal duty since Shaka’s time – the basis of the Sithole’s elevation to power and prestige – and it was perhaps the greatest

  test of his loyalty since he had taken up his duties. Yet, with the Boers now pressing towards them and the fate of the Zulu kingdom clearly hanging in the balance, Jobe faltered. The Trekkers were

  on his doorstep – several hundred of them, armed to the teeth with heavy hunting muskets and ships’ cannon mounted on improvised carriages dragged by oxen – and King

  Dingane’s amabutho were not. Instead of attacking them Jobe opted to appease them, greeting the Boers with a dance of welcome – the site where it took place is still remembered

  today by the name Danskraal – and then let them pass by.




  The Trekkers’ victory a week or two later at Ncome not only confirmed their position as a major new power in Natal, it broke the bonds of trust which had linked the Sithole and the Zulu

  royal house, cutting the Sithole adrift in a dangerous and unpredictable new world.




  Inkosi Jobe, revealing the same political astuteness which Shaka had first recognized in him, took the precaution of shifting his principal homesteads to a more defensible position. It

  was about this time that he moved from the open country below the Biggarsberg deeper into Msinga proper, establishing himself near the foot of the iLenge mountain (subsequently known to the

  settlers as ‘Job’s Kop’), a position which afforded him some protection against the suspicion of the Trekkers – and the wrath of his spurned patron, King Dingane. After he moved, the Boers steadily crept across the country behind him, marking out farms across the Biggarsberg,6 poised to spill for the

  first time into the valley of the Mzinyathi beyond.




  The cold war between the Trekkers and King Dingane could not last indefinitely, however, and the manner of its resolution reveals the extent to which defeat at Ncome had weakened Dingane’s

  prestige among his followers. In late 1839 Dingane’s brother, Prince Mpande, crossed the Thukela river with thousands of his followers and offered his allegiance to the Boers in Natal. Mpande

  has been the most consistently underrated of all Senzangakhona’s extraordinary sons, largely because he successfully cultivated an air of Claudian indolence and disinterest, the assumption of

  which had allowed him to escape Dingane’s suspicion in the purges following Shaka’s assassination. In fact he was an astute and subtle political survivor and in due course would prove a

  patient and able administrator, and his defection proved – as perhaps he knew it might – the end for Dingane’s regime. It was a move which both acknowledged the reality of the

  military power possessed by the Trekkers, and gave an air of legitimacy to their vendetta against Dingane. The Boers offered to install Mpande as king in Dingane’s place in return for

  confirmation of their territorial claims in Natal. In early 1840 an army of Mpande’s followers crossed back into Zululand with Boer support, and the fate of the royal house was decided, Zulu

  against Zulu, in the first of the country’s bloody civil wars. Those amabutho who remained loyal to Dingane met the invaders at the Maqongqo hills near the Mkhuze river, but after a

  sharp fight an air of defeat seemed suddenly to sweep through the king’s army and their defence collapsed.




  Dingane, with the remnants of his court, retreated to the far north of Zululand. Here he built a new royal homestead on the edge of the Hlatikhulu forest, on the very crest of the Lebombo

  mountains, a remote and inaccessible spot which vouchsafed him breathtaking views across the hazy Maputland flats and the Swazi borders. But an embarrassed and defeated Zulu king could only be a

  source of suspicion and resentment to his new neighbours, and in March 1840 a group of assassins infiltrated his homestead, stabbed Dingane as he emerged from his hut at dawn

  one morning, inflicting a deep gash in his abdomen, and fled leaving him to bleed to death.




  The death of Dingane was a watershed in the separation of Natal and the Zulu kingdom. For the Trekkers it was a triumphant end to the bitter struggle which had begun with the death of Piet

  Retief two years before, and it left them the undisputed masters of the field. They installed Mpande as king of the Zulu in Dingane’s place, and celebrated his apparent compliance by

  demanding thousands of head of cattle and great swathes of land as a reward for their support. Freed now from any significant African challenge to their authority, they declared Natal a Trekker

  republic, and set about dividing up the land, apportioning the best of it for white settlement and clearing off the African population they regarded as surplus – as many as 80,000 were

  dispossessed in the first year. Cut off from ancestral lands they had occupied for generations, these people were simply required to move away and find land in those areas the Boers did not want.

  Msinga, with its hot, narrow valleys and steep hillsides, held little appeal for the Trekkers and it began to fill up with the Africans, the genesis of an overcrowding that has defined its problems

  into modern times.




  And if this process at least added to the widening of the support-base of chiefdoms already established there, like the Sithole, there were mortal dangers in this, too. With Natal carved up to

  suit their needs, the Trekkers began to eye with some suspicion those African groups who retained a degree of prestige and authority. They targeted each in turn, manufacturing complaints over

  missing cattle or alleged disrespect to the new administration and punishing them forcefully, burning huts and carrying away herds to bolster their newly established farms. For all inkosi

  Jobe’s practised fence-sitting, the privileged role the Sithole had enjoyed at the centre of nearly twenty years of fluid frontier life was clearly at an end. Jobe’s tacit support of

  the 1838 Ncome expedition had not been enough to save him from a demand in 1840 that he more clearly demonstrate his loyalty; he had supplied a contingent of men to support Mpande’s forces,

  but in the aftermath he found himself accused of appropriating too great a share of the looted cattle. It was a charge typical of those trumped-up by the Trekkers against the

  Natal amakhosi, and when Jobe appealed to Mpande for support he discovered just how far his earlier actions had compromised him in the eyes of the Zulu royal house. Astute as ever, Mpande

  had noted how all too often Jobe had switched sides at the crucial moment, and he refused now to save him; late in 1840 a Boer commando rode into Msinga, attacking Sithole homesteads and looting

  cattle.




  Jobe survived, but the attack left him impoverished and humiliated. A lifetime’s association with the Zulu kings was finally broken and the Sithole found themselves stranded on the wrong

  side of the Mzinyathi, abandoned to the tender mercies of the white ‘wild beasts’. It would be left to Jobe’s descendants to discover the full extent to which they had traded the

  frying pan for the fire.




  The enthusiasm with which the Trekkers redrew the political map of Natal came as something of a shock to the remaining trading community at Port Natal, who soon found that

  their white skins and support in the recent fighting had earned them no particular influence in the new order. Zulu authority under Shaka’s protection had been irksome enough, but it seemed

  particularly irritating to have unsympathetic whites now meddling in their affairs, distorting the passage of free trade in accordance with their own agendas. The traders’ response was to

  appeal to the British authorities in Cape Town to intervene on their behalf. This was a ploy they had tried in the past and it had never succeeded, but ironically the Trekkers’ ascendancy had

  led to a distinct shift in official British attitudes towards Natal.




  Two things worried London. First, the Trekkers announced their intention to resettle Natal’s surplus African population – those people recently dispossessed by the appropriation of

  their land for farms – in the extreme south of the country. For the British this was a sensitive area, lying as it did not far north of their own borders on the Eastern Cape. The Cape

  frontier was notoriously volatile, and the British feared that an influx of Africans might destabilize the brittle peace which prevailed there. Worse still, the passage of a

  solitary American brig across the bar and into Port Natal had raised the uncomfortable possibility that the Trekkers might try to establish international relations with a rival world power, and in

  an area the British already regarded as their strategic back yard.




  These insecurities had prompted the British to look again at the claims of the traders, and it suddenly seemed that Francis Farewell’s dubious attempts to persuade King Shaka to recognize

  a Union flag run up above the dunes might provide a legal pretext for Britain acting to isolate the port. In late 1838 the British had gone so far as to send a detachment of troops by sea to

  establish an outpost on the sandy spit of the Point, but once it became clear that they were unable to influence affairs and powerless to intervene in the worsening conflict between the Boers and

  the Zulu they were withdrawn. In March 1842, however, Britain acted with rather more resolve. A Major Thomas Charlton Smith was dispatched from the Eastern Cape to march overland to Port Natal at

  the head of 300 men, including two companies of the 27th Regiment.




  It was a bizarre expedition, a slim little column of ox-wagons and men in bright uniforms traipsing through the virgin bush or marching heavily along the sand of the open beaches, flanked by the

  endless crashing breakers of the Indian Ocean. At one point they marvelled at the skeleton of a whale, stranded on the beach, and their passage was made tedious by the need to ford the scores of

  rivers which crossed their path. Several of the soldiers took their wives with them – a common enough practice in the Napoleonic Wars, a generation before – and two babies were born

  along the way. And on 30 April, a Private Devitt of the 27th succumbed to exhaustion on the banks of the Mkhomasi river – the first of many hundreds of British soldiers who would die during

  the long struggle to secure Natal for the British Crown.




  Smith arrived at Port Natal on 3 May 1842. It had taken him 33 days to cover 420 kilometres, an epic journey largely forgotten today. But if the traders at the bay were delighted to see him, the

  Trekkers assuredly were not. Testy negotiations soon gave way to open hostility, shots were exchanged, and Smith resolved to take decisive action. He planned to mount an

  ambitious attack at night on the Boer encampments which had now been set up at the bay, advancing by way of the sandy beach, but the Trekkers were alerted by the clanking of the wheels of his

  gun-carriages and ambushed him from the cover of a line of mangrove trees. Raked with close-range fire, Smith’s column disintegrated and his men scattered in disarray back to their camp.




  Yet the Boers could not drive him from the earthwork fort Smith hastily threw up, and instead Smith found himself completely surrounded, a tiny dot of British scarlet in the green and hostile

  subtropical wilderness of the south-east African coast, a pin-prick flag in the map of some far-away imperial strategist. The Boers sniped at his outposts and riddled his position with musketry day

  and night, percolating his tents and forcing his men to live in a warren of shelter-trenches. With his food supplies dwindling and the nearest help hundreds of kilometres away, surrender seemed

  inevitable. It would doubtless have happened, too, had not one of the Port Natal traders – Richard King, a survivor of the disastrous Thukela expedition four years before, as tough as nails

  and equally resourceful – slipped through the Boer lines one night with his African servant, Ndongeni. The pair swam their horses across the bay by moonlight, then set out to ride 960

  kilometres to the nearest British garrison, Grahamstown on the Eastern Cape. Ndongeni, who was riding bareback, had to give up along the way but King arrived ten days later, and his news galvanized

  the Grahamstown command. Troops were embarked on the first available ship, and on 24 June 1842 a schooner ran across the bar towing long-boats full of troops into the bay of Port Natal. As it did

  so, a warship, HMS Southampton, provided covering fire from the deep water beyond – a ship of Nelson’s line, firing broadsides at a handful of farmers sheltering in the cover of

  the African bush.




  Of such absurdities are empires made; the landing was hardly contested. The Union Flag had come at last to Port Natal.




  The arrival of the British in force was a bitter blow for the Boers. Some would not countenance living under the British yoke again, but preferred simply to turn their back

  on the sea, and on Natal, the land which had brought them so much bloodshed and heartache. They would, as one Trekker’s irate wife told British officials, rather walk back barefoot over the

  Drakensberg than suffer to live under the damned English again. Many did just that, loading up their wagons once more and braving the mountain passes to return to live among more congenial company

  in the Trekker republics beyond. By the end of 1843 there were scarcely 500 Afrikaner families left in Natal. Many of those who remained chose to move as far away from the centres of British

  metropolitan authority as possible, and some obtained a concession from the Zulu king Mpande to settle territory nominally under his control along the northern uKhahlamba foothills.




  It took a while to establish the mechanics of the new colonial administration, and longer for the settlement itself to assume its distinctive British character. Natal was

  officially declared a British colony in 1843, and cobbled on a couple of years later as an administrative adjunct to the Cape. Only then did the first British lieutenant-governor arrive, setting up

  office, ironically, in Pietermaritzburg, the village the Trekkers had built to serve as the capital of their republic. Nor, despite various commercial schemes launched in Britain designed to

  promote the delights of life in the sunshine to prospective immigrants, did the new colony fill up particularly fast with settlers. It was not until the 1850s that a thin line of ox-wagon tracks

  began to cleave perilously through the rocky hillsides, threading through the scatter of villages which constituted the most conspicuous sign of European occupation. For the most part the land they

  settled in was unforgiving, ploughable only along the broad valley floors, and only profitable to those cattle ranchers whose holdings were large enough to allow a disproportionate area to sustain

  their herds.




  Many of these early settlers bolstered their fragile income by the ‘native trade’, taking time out for three or four months a year to run goods across the border

  into Zululand and return laden with cattle or hides. Only the coastal strip, where the climate was more suitable, enjoyed something of a boom, when it was discovered that sugarcane thrived in the

  mellow coastal soils. To their intense irritation, those early English – and Scottish, Irish, even German – pioneers struggled to persuade Natal’s Africans to shoulder the burden

  of the hard manual labour necessary to work the sugar fields. They solved the problem, however, by a piece of typically imperial thinking, importing indentured labourers from Britain’s Indian

  colonies – with the result that South Africa today has the largest population of Indian descent outside the subcontinent itself.




  In fact the settlers’ relationship with Natal’s African population was infinitely more precarious than their mere failure to imbue them with the spirit of capitalist enterprise and

  the dubious advantages of the Protestant work ethic. The white population was outnumbered many times over by the African groups who had been living on the land before either the Trekkers or the

  British had arrived. The overwhelming presence of these people had hardly registered in the grand imperial fretting which had prompted the British to intervene in Natal, nor had the British at

  first troubled themselves unduly as to what the African population thought about becoming so arbitrarily subjects of the ‘Great White Queen’. Very soon, however, it became clear that

  the colony’s survival would depend on the effective management of the majority of its population for the security and economic benefit of the small settler elite.




  The British approach to governing Natal, especially in those early years, was entirely pragmatic. Even by 1871 the white population of the colony was no more than 18,000, compared to 300,000

  Africans, prompting one observer to comment that Natal was ‘a British colony, so-called, but in truth a native territory scantily occupied by Europeans’.7 With British commitments increasingly stretched around an expanding empire, there was little hope that sufficient troops could be deployed to secure the colony properly; the

  military garrison usually consisted of a single battalion of British infantry – 800 redcoats, at full strength – or at the most two. Indeed, for the first twenty or

  thirty years of the colony’s life the administration of its population – black and white – fell to just a handful of British officials. Governance of Natal was therefore largely

  by means of bluff – an assumption of power and control which the British could not in fact enforce. For this reason it was necessary that the African population continued to live under the

  illusion that it had the power to influence its own affairs wherever possible, lest it recognize that the British wardrobe of administration largely comprised the emperor’s new clothes.




  The British had certainly been quick to recognize the withdrawal of Zulu influence from the region. Delighted that the British victory had freed him from his onerous obligation to the Trekkers,

  King Mpande readily agreed to allow the physical barrier represented by the line of the Thukela and Mzinyathi rivers to serve as the boundary between Zululand and Natal,8 and the official retrocession of Zulu claims further south reassured those African communities who had never been incorporated into the Zulu kingdom. Many of these began to

  emerge from their places of temporary refuge and return to their ancestral lands. Often, however, they found their old territories barred to them, for the British administration made no effort to

  overturn the patterns of land ownership established by the Trekkers. The best farmland was to remain in the hands of the Europeans – Natal’s African population would have to be content

  with what remained. The British at least formalized the arrangement, marking out a series of reserves – known as ‘locations’ – into which Natal’s blacks were

  shovelled, sometimes without much ceremony. Among the largest of them, hemmed in by the new settler village of Ladysmith to the west, by the Biggarsberg to the north and by the Zulu border to the

  east, was Msinga, the hot, rugged, dusty and overcrowded home of the Sithole and their neighbours.




  Even so, for most of Natal’s Africans, it was to be decades before the impact of European rule became truly apparent. For many, living far away from the centres of the new administration,

  who seldom saw a passing white trader and never a colonial official, there appeared to be no perceptible change in their ancient patterns of life. They nurtured their cattle and

  struggled to raise crops, honoured their ancestors, married, intrigued and quarrelled among themselves and with their neighbours, just as they had always done – failing to notice as they did

  so that the earth had moved inexorably beneath their feet.




  










  5




  ‘Better move before them’


  


  The Sithole return to Zululand




  Theophilus Shepstone towers over the early history of colonial Natal almost as much as Shaka bestrides the age before. He was born near Bristol, England, in 1817, the son of

  William Shepstone, a Wesleyan parson. In 1820 William accepted a place on a sponsored scheme intended, optimistically, to populate troublesome parts of the Eastern Cape frontier with British

  settlers. Young Theophilus had grown up on the frontier during its most expansive phase, when the new wave of British immigrants had vied with established Afrikaners and the Xhosa for the land, and

  his exposure not only to a disparate mix of peoples, to hardship and the threat of violence, but also to the tentative and hesitant realization of the imperial vision in Africa profoundly shaped

  his character. By nature tough-minded and self-reliant, Shepstone’s taciturn manner concealed an astute political mind which grew increasingly labyrinthine and purposeful with the years. He

  was fluent in Afrikaans and Xhosa, and understood something of the complexities of both societies – of their needs and limitations, and how both might be manipulated in the service of British

  interests.




  In 1835, when still a young man, Shepstone served as an interpreter on the British military staff during one of the interminable wars against the Xhosa,1

  and the experience gave him a taste for the practicalities of imperial administration in the field. In 1838 he accompanied the abortive British military expedition that briefly occupied Port Natal,

  and on his return to the Cape he took up a post as a border official. When, in 1845, Natal became a British colony Shepstone was ideally placed to seize the opportunities it

  offered adventurous civil servants like himself. His knowledge of language and custom suited him ideally to a position in the Native Affairs department – the first step in a lifetime’s

  association with the management of Natal’s African affairs, initially as Agent to the Native Tribes, then Captain-General of Native Levies and finally, from 1853, as Secretary for Native

  Affairs. With the last position came a seat on Natal’s legislative council, and by then such was Shepstone’s fabled insight into ‘the African mind’ that few in the new

  colonial elite were informed or interested enough to challenge his opinions or his policies. For much of his career Shepstone was responsible to no one but the lieutenant-governor,2 his immediate superior, and the Colonial Office in London; since neither troubled to look too closely at his actions, he ran Natal’s African affairs largely without

  interference. In that he was aided and abetted by no more than a small trusted circle of relatives, among whom was his lugubrious-looking walrus-moustached younger brother, John Wesley, and in

  later years his own sons.




  Shepstone learned early in his career to give away little of his thinking. In his youth, like many settler lads, he took at least one African lover, but as his authority and reputation grew he

  set her aside and adopted instead that deliberate distance from the people he administered which is so often a part of the psychology of colonialism. Instead, he cultivated an air of paternalistic

  authority, adopting when among Africans the name Somsewu – a rather cumbersome amalgam of various indigenous words which loosely translates as ‘father of whiteness’ – and

  deliberately created a persona which was at once both stern and commanding, yet apparently sympathetic. Indeed, there is a good deal of evidence to suggest that Shepstone thought of himself as a

  natural successor to Shaka in his relationship with Natal’s black population – a Shaka shaped by Christian belief and shorn of his supposed bloody excesses, a benign despot, but a

  despot nonetheless. To most in the settler population the mystique which accrued around Shepstone made him an aloof figure, made distant by the mysteries of his administration, a solitary bastion

  which stood between them and the alien and unfathomable world that surrounded them.




  Beneath Shepstone’s patriarchal manner there lay in fact no great sympathy for the African way of life. He submerged himself in its intricacies not because he admired or respected it, but

  rather to discern the best ways to control it, to shape and govern the African population in accordance with his personal belief that Natal’s role in the British imperial mission in Africa

  was a central one. He saw Natal as a conduit through which British ideologies and trade might expand into the limitless human pool of central Africa beyond, and the African population of both Natal

  and the independent territories as the raw material to be shaped to that end.




  His approach to managing Natal’s black population was nothing if not pragmatic; under the ‘Shepstone system’, which dominated the colony’s administrative approach for

  more than half a century, the amakhosi were transformed from autonomous rulers into a layer of colonial government. They appeared to govern their people according to traditional law and

  custom, but in fact had been through a subtle and profound shift of power; their dictates were now subject to the approval of the Natal legislature, and their authority remained unchallenged only

  so long as it did not conflict with the broader policies and attitudes of the colonial regime. To Shepstone, it was an approach that offered some ready parallels with the Zulu system across the

  river – in which the local amakhosi were subject to control by the apparatus of the Zulu kings – and by maintaining a façade of traditional power structures it minimized

  the risk of African dissent. It was also cheap for the imperial exchequer as it required no great colonial bureaucracy. In reality, of course, it meant that, once the system was fully established,

  every inkosi’s position was dependent ultimately – and almost solely – upon Shepstone’s goodwill and patronage. With few enough checks to his own authority, it was

  Shepstone who provided the frame of reference by which their actions would be judged good or bad, by which they would be left to administer in peace or be called to account. He was free to reward

  his favourites, to manipulate demographics by creating artificial chiefdoms where none had previously existed, from among those dispossessed by Shaka’s wars or by land

  clearances – and to choose the men to rule them – and to depose and punish those amakhosi who offended him.




  The contradictions of their new position only slowly became apparent to the amakhosi as the nineteenth century wore on. While their own objectives remained rooted in the traditional

  aspirations of their people, they had in fact now become an integral part of a system fundamentally hostile to the traditional way of life. The colonial administration imposed taxes upon its

  African population, not merely to bolster its revenues, but to force African society away from self-sufficiency and into the developing cash economy – an economy intended solely for the

  settlers’ benefit.




  Faced with taxes levied upon them, the amakhosi were compelled to send their young men away from home for long periods to work as migrant labourers, and in so doing unwittingly found

  themselves cast in a compliant role as the colony’s labour masters. Sometimes the colony employed more direct methods, a direct levy, known as the isibhalo, which forced the

  amakhosi to raise work gangs for road-building and other public projects – again, principally for the settlers’ benefit. This brought with it subtle pressures of its own, for the

  absence of so many young men for months at a time inevitably had an impact upon the bonds of family life which bound Nguni society together. The Government also required the amakhosi to host

  not only magistrates, who supervised their affairs, but missionaries, whose presence foreshadowed a sustained attack upon traditional religious practice, which damaged communication with the

  ancestors, and long-established customs.




  It was only when their people became discontented with their lot, unsettled by the burdens placed upon them and troubled by the insidious erosion of their age-old way of life, that the

  amakhosi came fully to recognize the bind in which they found themselves: that their own position was in fact dependent upon the very people, the colonial administration, about whom their

  followers were complaining. The amakhosi faced a stark choice: to betray the needs of their people and accept a role as a Government lackey, or to make a stand on behalf

  of the ways of their ancestors – and resist.




  This was the dilemma in which the Sithole now found themselves – and, as they discovered, the consequences of even the mildest expression of dissent could be terrifying indeed.




  Jobe had died sometime in the 1840s, and with him the golden age of the Sithole. By then he had been patriarch of the Sithole for over twenty years, and, venerated and

  respected, he went to his ancestors in the manner of his forefathers, buried at the head of the cattle-pen in the middle of his homestead on the slopes of iLenge mountain – the spot is marked

  by an umlahlankosi tree to this day.




  Jobe’s heir was his son Mondise, who did not long survive him. Mondise’s son, Matshana, was still too young to assume the role of inkosi, and for several years the Sithole

  were ruled by a regent, Mondise’s brother Mveli. In 1850, however, Matshana came of age and claimed the throne from his uncle. The transition of power within Nguni society was often fraught

  with pitfalls, particularly when an older generation was reluctant to give up its power and prestige, and on this occasion Mveli was not reconciled to the succession. Matshana’s response was

  a traditional one – Mveli was ‘smelt out’ for witchcraft, and he and his family were put to death.




  It is unlikely that this incident caused much concern among the Sithole, as the ruthless removal of a handful of disaffected was often better for a group in the long run than the cancer of

  protracted dissent. Yet, to Matshana’s surprise, the death of Mveli provoked a stern reaction from the Government authorities, for whom deaths associated with witchcraft would remain a

  sensitive issue. Although it was the prerogative of the amakhosi in Natal to try their subjects for crimes committed among them, the colonial administration refused to accept on ideological

  grounds the existence of witchcraft, and regarded any manifestation of it as improper or illegal. Shepstone also tended to regard those who ordered executions for witchcraft as clinging too determinedly to a state of political autonomy which had now passed. It was an issue which threw into sharp relief the gulf between the assumptions of power held by the

  amakhosi and the reality of their position; required by the Government to administer their people on traditional lines, they could find themselves bewilderingly out of favour on occasions

  when they did so.




  Matshana himself was tried for the murder of Mveli, but the authorities took a lenient view in the light of his youth and he was allowed to retain his position as inkosi. His card was

  marked nonetheless, and when, towards the end of 1857, another death occurred among the Sithole, Shepstone decided to act firmly. One of Matshana’s supporters, a man named Mtwetwe, had died

  under suspicious circumstances, and Matshana had once again staged a cleansing ceremony to unite and purify the people – and to ‘smell out’ the cause of the evil which had

  befallen Mtwetwe. A man named Sigatiya – an associate of Mveli – was denounced, and Matshana had sent men to arrest him. These had treated Sigatiya so badly on the road that he died. A

  few days later, Sigatiya’s wife had made a complaint to the local white magistrate.




  To Shepstone it seemed that Matshana was wilfully challenging the constraints placed upon him by the Government, and messengers were sent to demand he come and give an explanation. This was a

  development that seemed to take Matshana by surprise and, instead, he sent an apology and offered to surrender the men who had killed Sigatiya. But at the very least Shepstone demanded a public act

  of contrition, and Matshana’s reluctance to act on the summons only deepened his guilt in Government eyes. Twice John Shepstone rode out to Sithole territory, quite probably intending to trap

  Matshana, for he later complained that he had been unable to interview the inkosi on these occasions without a large retinue being present. The meetings had therefore been tense and

  inconclusive. Taking fright, Matshana had moved into hiding in the broken country along the flanks of the iLenge mountain. This had merely increased the Government’s frustrations, and the

  nascent colonial militia – only recently established from among the settler population for the colony’s defence – had been dispatched to the location to

  confiscate Sithole cattle by way of punishment.




  Now, for a third time, Matshana had been summoned, and it was clear to him and his councillors that this was a last chance to placate the authorities before a complete rift ensued. Yet the

  summons itself was deeply ominous, for the British had a well-known history of using ostensible parleys to arrest their targets – or worse. In 1836, on the Cape frontier, the Xhosa King

  Hintsa had met with the British general Sir Harry Smith, only to find himself detained; and when Hintsa try to escape, colonial troops had mercilessly hunted him down and shot him dead. More

  recently, and in Natal, the Government had begun its ruthless deposition of the Nhlangwini inkosi, Sidoyi kaBaleni, with such a summons. No one was too strong for the Government summons to

  topple, and its power had already become proverbial – ‘Ibizelo ladl’ikhondekazi’, it was said, ‘the summons ate up the big baboon’.




  Nor were the Sithole reassured that it was John Wesley Shepstone who attended the meetings. Employed as an enforcer by his brother Theophilus, it was John who had spearheaded the attack on

  Sidoyi.




  The spot appointed for the third meeting in April 1858 was on neutral ground, on the boundary of the Sithole location. The Sithole had been told to attend unarmed and Matshana had emerged from

  hiding nervously, accompanied by his attendants. They were escorted, however, by a large crowd of younger men in defiant mood, carrying shields and spears and singing war-songs, and vowing that

  they would not allow their inkosi to be insulted as Sidoyi had been.




  John Shepstone and his entourage had arrived early at the rendezvous, and the advantage of picking the site had fallen to them – they had chosen an open space with clear views of the

  approaches but with a low ridge close behind. A large leopard-skin – a symbol of royalty and authority among the Nguni – was spread out as a rug, and Shepstone sat in state upon it;

  next to him, in a nod to normality, sat his wife. Behind Shepstone squatted several African izinduna in the service of the authorities. Shepstone himself appeared to have come unarmed to the meeting, but there were others among his escort who clearly were not; a small party of Europeans with rifles were positioned on horseback nearby, while standing

  further back were groups of Africans carrying conspicuous shields and spears. These men were amaHlubi, followers of the inkosi Langalibalele who lived in the uKhahlamba foothills, who were

  then – ironically, in the light of later events – trusted allies of the colonial government.




  As the Sithole approached the meeting, the bravado of the younger men began to evaporate and they reluctantly allowed themselves to be persuaded to leave their spears behind –

  200–300 metres from the rendezvous, they slipped them into the long grass as Matshana went forward hedged by his councillors. After the formal greetings, Matshana squatted down in front of

  Shepstone and his wife and his councillors fell in behind him.




  The agenda was much as the Sithole had feared. Shepstone outlined the Government’s grievances – that Matshana had allowed a man to be executed for witchcraft, and had failed to

  attend when summoned to explain himself. His words heightened the air of unease which had settled over the Sithole. As Matshana leaned forward to respond, however, a sound drifted across the veld

  from behind the low ridge to the rear of Shepstone’s party – the clatter and jangle of horses on the move. Shepstone heard it and suddenly leaned back, breaking the intimacy of the

  conversation, and called out to an African servant-boy behind him to bring him a drink.




  And in that moment all hell broke loose. One of the Government izinduna suddenly stood up, rushed out from the ranks behind Shepstone and lunged towards Matshana. Someone heard Shepstone

  call out ‘Bambani abatagathi!’ – ‘Seize the evil-doers!’3 – but Matshana sprang to his feet and in one lithe

  movement leapt backwards, passing clean over the heads of several of his own councillors sitting behind. The Sithole had been right to be suspicious – the meeting was a carefully laid trap,

  and with his call for a drink Shepstone had sprung it. Even as Matshana hit the ground, the collective tension burst in shouts of anger and surprise as the Sithole struggled to their feet.

  Shepstone’s amaHlubi rushed forward, pushing men out of the way with their shields in an effort to reach the inkosi. By this time a fresh party of horsemen had

  emerged into view from their hidden position behind the ridge. They were white men, and armed, and they rode forward trying to surround the Sithole, cutting off their line of retreat and trying to

  get between the fighting men and their secreted weapons. Mrs Shepstone – who was clearly a formidable lady – reached under the leopard-skin rug and dragged out a double-barrelled

  shotgun, while Shepstone himself pulled two hidden revolvers from his pockets. He fired after Matshana, but in the confusion the bullets missed their mark and one struck a Sithole named Deke in the

  leg. The sudden crack of the gunshots, cutting through the hubbub, and the glimpse of splashing blood provoked angry cries from the Sithole and several young men broke away to retrieve their

  spears. Pulling them out from the long grass, they rushed back to the mêlée, aiming towards Shepstone himself. One of them drew back a spear to throw it but before he could do so was

  intercepted and stabbed to death by one of the amaHlubi. In the noisy excitement, some of the whites on horseback began shooting indiscriminately into the crowd. A wounded Sithole fell at Mrs

  Shepstone’s feet; just a few seconds before she had been prepared to cut men down with her shotgun but now, with that curious mix of robustness and compassion that characterized so many

  Victorian adventuresses, she bent down to examine his injuries. She was too slow – the wounded man tried to reach for his spear and an amaHlubi killed him on the spot.




  Shepstone himself had managed to struggle free from the throng to reach his horse. Looking up, he saw a group of Sithole in the distance, hurrying away, their heads bent low; among them he

  recognized Matshana. He hauled himself into his saddle but had only ridden a few yards when he felt a sudden sharp blow beneath his arm. He looked round and saw a Sithole, a man named Mdemude

  kaMasimbana, standing next to him who had just stabbed at him – the point of the spear had been deflected by the belt of Shepstone’s ammunition pouch. Shepstone turned his revolver at

  Mdemude, who stepped back out of the way, tripped, and fell sprawling in the grass. Before Shepstone could intervene, several amaHlubi surrounded Mdemude and one of them crushed

  his skull with a knobbed stick. By the time Shepstone was able to look back again, Matshana had disappeared.




  The scrimmage was soon over. With Matshana safely away, the Sithole began to disperse, retreating towards iLenge mountain. The settler volunteers and amaHlubi went after them, however, shooting

  at them, riding them down and spearing stragglers, and by the time Shepstone called a halt to the pursuit and the smoke had cleared some thirty Sithole bodies lay strewn across the grassy

  slopes.




  When they regrouped in the hills under cover of darkness that evening, the Sithole considered the catastrophic blow that had befallen them. With the death of several of Matshana’s senior

  advisers, and also of his uncle Sondlovu, a man considered one of the Sithole’s heroes for the part he played in destroying the cannibal bands the Sithole had encountered on their arrival in

  Msinga,4 they can hardly have failed to recognize the collapse of an old and venerated order. And with it they saw, too, beyond the benign façade

  presented by the colonial regime, the ruthless heart of the new world which had replaced it – and realized the terrible danger to which they were now exposed.




  There was no doubt that John Shepstone had delivered a severe punishment to the Sithole, and he followed up the attempted capture by sweeping through Sithole territory. Colonial militias and the

  amaHlubi rounded up cattle and burned homes, and shot out of hand those who resisted. Yet it was hard not to recognize that the attempt on Matshana’s life had been botched, and there was a

  feeling of unease in Government circles that far from reinforcing the administration’s authority the Shepstones had brought it into disrepute. The punishment they had inflicted was out of all

  proportion to any disrespect displayed by Matshana, and the inkosi himself had in any case got away. A missionary in Msinga commented privately that both Shepstones would have lost their

  jobs had full details of the incident become known. John Shepstone squirmed uncomfortably as reports spread, at first claiming that the skirmish had never taken place, then denying that he had

  tried to gun down the unarmed Matshana, and finally justifying his actions on the grounds that he had proof Matshana had been preparing to ambush him.




  The Shepstones’ embarrassment was, however, cold comfort to Matshana. After disappearing with the survivors of his entourage into the deep valleys near iLenge, where they regrouped, a

  number of his people rallied to him, and here they considered their future. Msinga was lost to them now – and the door into the wider world which Shaka had opened for them half a century

  before had now swung shut with a vengeance.




  Instead, there was the border country. The far bank of the Mzinyathi was independent territory, where the ancient customs of the Nguni still ruled unchallenged, and where the ancestors of the

  Sithole from the time before Jobe still lay buried: Zulu country.




  But that, too, was not without its challenges – for the Zulu kings had notoriously long memories, and to claim sanctuary there from the fury of the white man, Matshana would have to beg

  forgiveness for their past lapses. It was scarcely an ideal choice – but by that stage Matshana really had no choice at all.




  The Zululand that Matshana found on his arrival there in the winter of 1858 was very different to the confident, expanding kingdom which had dispatched Jobe as an agent to

  Natal forty years before. It had been damaged almost to destruction by the war with the Voortrekkers and by the costly struggle between Dingane and Mpande. Not only had the fighting consumed

  several thousand Zulu lives and seen the country’s cattle resources plundered, but power had slipped effortlessly away from the centre towards the regional amakhosi who had traded

  their support for the warring factions in return for greater independence in their affairs. King Mpande had devoted his reign to reversing this tendency, but in 1856 the country had once again been

  convulsed by a bitter internecine struggle within the royal house which had threatened to rip Zululand apart.




  Unlike Shaka and Dingane – neither of whom produced surviving heirs – King Mpande had many wives and fathered twenty-nine sons and twenty-three daughters in all.

  More than astute enough to recognize that between them they constituted both the nation’s future and a formidable threat to his own security, he had deliberately avoided, as his sons grew up,

  nominating an heir. The Boers had tried to force the issue as early as 1840, even before Mpande had taken the throne, being keen to protect their long-term investment in the Zulu royal house. To

  keep them happy Mpande had appointed Cetshwayo, his son by his ‘great wife’ Ngqumbazi, as his successor. The Boers had clipped a piece out of Cetshwayo’s ear, marking him like a

  prize heifer so that he could not avoid their claim upon him later, but there is no evidence that Mpande regarded the incident as binding. Indeed, while Cetshwayo grew to manhood convinced that the

  throne was his birthright, Mpande shifted his favour between his other sons as the mood took him. By the 1850s he was widely rumoured to favour Prince Mbuyazi, whom he had fathered by a woman given

  to him from his household by the great Shaka himself.




  The two princes had conceived an intense rivalry for one another, and although Mpande separated them, placing them in royal homesteads at opposite ends of the country, they had begun to build

  factions about themselves. Mpande refused to intervene decisively, merely remarking that ‘two bulls cannot live in the same kraal’, and by late 1856 it was clear that a clash was

  imminent – and that Mbuyazi had failed to secure widespread support within the kingdom. Privately, the king had urged Mbuyazi to repeat his own road to the throne – to leave Zululand

  and seek the support of the whites. In November 1856 Mbuyazi had gathered up his followers – some 7,000 fighting men and as many as 13,000 dependants – and made a dash for the

  border.




  He had misjudged his moment. When he arrived at the lower Thukela crossing he found the river in flood, a slick brown sheet of water 400 metres wide. And he found, too, that the British were not

  of the same mettle as the Trekkers a generation before; the solitary colonial official guarding the crossing on the Natal bank was appalled by the prospect of such an exodus, and the British

  steadfastly refused to intervene in the divisions between the rival Zulu factions.




  Mbuyazi was still there on 2 December when Cetshwayo caught up with him at the head of 12,000 armed followers. The ensuing battle was the bloodiest in Zulu history –

  Mbuyazi’s followers were quickly overrun and a panic-stricken mob fled towards the Thukela, only to be brought up short on the river’s edge. In the heat of the moment Cetshwayo’s

  men drove into them, killing fighting men, women and children alike. Hundreds preferred the fragile hope of the roaring torrent to the cold certainty of Cetshwayo’s stabbing spears and threw

  themselves into the river. Most drowned or were taken by crocodiles, their bodies carried away downstream only to be washed up on beaches for kilometres either side of the Thukela mouth over the

  following days – a grisly flotsam gnawed by sharks and crabs and left to rot at the high-water mark. Mbuyazi himself was killed, together with six more of Mpande’s sons and as many as

  14,000 of his followers.




  The battle had spectacularly secured Prince Cetshwayo’s claim to the throne, but it had undone much of his father’s work in restoring the bonds which tied the kingdom together. Like

  Mpande in 1840, Cetshwayo had bought much of his support in 1856 by promising a greater degree of autonomy to Zululand’s great barons, the most powerful of the amakhosi, and so long as

  his father still lived a protracted political struggle of intrigue and influence was inevitable. Mpande clung to his support among the established order, and to the ceremonial power vested in the

  king; Cetshwayo, inevitably, sought to cultivate a new order of his own.




  It was into this tense environment that Matshana walked to an uncertain welcome with the tired and dusty remnants of the Sithole in May 1858. He had every reason to be nervous of the

  king’s reaction; Jobe had undeniably failed in his loyalty to Dingane in 1838, and Mpande had exacted his revenge by failing to support Jobe against the Trekkers in 1840. Furthermore, while

  Jobe had been part of the new elite raised up by Shaka, Matshana was not – he was an outsider, born in Natal, who had never been an integral part of the Zulu establishment. In a dismissive

  phrase current in Zululand at the time, Matshana was a khafula – one ‘spat out’ by the true kingdom and tainted by his association with the

  whites.5




  Yet whatever King Mpande thought of him, what mattered, in 1858, was Cetshwayo’s opinion. At a time when the prince was seeking to build his power base among a younger generation of

  amakhosi uncommitted in the recent fighting, Matshana’s return was timely. It afforded Cetshwayo not only the support of the head of a lineage which owed its ascendancy to the

  intervention of Shaka himself, but allowed him to pose as the public champion of ancient traditions threatened by the unsympathetic colonial administration on the far side of the river. Cetshwayo

  not only offered Matshana the opportunity to return and reclaim the old Sithole lands on the slopes of Qhudeni mountain, but gave him two of his own sisters in marriage into the bargain. It was far

  more than Matshana can have expected, and he was quick to accept – and if King Mpande objected, he was wise enough to keep his views to himself.




  And so Matshana kaMondise had returned towards the end of 1858 to the old lands his grandfather Jobe had left in 1819. For Matshana it must have been a bitter-sweet moment, his delight in his

  homecoming tempered by the painful awareness of just how nearly the Shepstones had come to destroying not only himself but his entire people.




  It was a feeling he did not hesitate to express as his followers built him a new royal homestead at Nsingabantu. Like an African Paul Revere, his warning to his neighbours among the border

  community was simple enough: the British are coming. Shaka had been right to warn of them – the abelungu were voracious. They bore no respect for the traditions of the ancestors and

  the amakhosi, and they devoured everything that lay in their path. No one was safe; in a matter of years, Matshana said, if the Zulus were not careful the British would have ‘advanced

  over the whole of the western portion of Zululand, and they had better move before them’.6




  It was a warning that fell on open ears. The vulnerability of the western border had troubled King Mpande since he had first agreed his boundaries with

  British Natal in the 1840s. The formidable natural barriers of the Thukela and Mzinyathi rivers had provided an obvious and incontrovertible point of demarcation along the central and lower reaches

  of the boundary, but further north, along the upper reaches of the Mzinyathi, the line was less geographically precise. At the beginning of the century this area had been occupied by two major

  groups – the amaHlubi and amaNgwane – together with a number of smaller ones like the Sithole’s old neighbours, the amaThembu and amaChunu. Most of these had been driven out in

  the fighting that followed, leaving a great slice of territory straddling this strategic crossroads largely depopulated. It was partly to secure the western marches, of course, that Shaka had moved

  Jobe and the Sithole across the Mzinyathi to provide a buffer on the far bank, and to shore up the northern reaches he had built a royal homestead, ebaQulusini, on the slopes of the Hlobane and

  Zungwini hills. By the 1850s, the descendants of those attached to this homestead were beginning to form a distinct group of their own, the abaQulusi, who were fiercely loyal to the royal house,

  and who were administered by appointed izinduna rather than by hereditary amakhosi.




  Along the middle reaches of the Mzinyathi, however, the situation had been complicated by the intrusion of a new group pressing forward from the western banks – the Boers. Although the

  Zulu kings considered their authority to extend all the way up the Mzinyathi to the uKhahlamba foothills, there were in fact few people living on the open, breezy uplands, so that when, following

  the British annexation of Natal in 1845, disillusioned Voortrekkers who wanted to remove themselves from British jurisdiction had appealed to Mpande for land, he had granted them permission to

  graze this area. The loss to the Zulu kingdom had been minimal, since much of this region was caught in an ecosystem of its own, a combination of sandy soils and rain shadow which left its grasses

  unusually impoverished and made it mediocre cattle country.7 In any case, Mpande later claimed – and it was probably true – in

  allowing the Boers seasonal grazing rights he never intended to give away his claim to the land in perpetuity, but rather to allow them the use of it at his discretion. The deed

  once done, however, had proved remarkably difficult to undo without the serious risk of a further open confrontation with the whites. The Boers first built shacks to shelter themselves when tending

  their herds, but, with time, these inexorably turned into more permanent structures. In 1854 the farmers had combined to build a small village, Utrecht, in a fold in the twisting course of the

  Mzinyathi – they optimistically proclaimed it the centre of a new republic although it was too small to prove economically viable and it was eventually subsumed as no more than an

  administrative district of the more robust Transvaal Republic across the mountains.




  The Utrecht district grew slowly – even by 1878 there were only 1,352 whites living in the area, of whom just 375 were adult males, and only 248 of these lived in the village itself

  – but it profoundly altered the dynamic of the western borders. Furthermore, as the Utrecht community grew, so it assumed a fresh expansionist urge; driven in part by the inadequacy of the

  pasturage, the Boers had started to creep slowly eastwards in search of the better grazing to be found in Zululand proper. The Boers first spilled into the large ‘V’ of territory that

  lay between the Mzinyathi and its confluence with the Ncome – and then tentatively edged across the Ncome itself.




  These areas, too, were thinly populated – but the Zulu kings regarded them as decidedly their own, and they watched the Boer movements with growing concern. As Anthony Durnford, a British

  soldier whose own future would hang in the balance of the unfolding friction, was to put it, displaying a degree of sympathy unusual among the white community at the time:




  

    

      

        One thing is clear, that the white man wanted the black man’s land – that he got leave from the black to graze cattle in the first instance, then came over and

        put up a shanty, then a house. Then more Boers came, and so on, until, as the Zulus told us, the Boers were like a toad that comes hopping and hopping until it hops right into the middle of

        the house.8


      


    


  




  As early as 1850 – eight years before Matshana kaMondise returned to the ancestral lands of the Sithole – King Mpande had tried to limit Boer

  encroachment along the lower Mzinyathi. He had directed a new group to occupy the area, the followers of a carefully chosen royal favourite, whom he ordered to settle the country north of the

  Malakatha and iSandlwana hills, and to monitor the movements of both the Boers upstream and the British settlers directly opposite.




  These people were known as the amaQungebeni, and they too were part of that elite established in Zululand by King Shaka. The amaQungebeni ancestral lands lay at Ntabakuzuma on the Mfolozi

  Mhlope, not far from the old Zulu territory, and Shaka had forged an alliance with Xongo kaMthinthisi Ngobese, raising him up as inkosi of the amaQungebeni. Xongo’s family had remained

  on good terms with the royal house after Shaka’s death and throughout the upheavals that followed. When Xongo died around 1850, Mpande had conferred the succession upon his son, Mfokozana,

  and at the same time appointed him induna of the western borders. Mfokozana had uprooted his followers and settled along the Batshe valley, close to the iSandlwana hill, with the Mzinyathi

  in front of him and a chain of hills at his back. It was a spot which effectively commanded the entry points into the kingdom along the central reaches of the river, and in recognition of its

  strategic importance Mpande himself is said to have conferred a name upon Mfokozana’s hills. They were, he said, the nation’s isiNquthu, its ‘eyes in the back of the

  head’,9 and Mfokozana and the amaQungebeni must be his watchmen.




  Ironically, fate intervened to prevent Mfokozana fulfilling his duties for long – he died about 1852. As Mfokozana had no heirs, Mpande confirmed Mfokozana’s younger brother, Sihayo

  kaXongo, as inkosi of the amaQungebeni, and passed over the duties that that entailed. Those early 1850s were golden years for Sihayo and his family, for shortly after his ascendancy he

  fathered a son and heir. There is nothing in the historical record to suggest that the boy’s birth and childhood was in any way different from thousands of other young Zulu of his time. He

  was born at his father’s kwaSogekle homestead – ‘the cock’s comb’,10 so called because it nestled at the foot of a horseshoe curve of cliffs crested by a distinctive jumble of rocks – in the Batshe valley, scarcely 10 kilometres from iSandlwana, some time in 1853 or 1854.




  In a polygamous society the ranking of the wives of a great man was of enduring importance, and the child was the first male born of Sihayo’s ‘great house’ by his senior wife,

  MaMtshali. So, no doubt, when MaMtshali first recognized the pangs of labour she retired to the privacy of her hut in the usual manner, prompting the family elders – led perhaps by Sihayo

  himself – to assemble and form a ring around it outside, walking around it slowly and chanting incantations to the ancestral spirits. When labour began in earnest, however, the men would have

  been shooed away by three or four mature women who hurried into the hut to serve as midwives. The hard clay floor was carpeted with a matting of grass cut specially for the occasion, and onto this

  the child would have been born, one of the midwives quickly cutting the umbilical cord with a sliver of sharpened reed. Then the boy was washed in an infusion of herbs, believed to secure the

  ancestors’ blessings, and both the mother and child were smeared with red clay. A belt of plaited grass was bound tightly around MaMtshali’s stomach to help her recovery, and the soiled

  grass bed was scooped up, taken outside and carefully burned to prevent any trace of body fluids falling into the hands of the ill-disposed. Then the impepo herb was sprinkled into the

  smouldering fire and as the sweet-smelling smoke rose to the spirits the placenta and cord were buried a foot or so beneath the clay floor. Only when these precautions were complete was Sihayo

  allowed in to see his son, and word of the safe delivery passed through the homestead and into the community beyond. The child was named Mehlokazulu – ‘eyes of the Zulu’ –

  and there was never any doubt at whom he was supposed to be looking.




  For the first years of his life MaMtshali would have kept Mehlokazulu close to her. He suckled at her breast until he was two or three, and slept beside her in her private hut. Motherhood

  permitted no evading of the family chores, however, and when MaMtshali rose to collect water or firewood in the early dawn light, or hoed the fields or crushed corn kernels in

  the grinding-stone, she carried Mehlokazulu with her, slung in a bag of animal skins held fast across her body by hide ropes. Or perhaps, as most Zulu mothers did, she passed him over now and then

  into the care of another woman’s child, a girl older than Mehlokazulu, whose own duties included the role of childminder.




  Once they could walk, Zulu children were allowed the run of the homestead, toddling about among the huts, teasing the chickens and tormenting the lizards that emerged from the dark crevices to

  sun themselves on the hot midday rocks, while family members kept an eye on them to ensure that they didn’t trip into the fire or stray too close to the cattle. Like all other boys,

  Mehlokazulu would have served his apprenticeship, when he was old enough, by milking the family cows at daybreak each morning and accompanying the older boys in the daily round of driving the

  cattle to pasture and watching over them. He grew up comfortable in the landscape which framed his home, the pleasant, fertile sweep of the Batshe valley as it winds its way along the spurs of the

  isiNquthu hills towards its confluence with the mighty Mzinyathi – the open country which characterizes the course of the Mzinyathi upstream, and the sudden crowding of hills which forces it

  through a series of gorges below. He knew intimately, too, the stubby nub of iSandlwana to the east. In fact it is said that the outcrop was originally known to those living locally as iFenu, and

  that it was inkosi Sihayo himself who bestowed the name iSandlwana. The meaning of the newer name is complex, but like a good many Zulu allusions it reflects the profound hold exercised over

  the people’s imagination by their cattle. Literally, iSandlwana means ‘it looks like a little hut’, a reference to the grain store on stilts in the family homestead. But the hut

  in question was a common metaphor for a portion of a cow’s entrails – to Sihayo, it seems, that rocky stub looked rather more like the second stomach of a cow and with the ascendancy of

  the amaQungebeni the name iSandlwana stuck.




  iSandlwana pointed the way towards the Zulu heartland, and the tracks which led past it to the great royal homesteads of the Zulu kings. Even as a child, Mehlokazulu passed

  down those tracks many times, and he was assured from an early age of the place his family held in the world of the Zulu. It had always been apparent, of course, that his father was an important

  man, for he had seen Sihayo communing with the elders of the amaQungebeni on an almost daily basis. Once he was old enough, however, Mehlokazulu was called upon to carry his father Sihayo’s

  rolled sleeping mat and carved wooden head-rest on the 80- or 90-kilometre walk to the capital on those occasions when his father was summoned to the royal homesteads at kwaNodwengu or oNdini

  across the Mfolozi Mhlope.




  He was, perhaps, even required to attend his father when he sat on the royal council, that inner circle of great and powerful men who advised the king on affairs of state. As a boy Mehlokazulu

  would have been proscribed from addressing or even openly gazing upon the king or his councillors, but instead would have squatted respectfully behind his father’s right hand, waiting to

  offer him a pinch of snuff, a drink or, on particularly hot days, to pour water over his father’s ingxotha, the brass armband which the king bestowed on his favourites, and which had

  always to be worn in his presence, regardless of how uncomfortable it became in the naked sun.




  Later, as a young man, Mehlokazulu was chosen as one of four youths selected to attend Cetshwayo when he performed ritual ablutions at the time of the great national ceremonies, and who took it

  in turns to fetch water from a pure spring which flowed from the slopes of the Hlopekhulu mountain, a few kilometres from the royal homestead. Since anything that touched the king’s person

  was a source of great spiritual power – hardly to be surpassed, in the wrong hands, as a means of bringing misfortune upon the kingdom as a whole – only those from the most trusted

  families were invited to perform such intimate duties, and it is no coincidence that of the remaining attendants two were the sons of inkosi Mnyamana Buthelezi, the king’s most senior

  councillor.




  Only in that regard – in his exposure to the innermost private workings of the Zulu state – was Mehlokazulu’s youth different from that of any other young man who was raised in

  the traditional lifestyle during all the greatness and power of the Zulu kingdom. And yet Mehlokazulu grew up knowing, more than most, that the ancient timeless rhythms which

  had shaped his forefathers’ lives were changing, imperceptibly but inexorably, and that the world into which he had been born was already irrevocably altered from the one that his father had

  known as a boy. No longer was the universe defined by the language and culture of his people alone; and the Zulu kingdom, itself no more than a generation or two old, was already confined and

  constricted, pressed into shape by a new and powerful agent of change. Mehlokazulu understood that agent – its presence had, after all, been directly responsible for his family’s rise

  – for he gazed out towards it every day of his life, and saw it manifest in a growing trickle of passers-by. He had known, since he was old enough to know anything, that the Mzinyathi marked

  the western limit of the writ of the Zulu kings, and that on the far bank, across scarcely a hundred metres of muddy brown water, lay a very different world – Natal, the country where the

  white men, who had come there first as Shaka’s guests, now ruled, and where the black amakhosi acknowledged as their masters not great African kings but European colonial

  governors.




  It is likely that from early childhood Mehlokazulu shared that wariness of the white world articulated by Matshana kaMondise on his return to the neighbouring Sithole country downstream in 1858.

  Mehlokazulu was part of a rising generation which had grown up familiar with contact with the European world, who lacked the exaggerated respect for whites which King Shaka had encouraged among the

  older generations, and who saw little allure in the European world beyond the material benefits it offered. Nor did he always trouble to hide his lack of respect for European affectations; even as

  a young man his unwillingness to be cheated earned him a bad reputation among border traders as ‘an irreclaimable scamp, and many a bit of sharp practice is laid to his

  account’.11




  Yet, as the traveller Bertram Mitford recognized, underlying this growing resentment among young Zulus of the airs the whites adopted, was a robust self-confidence in their own traditions and

  values which made them unwilling to deal with Europeans except upon their own terms:




  

    

      

        I believe that, save in actual war time, any Englishman may go all over Zululand alone and unarmed with perfect safety providing he is friendly and courteous towards the

        natives; in short, provided he behaves like a gentleman . . . But the ‘Jack and baas’ style of intercourse with the colonial natives [i.e. that which prevailed in Natal] does not

        go down [well] among the Zulus.12


      


    


  




  The whites had first come to the western bank of the Mzinyathi during the brief interregnum of the Voortrekkers. Pretorius’s commando had passed that way during the Ncome

  expedition in December 1838, and a year or two later the Vermaak family had claimed farms stretching across the open, grassy heights, but it was the British annexation of Natal which led the first

  settlers into the valley itself. In 1847 an Irishman, James Alfred Rorke,13 bought a farm of 1,619 riverside hectares from Crown agents and built

  himself a home at the foot of Shiyane hill, less than a kilometre from the stony drift across the river. Rorke’s was a Spartan home built in typical frontier style – two long, low

  single-storey buildings, the exterior walls made of squared-off local stone and interior partitions of sun-dried mud brick, with big, airy verandas and thatched roofs – which commanded a fine

  view up the valley and served him as a house and a store. From there he eked a precarious living as a hunter and trader, a tough life and a lonely one, even after he married a Voortrekker’s

  daughter, Sarah Strijdom, and one that clearly left its mark on Rorke in the fierce glint which shines from his eyes, seen in his surviving portraits. There were still, in the 1840s, a few of the

  buffalo which had given the Mzinyathi its name to be found in the area, and even an elephant or two, and Rorke shot them for their tough hides, horns and tusks, which continued to be in demand as

  the settler economy slowly expanded. But this was an unpredictable and dangerous profession, and Rorke supplemented his living by trading ‘in the Zulu’; like many other border settlers he loaded his wagon with blankets, beads, brass wire, gin and trinkets – and perhaps even the odd illicit firearm – and crossed into Zululand by the

  ford at the edge of his property. It was a way of life that left his wife to fend for herself for days or weeks at a time, but it was usually profitable, and it was common for such traders to

  return with empty wagons but driving a herd of cattle which they had bartered in exchange. The profits could be spectacular – in 1856 a group of twenty-one traders had the misfortune to be

  trapped between the warring factions of Princes Cetshwayo and Mbuyazi on the banks of the Thukela. They escaped with their lives but not with their cattle, and after the battle assessed their

  losses at a staggering 5,000 head, or 238 each.




  Even by the time Mehlokazulu was born, around 1853, Rorke’s store was a well-known feature of Zulu life, and where he had pioneered others followed. A precarious track soon snaked down the

  Biggarsberg towards the drift, and a trickle of passing traffic became commonplace, hunters and traders stopping off at Rorke’s store on the way to or from Zululand to pick over his stock or

  enjoy a glass of gin in his makeshift canteen. Among the African communities on both sides of the border the store had already become a landmark, ‘kwaJim’, Jim’s place, and

  his crossing became universally known to the whites as Rorke’s Drift.




  Those tented wagons, with a heavily bearded white man dressed in the ubiquitous yellow corduroy sitting on the box, their long spans of lowing oxen urged on by the great cracking whips, the

  whistles and cries of the black drivers walking beside them, were the spearhead of change for the African communities on both sides of the border. Whereas once African groups like the amaThembu and

  amaChunu had sought to defend the river-crossings against Shaka in order to resist the expansion of the Zulu kingdom, so now a spider’s web of wagon tracks ensnared them slowly from the

  opposite direction. Rorke’s Drift was becoming a portal through which an enticing, exotic, alien and ultimately dangerous and destructive new world had begun seeping in to eat away at the

  very fabric of traditional African life.




  The amaQungebeni were by no means immune to its allure. As the first community of power and influence on the Zulu bank, most passing whites stopped off to pay their respects

  at kwaSogekle, and inkosi Sihayo, no less than many others, succumbed to the temptation to buy the latest fashion in beads for his wives, to buy woven European blankets to replace cloaks of

  animal skins, to buy everything from cast-iron hoes made in Birmingham to horses, gin – universally known in Zululand with a perceptive touch of melancholy as ‘The Queen’s

  Tears’ – and even the best of any firearms that were on offer.




  Mehlokazulu himself grew up familiar with horses and guns – and knew well enough how to use both. At a time when whites themselves were still a novelty in Zululand, possession of their

  artefacts conferred on Zulu owners an air of cosmopolitan worldliness, that prestige and status that came with the demonstrable proof that they were players on more than a parochial stage and

  champions of the new. Sihayo himself grew increasingly at ease in white society, sometimes wearing European clothes, entertaining white visitors cordially, and more than capable of deporting

  himself appropriately at a missionary’s table. The traveller, Bertram Mitford, was to meet him in decidedly straitened circumstances in 1882, yet Sihayo’s delight in white company

  remains obvious enough:




  

    

      

        . . . an urbane, jovial-looking old Zulu [came] to meet me with an outstretched hand, and grinning from ear to ear. Looking at him I thought of the West African potentate,

        described as in full dress in a cocked hat and a pair of spurs. His South African brother, however, was less aspiring, and rejoiced in a head-ring and a pair of boots (of course not omitting

        the inevitable ‘mutya’14
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