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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. Heavens 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 Isandhlwanas rocky brow. This must be a quiet place for a
      mans 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 summers day with temperatures reaching nearly 40C, 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
  Rorkes 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 todays 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 Rorkes 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 Boys 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 Rorkes 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 todays 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 cant 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 Rattrays 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 yesterdays blood.


  

 



  1


  Mehlokazulus 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 Rorkes 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 days 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 kings 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, Sihayos brother. Also present were two of Sihayos 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 mans 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 Sihayos son and heir,
  Mehlokazulu.


  Facing him, Mehlokazulu came straight to the point. Living at Mswageles 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 Mehlokazulus mother, had abandoned Sihayo and crossed into Natal with a lover, taking refuge at
  Mswageles 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 Mehlokazulus 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 Mswageles 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 [Mswageles 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 Mehlokazulus 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 Sihayos 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 fathers 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, Mehlokazulus 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 Sihayos 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 husbands 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
  Mswageles. Her flight didnt save her, either; a day or two after MaMtshalis 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 Nomavovos. 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 MaMtshalis 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 Maziyanas obvious impotence, and Mehlokazulus
  telling contempt at the prospect of reprisals. Worse still, the Border Guards 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. Mehlokazulus 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 Harfords luck


  Lieutenant Henry Charles Harfords personal road to iSandlwana began in London one November morning in 1878 when he found himself, at nine oclock sharp, in the
  ante-rooms of the War Office.


  Harfords regiment, the 99th Foot, was based in Chatham, Kent, and Harford had been granted a days leave by his commanding officer to seek an interview with Sir Martin Dillon, the
  British Armys adjutant-general. Harford had taken the precaution of arriving early, and was the first to be shown into Sir Martins 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 oclock 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 oclock, two oclock 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 oclock 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
  oclock 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-Generals 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 oclock, 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-generals 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 Britains 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 99ths 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.

      

    

  


  Harfords luck held, too, when he finally found himself in Sir Martin Dillons 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, Im 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 Harfords
  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 gentlemens 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. Harfords 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 didnt 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, Harfords 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 its 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 oclock today. Then, taking out his watch, he said, Theres a direct train leaving Paddington in a quarter of an hour. You may
        catch it if you look sharp. Whereupon I said, Ill 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 Castles 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 dont
  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 colonys 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 Empires 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 Cochranes 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 Britains knowledge of its imperial sphere, was an essential part of the Victorian explorers 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. Queens Regulations specified that
  Her Majestys 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
  months 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; Harfords married sister was living nearby, but
  he was disappointed to find that her husbands 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, Natals 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.


  

 



  3


  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 grooms family to the brides 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 animals 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 Ngunis 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 womens work. Women also had the arduous duty of walking to the nearest stream at dawn each morning to fetch water
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