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  Author’s Note


Much has been written about the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879 from a military standpoint by learned historians, and there is a wealth of literature on every aspect of it. This book is a personal history and must be regarded as such; it is not a military biography, to which it makes no pretensions. 
As this is a personal history of John Dunn, it is not my intention to give a detailed account of individual battles or to stray into Anglo-Zulu War politics. References to the war are included only where Dunn played an active role and are in no way intended as descriptive accounts of individual battles or an all-inclusive account of the conflict. Where sources conflict regarding exact dates, casualties etc., I have followed one version for consistency, while recognising that others may differ.
Zulu orthography is not an exact science. European historical writers made their own spelling assumptions based on how a word sounded when spoken. This resulted in a variety of different spellings. For example, Cetshwayo has been transliterated as Cetawayo, Cetewayo, Cetywajo and Ketchwayo. 
Quoted writings are presented unedited, maintaining original orthography with occasional bracketed clarifications for authenticity.
As historic and modern place names differ, modern names—those used at the time of writing—are used unless they appear within quoted material, where original usage is preserved.
Archaic words now considered offensive in South Africa (although not necessarily elsewhere) have been redacted.
Some scenes in this biography have been recreated for narrative cohesion or dramatic effect, based on documented events and consistent with character. These are clearly framed within the historical record and not intended to mislead.
This work builds upon and significantly expands the author’s earlier publication, incorporating new research, revisions, and additional material.
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  Chapter one
When the World Fell Silent


Sunday 5 September 1847

Natal lay under a punishing spring heat. Lightning convulsed down from dense clouds to the horizon, lighting the ocean in flashes. As the temperature rose, thunder rumbled through the air, but the desperately needed rain refused to fall. 
A few days prior, Robert Dunn had ridden out to visit associates in Durban. He ought to have returned by now. It was five o’clock, and the sun was sinking into the sea. John Dunn was worried. He was saddling his horse when young Catherine Pierce approached him.
‘Where are you going at this late hour?’ she asked, her brow creased with concern.
‘I am worried. My father is not home,’ John said, tension tightening his voice. ‘He left Durban yesterday morning. I’m going to look for him.’
Catherine frowned. They both knew the dangers of wild animals after dark.
Before she could reply, a commotion broke out.
A Zulu groom led Robert’s horse into the yard, the animal frothing and tossing its head.
‘What’s this—?’ Catherine gasped.
John hurried over, grabbing the reins. ‘Where’s my father?’
The groom shrugged, palms raised. ‘Angazi. Boss Brickhill, say I must give you this.’ He handed John a folded note.
John read it quickly. The handwriting was jagged, hurried:
“Robert’s horse came rushing onto our property early this morning. The state he was in, I would say he is in shock. It looks as if he’s suffered some form of trauma.”
John’s face drained. ‘No…’ 
The horse reared, wild with distress. Though the saddle was intact, one stirrup leather was missing.
‘Father!’ John shouted into the fading light, eyes straining towards the horizon.
Catherine ran towards the stables.
‘Come quickly! Something has happened to Boss.’
The groom stepped forward, grabbing the horse’s reins again. ‘Hamba!’ he said. ‘Go!’ 
John vaulted onto his own horse and galloped off.
‘Catherine!’ he called back. ‘Tell my mother. I am going to find my father.’
Monday 6 September 1847
The sun was already high when John reached the bend where the coastal bush met the inland track. He had barely slept. Others had joined the search—neighbours, traders, concerned settlers. No one spoke much. The silence was enough.
Five kilometres beyond ‘Sea View’, they found him.1
Robert Dunn lay sprawled in the dust. His right arm rested on a bush, fingers outstretched as if reaching for something he had never grasped.
John pulled his horse to a halt, slid from the saddle and stumbled forward.
‘No…’ he said, the word catching in his throat. 
He dropped to his knees beside him.
‘No!’
Blood darkened his lip where he had bitten down. He covered his mouth with both hands as if to keep from crying out again.
The others backed away, their boots soft on the sand. They knew grief when they saw it.
Everything stilled. No birds. No wind. Even the insects were silent.
John pressed his fingers to his father’s neck, though he already knew. The skin was cool. The silence too deep.
He looked at the ground. A wide smear of blood marked the spot. Elephant spoor—deep behind, shallow in front. A charging bull. 
John followed the trail with his eyes, building the picture. 
There had been no time.
He sat back on his heels, staring at the sky.
‘How do I tell my mother?’ he whispered.
Then the sobs came. From deep in the chest, where boyhood breaks. He tore at his shirt and let the sorrow shake him.
The others waited, heads bowed.
When John rose at last, something in him had changed. A softness gone. A certainty hardened.
Something in him closed—and would not easily open again.
Robert Dunn’s body was taken to Dr Best’s rooms in Durban.2 From there, it was transported for burial at the Point, among the graves of soldiers who had died defending the British settlement against the Boers in 1842.3
He was 52 years old.
A Fading Strength
The heavy stems of Bird of Paradise blooms swayed in the breeze as Ann Dunn cut some for the crystal vase on her dining room table. The garden, alive with birdsong and the barking of monkeys, overlooked the ocean, its breakers soft, almost silent. A soft blue sky and a calm sea greeted ships arriving at Port Natal harbour.
Ann rubbed her fingers along lavender blooms, releasing their perfume, and held them to her nose. Remembering how Robert had loved a lavender sachet in his toilet drawer, tears ran down her cheeks.
Sitting on a low stone wall, John watched his mother, her precious King Charles spaniel by her side. He was aware his mother had already buried much of her past—the loss of her father, Alexander Biggar, and her brothers in the violence of Zululand.4
He noticed she now stooped as she walked and, in spite of her red, voluminous, bell-shaped skirts, he could see she was limping, favouring her right hip.
She picked up a grass basket made by Catherine and stumbled. As her fingertips made contact with the stone path, John jumped up, but she straightened herself. Not wanting to intrude on her private moment of grief, he stepped back into the shadows.
He smiled with relief when Catherine appeared. Taking the basket from Ann, she bent to stroke the dog before offering her arm as they walked.
Ann continued to manage Dunn’s estate with determination. In March 1849, she requested that the boundaries of her farm be firmly established between the Umbilo and Umgazi rivers.5
Misfortune came without warning. Rinderpest, a highly infectious disease, swept through the district, killing almost all of the Dunn cattle. Forced to sell ‘Sea View’, the family was left in severe financial difficulty.
Ann Dunn died on 20 June 1851 at ‘Sea View’.6 She was 49 years old. She had survived Robert by less than four years. 
Ann was buried at West Street Cemetery, Port Natal (now Durban) on 22 June. At the family’s request, Robert Dunn’s remains were exhumed and reinterred beside hers on 26 June. Ann’s estate was filed the following year with a remaining balance of £1,317.4s.6d.7 
John was seventeen years old and alone.
In His Father’s Shadow
Suddenly, the world John Dunn had known was gone. His sisters had moved on—into marriage, into lives of their own, scattered beyond his reach.
His mother had been his heartbeat, her tenderness his tutor.
His father had not been an obscure man on a distant frontier, but one of ambition and standing—respected by his peers and known to the Zulu royal household. It was his courage that had driven him to carve out a life at the edge of an empire.
John thought back to his childhood, to the times he had sat at his father’s feet, listening with rapt attention to tales of adventure, wanting one day to be as fearless as the man before him.
Robert Newton Dunn was born in Ware, Hertfordshire, England.






  
  Chapter two
Where It All Began


Ware, Hertfordshire, England.
Long before the heat and dust of Natal, Robert Dunn’s story began in the quiet market town of Ware. A bitter wind swept through the bare trees on a grey Thursday, 26 February 1795—the day Robert Newton Dunn first drew breath. Snowflakes drifted against the windowsill, their silence deepening the chill within the room. In the hearth, a small coal fire fought for life. Upstairs, a woman laboured in pain. On the landing, her husband stood waiting, a copper warming-pan of coals in hand, a basin of water at his feet, listening for the doctor’s horse on the cobbled street below. 
Born into a dissenting household as the eldest of nine children, Robert was baptised a month later at the Old Independent Meeting House in Dead Lane by Reverend Robert Venner—a humble beginning for a man whose son would one day stand at the heart of a kingdom’s rise to power.
His parents, Hannibal William Dunn and Elizabeth Newton, were married at the ancient parish church of St. Mary the Virgin, Ware, on 22 May 1794.8 
A year later, their first child, Robert Newton Dunn, was born.
Elizabeth Newton had been baptised on 25 February 1770, and Hannibal William Dunn on 12 January the same year—both at St. Mary’s, Ware.9 They would live their entire lives within its orbit.  
When Hannibal died in 1824, he was buried not at the main church but in the smaller graveyard of the Old Independent Chapel—one of just sixty-three souls to be interred there between 1783 and 1834.10 A quiet divergence, perhaps. One that may have shaped his son more than we can know.
Hannibal Dunn worked as a cordwainer, a shoemaker trained to create footwear from raw leather. He also served part-time as a parish constable—an unpaid law enforcement post appointed by the magistrate. Between 1796 and 1797, he received at least eleven ten-shilling rewards for arrests.11  In 1804, a man named George Aylin was indicted for refusing to aid Constable Dunn. 12
Despite his industriousness, Hannibal fell on hard times. On 18 April 1815, The London Gazette recorded him as a bankrupt.13 His occupations were listed variously as auctioneer, cabinetmaker, chapman and dealer—titles often adopted to navigate the precarious line between trade and debt.
Robert Newton Dunn was baptised at the Old Independent Chapel on 26 March 1795.14 Held by his grandparents—whom John would never have the privilege of knowing but whose lives would echo faintly through his own.
At age twenty-five, Robert was initiated into the United Grand Lodge of England as a Freemason on 12 January 1820 at Bedford Lodge. His occupation was listed as “Gent”.15
These were the quiet, unremarkable roots from which John Dunn’s far more turbulent life would later grow.
The Cape, South Africa, 1819
Meanwhile, at the Cape, slaves outnumbered the European population. As the colony expanded, pressure on land intensified, and Britain turned its attention to the eastern frontier.
In the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, with unemployment rising at home, the British Government launched an emigration scheme in 1819. Its aim was two-fold: to relieve domestic strain and to establish a stronger English-speaking presence in a region dominated by Dutch, German and French settlers. Beneath this, a more strategic purpose remained unspoken—to create a buffer between colonial expansion and the Xhosa frontier.
The promise of 40 hectares (100 acres) of land and “the finest soil and climate in the world” created a migration frenzy. The Times painted the Cape as a paradise, and thousands of families, labourers, soldiers and middle-class hopefuls applied. Only 3,487 people in 57 parties were accepted.16
Applicants were required to form parties of at least ten able-bodied adult males, with deposits ranging from £2.10 to £10 depending on family size. Land was granted on condition that settlers remain for three years, after which ownership transferred to them, and larger groups could nominate a clergyman whose salary was state-funded.
Government exaggeration was rivalled only by the embellished claims of applicants desperate to escape poverty or find post-war security.17
Paradise Promised
Among them was twenty-five-year-old Robert Newton Dunn. He secured a last-minute place in an independent party led by Lieutenant Richard Daniell, a naval officer on half-pay—a twist of fortune that would alter the course of not only his life, but would also shape John’s future. 
The party sailed from Portsmouth aboard the Duke of Marlborough in March 1820, arriving at Table Bay in June. Conditions on board were manageable, if strict. Hygiene routines were enforced, and illness was not uncommon; with some ships quarantined before proceeding.
As the Duke of Marlborough reached Algoa Bay, Robert Dunn looked out over a stark and barren coastline. The dazzling beauty of Table Bay had given way to the scrubby cliffs of the Eastern Cape. It was not the paradise he had imagined.
Still, as he stepped ashore in the surf, dodging crashing waves and helped ashore by half-naked Khoisan porters, his spirit revived. That night, as hyenas whooped and lions roared, fires were lit, and Dunn stared up at a sky alive with stars. His sense of adventure began to stir.
Proceeding into the Hinterland
British law forbade settlers from owning slaves, but the transport logistics fell to Boers in broad-brimmed hats, who arrived in cumbrous ox-wagons driven by spans of 12 to 16 bullocks. Travelling inland was slow, unsanitary and arduous. Oxen grew weary. Mountain passes had to be climbed. Wagons ferried across rivers. Nights were spent on the bare earth, rifles close at hand.
Dunn’s spirits rose with the journey. Recent rains had greened the veldt, rivers flowed, and the air was sweet with possibility. But by the time they reached their allotted land, the landscape had reverted to its usual parched thicket.
Daniell’s party was assigned land near the Sunday and Fish Rivers, in the Albany district, at Sweet Milk Fountain. Daniell named the area Sidbury Park, later founding a village and importing merino sheep that would launch South Africa’s wool trade. Robert Dunn received his 40 hectares nearby.
As the Boer wagons departed, Dunn stood alone. The wilderness stretched endlessly around him. He dropped to his knees and prayed.
These were the stories John would later grow up hearing—of hardship, disappointment and endurance.
Paradise Lost
The settlers soon realised the enormity of their challenge. They faced drought, disease, failed crops and a land far harsher than they had been led to expect. Many lacked the agricultural experience needed to survive. 
Simple dwellings were constructed from wattle and daub. Windows were covered with cloth. Supplies were limited and often deducted from their deposits. Livestock was difficult to manage, and transport losses were common.
Despite initial hopes, it became clear that the land grants were insufficient for sustainable farming. Many settlers abandoned their holdings. Those who remained endured a precarious existence, relying at times on government aid.
One settler, writing in despair, described the destruction of his crops, the loss of his livestock, and the death of his child after a snake bite. His words captured the brutal reality of life on the frontier—a far cry from the promises that had drawn them there—stories that would later settle deep in John’s imagination.
Human Barriers
Unbeknownst to them, the settlers had been placed on contested land, serving as a human buffer between colonial expansion and the Xhosa people. Early encounters were marked by fear and misunderstanding.
Tensions rose when local Xhosa groups crossed into settler territory to gather red ochre, which has long been used in their cultural practices. Incidents followed, including the capture and forced labour of Xhosa women—actions that deepened mistrust on both sides.18
With the press restricted in the colony, news of these struggles reached Britain slowly, carried in letters rather than reports.19
Facing repeated failure, Robert Dunn adapted. By the early 1830s, after another bankruptcy, he turned to trading oxen and ivory with the Xhosa—a path followed by many settlers seeking survival beyond failed agriculture.
He proved both resourceful and capable. A skilled marksman and shrewd trader, he began to carve out a life that would carry him far beyond the limits of his original grant. A path that would shape the instincts his son would later rely upon.
The Cherished Ivory
Ivory, prized for its beauty and versatility, had become one of the most sought-after commodities of the nineteenth century. Its demand drove widespread hunting across southern Africa, contributing to the rapid decline of elephant and other wildlife populations. 
Hunting and trading skills were a legacy John would inherit.
Robert and Ann’s Marriage
On 8 September 1824, on the Biggar farm at Woodlands in Albany, Robert Dunn married Ann Harold Biggar, daughter of Lieutenant Alexander Harvey Biggar of the 15th Regiment of Foot.20
The Biggar family had arrived at the Cape as part of the 1820 Settlers. Alexander Biggar, though experienced and resourceful, carried a troubled past, having been dismissed from military service after a charge of embezzlement. Like many settlers, he sought a new beginning on the frontier.
The marriage of Robert and Ann bound two settler families whose fortunes would shape the world into which John Dunn would be born.
Saffron Walden, England, 1834
While Robert forged a life in Africa, his brother Hannibal Dunn established himself in Saffron Walden, Essex, becoming a successful trader and prominent local figure. He held civic positions as councillor, mayor and magistrate, and was known for his enterprise and energy.  
Through this connection, knowledge and curiosity would later pass to Robert’s son, John.
In 1834, Hannibal informed the Saffron Walden Natural History Society that his brother in Algoa Bay had dispatched a remarkable collection of African specimens at considerable personal expense. The arrival of the collection—including elephant, lion, rhino and numerous other animals—played a significant role in the establishment of what would become one of England’s earliest purpose-built museums. 
John would later display the same interest in the museum as his father, sharing knowledge passed through his uncle, Hannibal.
Among the Dunn’s exhibits, a young elephant drew particular attention. It later travelled to London for display at the Crystal Palace Exhibition in 1851, becoming one of the more curious symbols of Britain’s fascination with the natural world of Africa.21
The Saffron Walden elephant remained a much-viewed museum exhibit. Amazingly, she was still a hot topic of discussion as late as August 1906, when The Field, The Country Gentleman’s Newspaper, printed an ongoing discussion regarding her remarkable life on British soil.  
However, her adventures ceased in 1960 when she was sold for £10 to the eccentric Jeremy Fry, son and heir to the successful Fry’s chocolate manufacturing company, whom The Daily Telegraph described as “Inventor Bohemian Bisexual Philanthropist Mentor & Maverick”—to live her final days at Widcombe Manor in Bath.22
Informed by his father, Tony Fry, a trustee of the museum, that the new curator of the museum had burnt the giraffe and zebra, and that the elephant was also about to meet the same fate, Fry immediately sent his Rotork truck to pick up the elephant. Our once magnificent beast suffered a slow, ignoble end, installed beside the lake in Fry’s sprawling garden and exposed to the elements. By 1966, the only evidence of her having ever existed was her skin, which had once felt the heat of blazing African skies. It hung in tattered shreds, a poignant proclamation of her noble African birth and lowly British demise.
The Discovery of Port Natal
Meanwhile, further north along the African coast, Port Natal had begun to attract European interest. Inland, the Zulu kingdom had emerged as a powerful force under King Shaka kaSenzangakhona, whose military organisation and discipline transformed warfare in the region. 
In 1823, Lieutenant Francis Farewell and Henry Francis Fynn arrived at Port Natal seeking trade. Gaining Shaka’s favour, they were granted permission to remain, establishing the first tentative European foothold in the area. 
Following Shaka’s assassination in 1828, his half-brother Dingane assumed control. Though his rule was less extreme, the kingdom remained unpredictable, and the balance between European traders and Zulu authority was delicate.
Britain Abolishes Slavery
In 1833, the British Parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act, freeing enslaved people across its colonies. While slave owners received compensation, the formerly enslaved received none beyond their freedom—a stark reminder of the inequalities that shaped colonial society. 
Europeans Begin Migrating to Natal
By the mid-1830s, a small group of European traders and hunters had settled in Natal, drawn by fertile land and opportunity. Their lives, however, remained precarious. Fearing attack, they built simple dwellings concealed within the bush. 
Among them were men who would later play significant roles in the region, including Richard King and Robert Biggar, Ann Dunn’s brother. Relationships between settlers and the Zulu court were cautious and often dependent on personal alliances.
As the settlement grew, agreements were reached with King Dingane, and plans were laid for a formal town. The settlers named it D’Urban, in honour of the Governor of the Cape Colony.
News of the growing settlement travelled slowly across the Cape, carried by ships, traders and travellers.
Meanwhile, Robert Dunn continued to build his life on the frontier—a life that would, in time, draw his family into the shifting world of trade, power and allegiance that defined southern Africa.






  
  Chapter three
The Dunn Dynasty


John Robert Dunn
John Robert Dunn was born in the Eastern Cape, the son of Robert Newton Dunn and Ann Harold Dunn (née Biggar). On 24 February 1834, as the family travelled to St Mary's Collegiate Church in Port Elizabeth for his baptism, their ox-wagon rattled across the dry sand tracks towards the town. His mother stroked his forehead, holding him close while his sisters clung to the sides as the wheels kicked up dust in the summer heat. 
Reverend Francis McCleland, an Irish 1820 Settler and Colonial Chaplain, baptised John that day.23
Prior to the arrival of the Settlers, chaplains from passing ships had served the British garrison’s spiritual needs. By 1824, with the white population of Port Elizabeth nearing 200, there was a recognised need for a formal church and school. Reverend Francis McCleland, a controversial and troublesome man who had relocated from Clanwilliam in the Cedarberg Mountains, was appointed to establish the Anglican Church in October 1825.
As Port Elizabeth expanded, so too did colonial control. Trade was regulated, taxed, and dominated by established 1820 Settler firms. To build a prosperous business required capital—and connections.
Dignitaries moved through the town with easy confidence, their wealth evident in every detail. The women, stiff in starched petticoats, carried themselves with equal assurance, servants trailing behind them.
Robert Dunn’s standing as a farmer and hunter-trader was uncertain—high risk, low reward. The shadow of Alexander Biggar’s disgrace lingered, and entry into this rigid social world remained closed to him.
He was a pioneer, not a merchant.
Robert looked out to sea, the breakers rolling and crashing. The Kynsna lay at anchor, a ship built of stinkwood by George Rex, claimed by some to be the illegitimate son of King George III, and a figure of local fascination.
Port Natal 1836
Entering Port Natal harbour via the heavily forested Bluff was a treacherous manoeuvre, but the ship’s captain had handled it with expertise. How Robert and his family travelled to Port Natal remains uncertain, as no surviving passenger records document their journey.
At his first sight of Natal’s coastal belt, Robert’s excitement exploded. The stiff sea breeze, the crashing surf, the forests, the constant hum of insects, each a pulse of conquerable life. 
Robert smiled at his family. They had arrived, this time, not as settlers but as founders.  
Two-year-old John Robert Dunn took off his shoes and ran in the lush, long grass, damp with early morning dew. Scattering a herd of wild pigs, he whooped with delight—a child already embracing his own domain.
Great Britain, 1837
On 20 June 1837, Queen Victoria ascended the throne. Despite widespread poverty, workhouse squalor and child labour in Britain, imperial ambitions flourished. Expanding Britain’s colonial footprint in Africa offered not only prestige for the monarchy but also opportunity for military and civil servants to carve their names into the empire’s growing dominion.
Port Natal, 1837
On 21 November 1837, the first land sales at Port Natal took place. At Point St Michaels, erven measuring 40 by 90 metres were sold for up to £10. Robert Dunn purchased erf number 3 for £6, while Biggar paid £5 10s for his.24
Fort Victoria, 1838
On 4 December 1838, British troops—Highland soldiers under Major Samuel Charters—landed at Port Natal to re-establish military occupation. There was no existing fort, so several structures were commandeered: ‘Maynard's Store’ at The Point, owned by Robert Dunn, a wooden building belonging to trader J. Owen Smith, a nearby private house converted into a hospital, and a powder magazine used by Cape Dutch settlers.
More of Dunn’s land was later appropriated to erect ‘Customs House’.25 His trade in guns and ammunition—particularly with the Boers—was temporarily curtailed.26
On 9 January 1846, Dunn petitioned the Government to reclaim the land on which the ‘Customs House’ stood and was successful.27A month later, he applied for the title to erf 127 in Durban, agreeing to build on the land. The grant was confirmed in February 1847.28
Robert’s Expanding Empire
Undeterred, a now prosperous Robert Dunn purchased ‘Sea View’ from the estate of James Collis, who died in a gunpowder explosion29— reportedly after dropping a lit cigar.30
He built a large wood-and-iron homestead with a wraparound verandah and spacious rooms. Set among the rolling green hills of British Natal, the house overlooked the Indian Ocean, approached by a palm-lined drive and fronted by a flourishing garden.
Orange, lemon and banana trees thrived under the coastal sun—fruit grew so abundantly that the surplus fed the pigs. Vervet monkeys competed with trumpeter hornbills for paw-paws, while mongooses and snakes slipped through the undergrowth. Leopards and cheetahs prowled the hillslopes, and elephants occasionally raided the citrus groves.
John Dunn’s Privileged Youth
John Dunn, the son of an English father and Scottish mother, grew into a charismatic and athletic young man. An expert rider and marksman, he was fluent in isiZulu, his speech coloured by a faint Scottish lilt. His grey eyes shifted with his moods; a tawny beard later gave him a leonine air.
He drove his four-in-hand cart recklessly across grassy slopes to “quiet the horses.” At fourteen, he shot his first elephant behind Berea, hunting after dark with Dr Taylor and officers of the 27th Regiment.31 Dunn moved easily between worlds, shaped as much by his father’s pioneering spirit as by a society that had never quite contained him. Raised in privilege, he did not set himself apart from his Zulu neighbours. They called him Jantoni—an isiZulu rendering of John Dunn, pronounced Jan-tō-ni. His hunting skill became legendary—and in time, some blamed him for the loss of wildlife in Zululand.
Catherine Pierce
Catherine Pierce was a quiet, gentle woman of mixed Cape heritage. She was born in the Eastern Cape in 1832 or 1833, and died at Mangete on 27 January 1905, aged 72. Her death notice clearly lists her father as Polly Pierce—a detail frequently overlooked or misreported by previous writers, many of whom identify her father as Richard Pierce.32 The use of the name Polly, more commonly associated with women in modern times, has added to the confusion; in this historical context, however, Polly was evidently male.
Catherine’s ancestry has not been conclusively established, though it likely lay among the early settler families who moved between the Cape and the eastern frontier in the years following 1820. 
She may have been connected to Richard (Dick) Pierce and his wife Anne Holden, who arrived aboard La Belle Alliance with their sons Richard, Paul and Joseph.33
Previous writers have often identified Richard Pierce as Catherine's father, although the evidence remains circumstantial. The name Richard appears repeatedly in later generations of the Pierce family, and in keeping with nineteenth-century naming customs, children were often named after parents or close relatives. While this cannot be regarded as proof, it may offer a small clue in support of the connection.
Another possibility is a link to the Irish settler Patrick Pierce, born in 1798, who arrived on the Fanny with John Ingram’s party.34 35 It is possible that the name emerged through transcription and pronunciation. While no direct evidence has yet been found linking Patrick Pierce to the later Polly Pierce, the similarity of names is intriguing.
Patrick's name appears in immigration records as 'Patric Pierce', and in an era when names were often recorded phonetically, pronunciation may have played a role. Spoken in a strong Irish accent, 'Patric' may well have sounded unfamiliar to English colonial officials, allowing variations to emerge over time. Whether this explains the later appearance of 'Polly Pierce' remains uncertain, but it offers one possible explanation.
A carpenter from Cork, Pierce was contracted to work for three years at one shilling a day, but was released from his contract early in February 1822.36
The Fanny party had initially settled in the mountainous district of Clanwilliam, where conditions proved harsh, with few implements and little government support. Disillusioned settlers soon petitioned to be relocated to Albany—a move that also saw Reverend Francis McCleland, who later baptised John Dunn, leave the district.
In his writings, John Dunn’s son, Dominic Dunn, refers to Catherine’s father as ‘Old Pierce’ and to Polly as one of his two sons.37 
Further clues appear in Natal records. In 1866, a Polly Pierce—possibly Catherine’s brother—married Anne Pierce at the private dwelling of R. Pierce on the Zulu side of the Tugela River, officiated by Reverend Robert Robertson. On the same day, his brother Richard Pierce married Hannah Pierce, the two men witnessing each other’s marriages alongside C. Toohey and Louisa Pierce. These marriages were registered at St Paul’s Church, Durban.38
A third marriage followed later that year when their sister Julia Pierce married Henry Hamilton, also at the same dwelling and officiated by Robertson. All three marriages appear on the same page of the Durban Religious Marriage Records, suggesting a close-knit family group.
If Polly Pierce was indeed Catherine’s brother, then Richard Pierce would have been only fifteen years old when he first appeared in the historical record alongside John Dunn, during the turbulent years in which Dunn was emerging as a prominent figure in Zululand.
Catherine was formally recorded as Catherine Dunn, née Pierce, widow of John Robert Dunn, in letters attached to her estate papers. She and John had numerous children together, and at her death, she was survived by seven daughters. Although colonial records often described such long-term unions using European marital terms, this did not necessarily indicate a formal legal marriage in the European sense.
Yet within the frontier society of Natal and Zululand, such long-standing unions were often recognised socially and domestically, regardless of whether a church ceremony had taken place. Catherine and John Dunn’s partnership endured for decades, surviving exile, war, political upheaval and the hardships of frontier life. By the time of her death, she was remembered not merely as one of Dunn’s wives but as a central figure within the extended Dunn households.
In many ways, her life reflected the complex blending of worlds that came to define the colonial borderlands of nineteenth-century Zululand and Natal. Born of mixed Cape heritage, raised within the shifting society of the eastern frontier and later living among the Zulu people, Catherine belonged fully to no single world. Like many frontier women whose lives went largely unrecorded, she moved quietly between cultures, languages and customs, adapting to the demands of both colonial and African society. Her long partnership with John Dunn placed her at the centre of a household shaped not only by empire and trade, but by the constant negotiation between European and Zulu ways of life.






  
  Chapter four
The Shape of Power


The Appeal of Zululand
Left alone after his parents’ deaths, John Dunn found work as a transport rider in Natal, living a raw, itinerant life, trading European goods for cattle, ivory, goats, skins and hides. 
Transfrontiersmen were a breed apart. Unmindful of distant affairs, they neither read newspapers nor wrote letters. They spoke indigenous languages fluently, often conversing with fellow Europeans in isiZulu or isiXhosa. Facing danger daily, the refinements of society soon fell away. Their needs were simple—a little coffee and sugar, a pipe of tobacco, and a gun to bring down game for the fire were enough for such a coarse and uncertain life. 
Dunn’s life remained untroubled until an unscrupulous employer—the proprietor of a Durban newspaper—denied him his wages, claiming that under Roman-Dutch law he was underage and not entitled to payment. Disillusioned with colonial society, Dunn turned his back on it. He withdrew into the bush, taking Catherine with him. 
He had fallen deeply in love with her. Despite her youth, she had chosen him, and he could not bear to part from her companionship. In the quiet of the wilderness, far from the constraints of settlement life, their bond deepened into something neither of them would relinquish.
A capable hunter, Dunn was confident he could provide. With wagon and horse, following the deep ruts carved by traders before them, the young couple crossed the Tugela River into Zululand, accompanied by Xegwana, Dunn’s gun carrier. Tall, broad-chested and possessed of immense strength, Xegwana carried a knobkerrie (wooden club) and moved with a heavy, deliberate stride. His deep   voice was rarely silent, often lifted in song to praise Jantoni. Ostrich feathers trembled in his hair as he walked.
Young John and Catherine lived a nomadic life along the shifting frontier, between British Natal and the Zulu Kingdom, divided by the winding Tugela River. In a land thick with game and danger, they survived by skill, instinct and endurance. Catherine proved far from a burden. She moved easily through the bush, her sharp eyes and keen hearing alert to snakes, prey or other threats. Her calm, steady nature tempered John’s restless, impulsive spirit.
Crossing the Amatikulu River on an oppressively hot day, Catherine slipped off the red and green floral dress John’s mother had once given her. Crouching in the shallows, she bathed, enjoying the cool water and the breeze against her warm skin. She tutted when John threw his only shirt and trousers for her to wash.
He was basking naked in the sun, sharpening sticks for fishing aids with his hunting knife, when Catherine’s scream suddenly pierced the air.
‘John! Help me!’
Panicking, he raced down the riverbank, loose rocks slipping underfoot. He fell and slid, tearing the skin from his buttocks. Her screams intensified, and when he saw her—waist-deep in a fierce undercurrent—he hurled himself into the water.
‘I slipped,’ she whimpered as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her ashore. She fell into his embrace, sobbing. He examined her body—uninjured.
‘The baby?’ Catherine asked anxiously, her hands moving to her abdomen.
‘Baby?’ John repeated. Then his eyes lit with joy. ‘You’re with child?’
She nodded, tears glistening.
‘I am going to be a father?’ he exclaimed. Drumming his feet, he leapt into the air and slammed them back down in a celebratory indlamu war dance.
‘Ngizoba ubaba!’ he shouted to Xegwana. ‘I will be a father!’
That evening, the couple lay beneath their blankets, feet to the fire, under a dome of stars. Insects trilled, and tree frogs chirped in a soft, steady chorus.
‘John,’ Catherine said thoughtfully. ‘You must teach me to shoot.’
‘You’re right,’ he replied, lips pursed. ‘You need to protect yourself when I’m not there.’ A lion’s roar echoed through the bush, as if to confirm it.
The next morning, John brought his Snider-Enfield breech-loading rifle to her.
‘I bought this for you in Durban.’ He squatted beside her. ‘If you want respect from Zulus, this is your talisman.’
He placed the rifle in her hands. ‘Handle it. Get used to its weight.’
‘Practise loading and aiming,’ he added, setting a box of .577 Snider cartridges on the rocks beside her. ‘Later, I will show you how to shoot.’
He sucked his teeth. ‘No Zulu will bother you when they know you have this. They fear the white man’s izibhamu (guns) that speak death from afar.’
While she practised, he grilled impala steaks over the fire and
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