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INTRODUCTION


I was left behind at a place called Rorke’s Drift… four thousand of them paid us a visit. When I beheld this swarm I said to myself, ‘All up now’, but I was wrong and we all agreed to fight till only two were left and these were to shoot themselves… The general said we were a brave little garrison and this showed what a few men could do if they only had the pluck.

Gunner Howard to family, 25 March 1879,
from Emery, Red Soldier, pp. 133–4



The dead Zulu lay in piles, in some places as high as the top of the parapet. Some (were) killed by bullets, and the wounds, at that short range, were ghastly but very many were killed by the bayonet. The attack most have been very well pushed home and both sides deserve the credit.

Cmdt Hamilton-Browne, Lost Legionary



Fought on the night of 22/23 January 1879 and immortalised in the film epic Zulu, Rorke’s Drift represented one of the most glorious, if subsequently controversial, episodes in British military history. For around twelve desperate hours, outnumbered by over 25:1, barely 140 British and colonial soldiers, based at the remote mission station of Rorke’s Drift, Natal, South Africa, were locked in a furious life-or-death struggle with up to 4,000 seasoned Zulu warriors of the hitherto victorious Zulu Army – the most powerful indigenous African army of the day. The sheer horror, brutality and intensity of the battle in which no prisoners were taken, matched that of other much larger scale historical sieges such as the Alamo. Only hours earlier, in the shadow of the ominous Sphinx-like Isandlwana Crag, other elements of the same Zulu contingent had virtually annihilated a 1,700-strong British colonial force – one of the greatest defeats of Queen Victoria’s reign. In the wake of this terrible massacre, the survival of the British Empire in South Africa momentarily rested with the tiny garrison of Rorke’s Drift.

The main aim of this short introductory book is, by using revised material drawn mainly from my extensive published literature on the Anglo-Zulu War, my own fieldwork studies of the Rorke’s Drift battlefield in 1989 and 2004, as well as that of several selected leading contemporary experts, present, for non-specialists and general history enthusiasts, a clear, hopefully balanced and concise analytical narrative of this epic encounter. The opinions expressed in this book are my own and do not reflect those of either the Ministry of Defence or the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst.




HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND

Racial Friction

The long-term origins of the Anglo-Zulu War can be traced back to the arrival of the first European settler communities on the South African coast in the mid-nineteenth century. After the Dutch had established a major settlement in Cape Town in 1652, they were superseded, after a limited penetration of the African hinterland, by the British who promptly occupied this crucial strategic area during the Napoleonic Wars. In 1814 the Cape was formally annexed by Britain.

British political and economic pressures, notably the imposition of regularised taxation and the abolition of slavery, encouraged many of the fiercely independent and largely agrarian-based and slave-owning original Dutch settlers or ‘Boers’ to trek deep into the interior. By the end of the 1830s hundreds of Boer farmers were leaving to escape British rule and, by the 1850s, they had set up two independent republics traversing the Vaal and Orange rivers. Both republics were appropriately named the Orange Free State and the Transvaal. During their protracted diaspora these Boer communities engaged in bitter conflict with neighbouring African peoples, notably the formidable Zulu nation recently united under their great chief Shaka.
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Sketch map of South Africa, 1879.

By the mid-nineteenth century this protracted rivalry between these two ‘European’ groups had reached political stalemate, with the British themselves soon expanding from the Cape to establish, in 1843, a new colony of Natal. With such continued European expansion, African societies became territorially sandwiched between these competing white settler groups. It was an extremely tense situation frequently degenerating into numerous frontier conflicts, notably the nine Cape-Xhosa wars, 1779–1879.

The pressures were intensified during the 1870s by the decision of the British government to confederate all their South African provinces as a means of both reducing financial cost and enhancing overall security. British politician Lord Carnarvon was appointed to spearhead this lengthy and complex political process. The discovery of diamonds in the 1860s had already accelerated British interest in the region and, in 1877, the British annexation of the bankrupt Transvaal Republic engendered a new crisis between the British and many Boer settlers who, while temporarily powerless to prevent the British takeover, saw it as a further encroachment upon their hard-won liberty.
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The Earl of Carnarvon, the primary catalyst behind South African Confederation. (JY)

For the British the annexation of the Transvaal had precipitated an equally imminent conflict with the adjoining Zulu nation, particularly as they directly inherited a new long border with Zululand and the existing and often bitter Boer territorial disputes with this formidable tribe. Distinguished imperial statesman, Sir Henry Bartle Frere, the newly appointed High Commissioner of South Africa, though not directly responsible for this annexation, was the man now burdened with the heavy task of implementing confederation in the midst of this deadly dual political crisis. For many historians he has nevertheless come to be seen as the arch instigator of the subsequent Anglo-Zulu War.

Frere’s Security Crisis

For the critics of Frere, the subsequent two years were portrayed as a series of provocative moves by him which forced the Zulu into a tragic and ruinous war. He had certainly arrived from India with an awesome reputation as an imperial trouble-shooter and his despatches home to London clearly reflected his firm conviction that the Zulu were at the centre of an African conspiracy to overthrow white rule, or in his own words, conducting a ‘simultaneous rising of Kaffirdom against white civilisation’. Zulu violations of the Natal–Zulu border were continually cited by Frere as evidence of Zulu aggression, as were their alleged links with hostile foreign powers such as Germany and Russia who were supplying them with arms. In July 1878 the illegal pursuit by Zulu forces and brutal murder, by garrotting, of two allegedly adulterous Zulu women who had fled across the border into British sovereign territory, finally convinced Frere that the Zulu ‘war fever’ had to be ‘at once grappled with’. In September 1878, while on the spot in Natal, he dramatically reported to his superior, Colonial Secretary Sir Michael Hicks Beach, that the highly vulnerable 25,000 British settlers residing there were now ‘slumbering on a volcano… the Zulus are now quite out of hand’. (Worsfold, Life of Sir Bartle Frere, p.91, Frere to Hicks Beach, 30 September 1878)


OTHER COLONIAL MOTIVES?

More sinister motives lay beneath Frere’s acute security problem. Cetshwayo’s army of up to 40,000 warriors represented a potential ‘virgin’ untapped labour pool to be exploited by the local colonial authorities. A break-up of the Zulu empire would certainly serve the needs of white mine owners and farmers and provide a welcome tax yield. In Shepstone’s own words: ‘Had Cetshwayo’s 30, 0000 wariors been in time changed to labourers working for wages, Zululand would now have been a prosperous peaceful country instead of what it now is, a source of perpetual danger to itself and its neighbours.’ (RA, Queen Victoria’s Journal)
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Sir Henry Bartle Edward Frere, 1815–84, Governor of the Cape and High Commissioner for South Africa since 1877, entrusted with the arduous task of completing Lord Carnarvon’s ailing confederation scheme. (JY)


FLAWED POLITICAL MASTER?

Arguably Frere’s particular misfortune was that his political superior, Sir Michael Hicks Beach had no previous experience in colonial administration. Even his biographer and arch-defender, Lady Hicks Beach, conceded that he ‘had no special knowledge of South African affairs’. Political historian, C.F. Goodfellow, observes that it ‘was probably his loyalty as much as his ability which had produced his elevation to the Cabinet while Chief Secretary for Ireland on November 1876’. Early on he had admitted to his complete ignorance of South African affairs and had promised Frere his ‘support and cooperation in your difficult position’. Within twelve months, however, he was to twice withdraw support for Frere’s Zulu policies, ultimately abandoning him in the aftermath of the Isandlwana disaster. For some historians this constituted one of the greatest political betrayals of the Victorian era. (Sources: Goodfellow, Britain and South African Confederation; Lady V. Hicks Beach, Life Of Sir Michael Hicks Beach)



However, defenders of Frere, such as myself, while not denying the racial prejudices shared by much of his generation, have emphasised Frere’s security dilemma as he faced a potentially two-front war from recalcitrant Boer settlers and his new and increasingly truculent Zulu neighbours. The latter could muster an estimated 40,000-strong army. Moreover, in his consequently robust forward policies up to October 1878 Frere was broadly supported by both local colonial officials and by senior colonial officials in London and, most significantly, his inexperienced political superior, the newly appointed Colonial Secretary Sir Michael Hicks Beach.
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Sir Michael Hicks Beach, Secretary of State for the colonies. (JY)


ZULU WAR ‘HAWK’

Appointed Secretary for Native Affairs in 1853 and, after 1877, Administrator of the newly annexed Transvaal, Theophilus Shepstone became one of the leading local advocates of war with the Zulu. Born near Bristol in 1817 and the son of a parson, he had originally moved to South Africa in 1820 as a willing recruit for a government-assisted scheme to settle the under-populated Eastern Cape. His approach to African affairs was one of stern paternalism, hence his cultivated self-image as somsewu or ‘father of whiteness’. His ‘Shepstone system’, an attempt to subsume the indigenous Zulu amakhosi or chiefs into the colonial system as a means of political control and commercial exploitation, reflected a common British approach to African government. He officiated at paramount Zulu Chief Cetshwayo’s coronation in 1873 but, as the Zulu elite increasingly clashed with British authority in the mid/late 1870s, he rapidly distanced himself and, like his political superior, Frere, became a leading proponent of the use of force to finally subjugate the Zulu nation.



On his annexation of Pondoland, for instance, one colonial official, Wingfield, wrote of the ‘sensible’ policy of ‘securing a position of influence over Pondoland in the event of war with the Zulus’. With such support from London and the strong backing of his military Commander-in-Chief, Lord Chelmsford and key local Transvaal Administrator Sir Theophilus Shepstone, Frere continued his military build-up against the Zulu during the spring and summer of 1878.




THE ARMIES

The British Forces

The preparations for invading Zululand had taken months. In 1879, the British Army remained a largely cumbersome, hierarchical machine, but one which was well used to victory over ‘native enemies’ in Africa and elsewhere.

But it was an army, due to extended overseas imperial commitments and fighting in extreme alien environments, e.g. the 1874 Ashanti War (in what is now known as Ghana), that often experienced appalling conditions of service, and consequent problems with recruitment. Most rank and file soldiers were recruited from the lowest levels of Victorian urban and rural society, often petty criminals or destitute farm labourers. Before 1870, many recruits had been drawn from Ireland – particularly after the 1840s potato famines – but the great trade depression of the 1870s brought a new influx of urban and rural poor from mainland Britain. By the mid-nineteenth century, service conditions were generally brutal, dull and uncompromising and men were expected to sign on for exceptionally long periods. Up to 1847, men enlisted for life and after that date, for ten years with the option of continuing for twenty-one years to qualify for a pension. On meagre unvarying rations of bread, bully beef and biscuits, the Victorian soldier eked out an extremely hard existence. Military life consisted of parades and fatigues with training hardly going beyond eternal drill and sporadic gymnastic exercises. In the late Victorian period, out of a gross pay of around seven shillings a week, half would be deducted for food over and above basic rations, and over a tenth of a soldiers pay for laundry services etc.


A Typical British Soldier

Rorke’s Drift Defender, Private Henry Hook VC (1850–1905)

Private Henry Hook’s background epitomised that of many private soldiers in the Victorian army. He was born in the village of Churcham in Gloucestershire on 6 August 1850 and baptised with the Christian name Alfred. However, he adopted his father’s name ‘Henry’. His occupation began, like many recruits, as a rural labourer. In 1871 his family moved to Monmouth and he worked on farms and around the village of Huntley. He was a well-built youth 1.67m tall.

His motivation for enlistment, a severe personal economic crisis, was typical; he joined up because, at a time of acute agricultural depression, he was experiencing great difficulties paying off the mortgage on his property.

On 13 March 1877 he enlisted at Monmouth and was assigned to the 2nd Battalion, 24th Foot. In February 1878 his battalion was sent to the Cape where he participated in the final defeat of the Xhosa in the 9th Cape Frontier War. His battalion was then deployed to No. 3 Column for the invasion of Zululand in January 1879. His B Company was subsequently assigned to guard the Drift and supply depot at Rorke’s Drift. His heroic action in the defence and evacuation of the hospital was to play a significant part in the British victory there.

In 1880, he bought himself out of the army and worked for some years for the British Museum as a cloakroom attendant. In March 1905, he died aged fifty-five of pulmonary tuberculosis, soon after recording his memoirs in the Royal Magazine. His funeral was more spectacular than most, including representatives from twenty-three regiments.



(Sources: Bancroft, Zulu War VCs; and Knight and Greaves, Who’s Who in the Zulu War, Vol. 1)
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Private Hook VC. (JY)



While the serving conditions for officers were significantly better than the private soldier, their military capabilities were often more suspect. With indifferent pay most officer recruits came from the lower middle classes, often second and third sons from the landed gentry who were excluded from inheritance by the primogeniture system. Class did not ensure quality! Until as recently as 1872, the peculiar anachronistic system of ‘purchase of commission’ allowed posts to be bought and sold, often for as much as several thousand pounds, a system which was clearly devoid of any meritocratic base.

Between 1856 and 1879, however, a number of significant reforms had improved the overall quality of British Army life and provided it with a more professional base. The graphic despatches of The Times reporter William Russell from the Crimea, which detailed horrific service conditions, had exposed many shortcomings in army administration, as did reports of the stirring medical work undertaken by Florence Nightingale. The great Cardwell reforms of 1872 created a much more professional army. The duration of service was shortened, the ‘purchase of commission’ system was abolished, as were more brutal army practices (although flogging was retained for wartime service).

Kit: The British and Colonial Forces

Equipment had also improved in the decade preceding the Anglo-Zulu War. In 1871, the army replaced the Enfield percussion rifle (maximum range 1,000 yards) with the new, much more effective, single-shot Martini-Henry breech-loading rifle.

The ‘lunger’ socket bayonet carried by most of the line regiments in 1879 dated from the 1850s, and was around 21in. long and, combined with the 4ft rifle length, gave a stabbing reach of over 6ft. As we shall see, this proved to be a distinct advantage during close-quarter combat with the Zulu at Rorke’s Drift.


‘MAN-STOPPER’: THE STANDARD
MARTINI-HENRY INFANTRY RIFLE

Despatching a heavy .45 calibre lead bullet, the rifle was sighted up to 1,500 yards, although most accurate at a distance of between 300 and 500 yards. The bullet was literally a ‘man-stopper’ and, at close range, could have a terrible effect on the human body, with the potential to rip both cartilage and bone apart. The rifle action was also much easier. When the lever between the trigger guard was depressed the breech opened. A used round was then extracted and a fresh round inserted in the chamber, and raising the lever closed the breech for firing. The only disadvantage was that the heavy recoil could bruise shoulders and make firing uncomfortable after half an hour or so, while excessive firing could also cause the barrel to overheat, both melting the brass base of the cartridge and sometimes jamming the firing action. These problems did emerge during the battle at Rorke’s Drift. More seasoned troops, however, learnt to partly counteract overheating by sowing cowhide around the barrel and stock of the Martini-Henry.
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A Martini-Henry cartouche packet, containing ten cartridges. (RRWM)

In addition to the rifle and bayonet, each soldier was issued with the standard seventy rounds when going into action. A carbine (shortened) version of the Martini-Henry was also adopted by the British government in April 1871 for use by cavalry.

The 1871 Valise Pattern Equipment proved to be reasonably efficient British Field Dress. It included two white calf leather pouches on each side of the waist-belt, and a black leather ‘expense pouch’ positioned usually at the back of the belt. Other essential items for the imperial infantry of the 1870s included a wooden water bottle, mess tin, greatcoat and haversack. The uniform was, by contrast, somewhat less practical. The traditional red tunic with facing regimental colours on cuff and collar and secured by regimental buttons was retained, while the blue serge trousers and often poor-quality leather boots completed the infantry Field Dress. As in India, the only real concession to the African heat was the white ‘foreign service’ helmet displaying the regimental shako badge attached to the front. In South Africa, veterans, in order to make themselves less conspicuous to the enemy, darkened these helmets by staining, usually with tea, coffee or mud. After a few weeks campaigning in the African bush, much of this uniform, particularly the jackets and trousers, were reduced to tatters, and often humorous-looking patchwork variations in dress took over, complimenting the wild beards sported by many of the veterans!

The 24th Foot, comprising the main unit of imperial troops who fought at Rorke’s Drift, were an interesting mixture of veterans and relatively novice soldiers. Of the two battalions of the 24th Foot, the 1/24th were the most experienced in African warfare, having arrived at the Cape as early as 1875. They had spent four successive years engaged in largely fluid, short-lived skirmishes with Xhosa rebels in which the new Martini-Henry rifle had been frequently deployed, with maximum destructive effect.

The British regulars were supplemented by numerous colonial irregular units. Local white settler volunteer formations were attached to all five of Chelmsford’s columns and as units for defence around the major Natal towns and settlements. Desporting a wide variety of weapons and uniform, contingents such as the Natal Mounted Police and the Buffalo Border Guard comprised a vital adjunct to Chelmsford’s regular forces, especially before the arrival of massive reinforcements following the disaster at Isandlwana.
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Natal Native Horse, one of several African irregular units. (JY)

Serving alongside the British regular and white colonial units were the white-officered African levies, notably the Natal Native Contingent (NNC). These African troops were predominantly Zulu-speaking and members of clans closely related to the Zulu, or were refugees or descendants of refugees from Zululand. Some had old scores to settle with Cetshwayo, and most were recruited by their chiefs and headmen to assist the British regular troops and all-white colonial volunteer units. The contingent consisted of three regiments, the first with three battalions and the second and third with two battalions each. The muster strength of each battalion was around 1,000 men, and each African was issued a blanket and a red cloth headband as a distinguishing mark. Around 100 in each battalion (1 in 10) were armed with often poor quality rifles, the remainder with billhooks or their own assegais and shields. Despite constant drilling, their overall lack of experience and poor equipment ensured that their military value was both marginal and, as we shall see, often unpredictable. At Rorke’s Drift the NNC comprised a company of the 2nd Battalion NNC, probably mainly from the aba Thembu polity and commanded by Captain Stevenson (sometimes spelt Stephenson). Estimates of their number vary from 100 to 300. However, their presence at the battle was to prove initially valuable but, in combat terms, ultimately disastrous.

The British Commanders: Tactics and Logistics

The initial campaign plans of Lord Chelmsford, commander-in-chief of the British invasion forces in January 1879, were simple. Aware of Zulu mobility, the overriding main strategic aim was to force the Zulu Army to battle by striking decisively at the enemy’s centre of gravity, the Zulu capital of Ulundi (or more specifically, Cetshwayo’s royal kraal or personal home at oNdini). In such a battle superior British volley fire would, it was believed, irrevocably smash the exposed Zulu ‘regiments’ in the open field. For this purpose, Chelmsford divided his force into five columns each mixing British regular infantry with other colonial units. Three of these would advance from widely separated points on the Zululand border with Natal with two columns held in reserve along the border to protect local white settlers against any Zulu breakthrough. These three attacking columns in a strange replication of Zulu tactics would be deployed in a slowly enveloping pincer movement aimed towards the Zulu capital. No. 4 Column, the northern most on Chelmsford’s left, was commanded by Colonel Charles Pearson and comprised nearly 5,000 men The main thrust of the invasion centred on No. 3 Column, led by Colonel Richard Glyn, comprising just under 4,700 men, which was poised to strike directly at Ulundi via Rorke’s Drift and Isandlwana. This column was accompanied by Chelmsford himself. An early decisive blow by any of these three columns was considered essential.


General Lord Chelmsford (1827–1905)

British Commander-in-Chief

Frederick Augustus Thesiger was born on 31 May 1827 (he succeeded to the title Lord Chelmsford on 5 October 1878). His father was a lawyer and Tory MP. Educated at Eton he purchased a commission in the Rifle Brigade. He served in the Crimea in a non-active staff duty capacity and later saw limited action in the mopping-up operations during the Indian Mutiny in 1859. He was also involved in the Abyssinian campaign of 1868 as Deputy Adjutant-General. Later as the ADC to the Queen and Adjutant-General of India he married, had four sons and met the Governor of Bombay Sir Henry Bartle Frere, a man with whose political fate he was destined to be closely entwined.

After returning to serve at Aldershot he accepted his first independent active service command for thirty-four years in South Africa in 1878. He played a key role in the final stages of the Cape Xhosa war, remembered as a commanding, robust personality with a tall spare frame, black beard and bushy eyebrows. As a tactician he was considered competent but uninspired. In South Africa he renewed his acquaintance with Frere and fully shared his views on Confederation and imperial security.

On 11 January 1879 Chelmsford led the invasion of Zululand and achieved his first minor success against the stronghold of the border chief Sihayo the next day. After transport delays due to the terrible terrain he reached the campsite of Isandlwana. Here he was much criticised for failing to secure the camp defences and for allowing his forces to be divided as he left the camp in a fruitless search for the main Zulu army. He was consequently at least 12 miles away when his weakened garrison was destroyed. The stupendous British victory at Rorke’s Drift that same day, whilst providing an enormous fillip to British morale, was ultimately overshadowed by this terrible defeat. Despite the shock of a defeat and ignoring advice to retire on health grounds, he persevered with a renewed offensive in March 1879. He secured a victory at Gingindlovu and he finally broke Cetshwayo’s regiments at the battle of Ulundi on 4 July 1879. (Source: Greaves and Knight, Who’s Who in the Zulu War 1879, Vol. 1, pp.54–60)
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Lieutenant General Frederick Augustus Thesiger (Lord Chelmsford). (KR)



Already confident of his military superiority in open battle, much of Chelmsford’s pre-invasion preparations were focused on the immense logistical or supply and transport problems presented by such a difficult country lacking in any form of road.

Transport was a herculean, almost nightmarish task. Chelmsford had to shift 1,500 tons of tents, cooking utensils, food, rifle and artillery ammunition and medical stores via 18ft ox wagons hauled by eighteen-to-twenty-strong oxen or mule teams, all of which were highly susceptible to sickness or accident.

Hitherto, comfortable in their strategy and sure of success, the British forces were left reeling by their unexpected defeat at Isandlwana, making their defence of the Rorke’s Drift garrison crucial to their overall campaign.

The Zulu Army in 1879

The Zulu Army, once famously described by Sir Bartle Frere as ‘a nation of celibate man-slaying gladiators’ owed their allegiance to King Cetshwayo Ka Mpande, who had become the Zulu paramount chief after the death of his father, Mpande, in 1872. On this date, the forty-year-old Cetshwayo became ruler of some 300,000 people, most of whom inhabited the territory between the Thukela (Tugela) and Mzinyathi (Buffalo) rivers and the valley of the Phongola.


King Cetshwayo Ka Mpande (1832–1884)

Overall Commander of the Zulu Armies

Cetshwayo, paramount chief of the Zulu during the 1879 Anglo-Zulu War was born at emLambongweya in 1832 and was the son of Prince Mpande Ka Senzangakhona. When his father concluded an unholy alliance with the Boers in order to contest King Dingane for the Zulu throne, Cetshwayo began his slow but steady rise to power. Around 1850, he enrolled into the uThulwana ibutho. In 1852 Cetshwayo saw his first action during a raid against the rival Swazi tribe. His superior fighting skills gave him significant prestige.

As Cetshwayo’s influence and ambitions rapidly grew even his father became concerned, and began to favour Mbuyazi, another of his twenty-nine sons. The inevitable rivalry ended in bloodshed in 1856 when Cetshwayo’s superior 20,000-strong impi inflicted a crushing defeat of Mbuyazi’s forces of 7,000 warriors on the Thukela River during which Mbuyazi himself was killed.

After his father’s death in 1872, Cetshwayo was crowned king in August 1873. Cetshwayo then proceeded to construct a new royal homestead at oNdini or Ulundi. The next seven years were troublesome times as he faced renewed pressures on his lands from Boer settlers and internal challenges to his royal authority.

After 1877 and the annexation of the Transvaal, Cetshwayo confronted British authority, only partially alleviated by the pro-Zulu findings of the Boundary Commission. Sir Bartle Frere’s perseverance with an ultimatum on 11 December 1878 precipitated a final crisis for his kingdom. He remained in a defensive posture but when the British invaded and destroyed his favourite border chief’s Sihayo’s kraal, he committed his armies to an all out offensive.

The Isandlwana victory was marred both by the heavy losses (he subsequently commented ‘an assegai has been thrust into the belly of the nation’) and the almost simultaneous defeats at Rorke’s Drift and iNyezane.

In March 1878, Cetshwayo faced further defeats at Gingindlovu and Khambula. With the British rejecting last-minute concessions, he was finally defeated by Chelmsford’s 5,000-strong force at oNdini on 4 July 1879. (Source: Greaves and Knight, Who’s Who in the Zulu War, Vol. 2, p.127)
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Cetshwayo in traditional dress. (JY)



Kit: The Zulu

Individual Zulu regiments were mainly distinguished by their shield colouring, although some regimental differentiations had apparently been significantly diluted by the time of Cetshwayo’s reign. One ‘great distinction’ remained, however, that between the married and unmarried regiments, ‘the former… obliged to shave the crown of the head and to wear a ring made of hemp and coated with a hardened paste of gum and grease; they also carried white shields while the unmarried regiments wore their hair naturally and had coloured shields – black or reddish’. (War Office, Precis, p.87)

At Rorke’s Drift the four regiments of the attacking Undi Corps were predominantly head-ringed married men, the married uThulwana and iNdlondlo carrying white shields with small patches of red while the younger unmarried iNdluyengwe were still equipped with black shields encompassing large white patches on the bottom half. The married uDloko, by contrast, desported either red-brown shields, patterned with white, or white shields.
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A collection of British and Zulu weaponry. Note the potential stabbing length of the Martini-Henry rifle (bottom) once the bayonet is attached. The shorter stabbing assegai is a modern replica. (EY)
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The Zulu knobkerrie which Chard recovered from the Rorke’s Drift battlefield. (Jane Woodward/Chard family collection)
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The heads of two Zulu spears/assegais, discovered after the Rorke’s Drift battle by Lieutenant Colonel J. Audley-Lloyd. (RRWM)
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A broken (later inscribed) shield shaft, recovered by Lieutenant Bromhead from the battlefield after the siege of Rorke’s Drift. (RRWM)

For battle, Zulu warriors usually wore minimal clothing, consisting of a small loin cloth or, less frequently, some minimal ostrich feather head-dress or other ornamentation.

Mobilisation for war was rapid, the king informing the various indunas (commanders) by runners who then called up the amabutho from their specific amakhanda. From there, the regiments would converge and congregate at the king’s kraal at oNdini.

Zulu battle practices were ruthless and uncompromising. Male prisoners were never or rarely taken, women only as booty and the objective, as in Shaka’s day, was to totally annihilate the opposing enemy forces. The prevailing Zulu tactic for close-quarter battle, originated and perfected by Shaka, was to hook the opponent’s shield to the left and deliver the assegai thrust to the exposed chest.


THE ZULU MILITARY SYSTEM

The core of the Zulu military system originated by Shaka in the 1820s rested upon the age set units known as amabutho (singular ibutho). Under this system, teenage Zulu boys, generally aged between fourteen and eighteen, would firstly be assembled and concentrated at military kraals called amakhanda (singular ikhanda). Here they would be inculcated in basic military and economic skills, including cattle herding, shield and spear techniques. When sufficient numbers were gathered together at various kraals, all would be brought before the king and formally adopted into a regiment or ibutho with orders to build a new ikhanda. Those who in this way gave their political allegiance to the king were then given the right to occupy and work his land and even retain parts of the fruits of their labour. By 1879, there were twenty-seven amakhanda in Zululand and thirteen based on the Mahlabathini Plain surrounding Cetshwayo’s capital oNdini. The amabutho would perform a number of functions or services for the king, aside from military service in major wars. These could include raiding or policing operations, such as collecting fines from offenders.
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Zulu warrior groups. Zulu boys would be taught basic economic and military skills at military kraals, known as ‘amakhanda’. (AB)

The Zulu armoury was supplemented by significant numbers of mostly obsolete European firearms, such as muzzle-loading Enfield ‘Brown Bess’ or ‘Tower’ muskets. These were acquired mainly from Portuguese traders in the Delagoa Bay area, fuelling Sir Bartle Frere’s fears of conspiratorial links between the Zulu and rival European powers.

The Zulu Commanders: Tactics and Logistics

Zulu battle tactics, again based on the innovative ideas of the Zulu military genius Shaka, hinged upon the rapid encircling and enveloping formation known as ‘impondo zankomo’ (‘beasts horns’). The Zulu units generally comprising the younger and more able bodied amabutho, occupied the two fast-moving left and right wings, ‘horns’ or ‘claws’ of the crescent-shaped mass with the aim of rapidly surrounding the enemy on each flank. Meanwhile, a powerful body of the more experienced amabutho, comprising the ‘chest’ of the beast, would attack and distract the enemy head-on, with a reserve or ‘loins’ deployed behind as reinforcements. Strict discipline was paramount, the ‘loins’ often kept seated with their backs to the action to discourage premature intervention.


A typical Zulu Warrior

The life of a Zulu warrior was both physically extremely robust and also deeply spiritual. His entire boyhood would be focused on the veldt, usually tending cattle. This outdoor existence would both toughen his body and provide him with extensive knowledge of local terrain. He would become expert in herding, hunting and fighting skills. Walking or paced running over long distances of up to 40 or even 50 miles was common by adulthood. His diet would consist of at least two meals a day, the food including boiled or toasted maize cobs, boiled sweet potatoes, served from a common food bowl shared by each member of the family. Meat was considered a luxury, especially beef, for Zulu status was measured by the number of cattle they owned.

These martial skills were reinforced by complete submission to the authority of their all powerful elders or amakhosi. Any deviation from unquestioning obedience could lead to a range of severe penalties including banishment or even death. At puberty the young boys were bonded together into age groups based on military kraals run by indunas responsible for order and discipline, where they were taught the elementary skills of combat. Adolescent Zulus were formed into regiments and placed in military kraals. Their essentiallly feudal duties could range from simple policing to all out war.

This intensely physical world was matched by a deeply spiritual dimension, populated by spirits of their dead ancestors. Their ancestral spirits, amadlozi, kept a watchful eye, intervening to bring either good luck or disaster. Hence the importance of rituals and ceremony throughout their lives especially the up to three-day ceremonies conducted before battle. In the words of historian Ian Knight, it was a life conducted in a ‘state of physical and psychological bondage’. Such physical virtues and deep unshakable spiritual beliefs made the Zulu warrior a formidable enemy for the British to contend with. (Sources: Knight, Zulu Rising and Laband, Rise and Fall of the Zulu Kingdom)
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A classic, accurate engraving of a Zulu charge. Note the deployment of muskets alongside traditional spears and assegais. (EY)



For traditional and spiritual reasons Cetshwayo himself was unable to undertake direct field or active command. The Zulu high command structure largely consisted of Cetshwayo’s favourite indunas, who had previously displayed conspicuous loyalty at times of crisis, notably the bitter and bloody succession war of 1856 or in the many confrontations with the Boer enemy, or, who were closely related to his royal clan or, who satisfied both criteria. Rorke’s Drift commander Prince Dabulamanzi amply fulfilled the criteria for royal connection.

Such strategies were not necessarily effective against heavily fortified positions, as shown between the differing outcomes at Isandlwana, where the British allowed themselves to be outflanked and overstretched on a more open field, and the defence of a heavily barricaded Rorke’s Drift, where the Zulu were unable to achieve the same success.
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