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The Zulu War

Introduction

By the end of the nineteenth century the fame of the Zulu was world-wide, and their army was one of the few non-European military organisations to have become the subject of serious historical study. Their very name is still synonymous with bravery, discipline and military skill.

Zulu territory changed in two generations from an area of 1200 square miles to a huge expanse twelve times as great, reaching from the region round Utrecht and Luneberg in the west, to the eastern coastline; and from the Pongola River in the north to the Tugela River in the south. The boundaries were not fixed and were maintained only by war; beyond them at one stage lay a great depopulated no-man’s land. The map shows the extent of the Zulu empire at its greatest, with the places and towns mentioned in the text and the chief rivers.
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Some slight confusion might arise through modern Zulu spelling. For instance ‘Shaka’ is nowadays the correct form, not ‘Chaka’ or ‘Tshaka’. Likewise ‘Cetshwayo’ now replaces ‘Cetywayo’ and other earlier variants. It should be noted that ‘Dingane’ is pronounced as ‘dingah-neh’ (not ‘dingayn’).

Zulu vowels are pure, as in Italian. Many consonants sound as in English, but beware of the following: ph and th are like p and t (not as in ‘phone’ and ‘throne’); g is always hard, as in ‘gone’; hl is like Welsh ll, and dl is its voiced counterpart; c, q and x represent dental, palatal and lateral ‘clicks’ or tongue-suction sounds. For example, the ‘c’ click is like dislodging a pip from between the upper front teeth, or expressing annoyance (sometimes written, double, in English, as ‘tsk-tsk’). The ‘q’ click is like our imitation of horses’ hooves, while ‘x’ is the old English carter’s sound for ‘gee up’ (or, more recently, an alternative to a ‘wolf whistle’). Short of consulting a Zulu, further details may be had from a Zulu grammar or dictionary.


Rise of the Zulu

In 1778 Senzangakhona, chief of the small Zulu clan of the Nguni people, illegitimately fathered a boy called Shaka. Shaka and his mother were an embarrassment to the Zulu, and were banished from their umuzi (village) to live among the Mthethwa under king Dingiswayo. Shaka attained manhood in exile east of the Zulu homeland, and as was the custom among the Mthethwa he was enrolled with his intanga (age-group) in the isiCwe regiment in Dingiswayo’s army. The Mthethwa king’s policy of expansion gave the army much to do, and Shaka—over six feet tall, strong and ruthless—proved a formidable soldier. In a short while he attracted a personal following within the isiCwe, and starting with them he taught a new kind of warfare, rejecting the usual hit-and-run tactics customary in Nguni society and substituting a policy of bold hand-to-hand combat, vigorous pursuit and merciless, often wholesale, slaughter. Mthethwa expansion increased rapidly as the surrounding clans recoiled from Shaka’s methods.
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A Zulu warrior, from Racinet, ‘Costume Historique’, 1876. The smaller figure is wrongly identified in Racinet as a ‘Basuto’, but is actually a Bechuana. The shield is of a type seen in Bushman paintings in rock-shelters of the earliest Bantu invaders of S. Africa.

The Zulu (left) is surprisingly accurate and is probably taken from early photographs.

Against the Buthelezi to the west in 1810, and the Ndwandwe to the north at Nongoma in 1812, Shaka initiated an encircling tactic, drawing up the Mthethwa in ‘horns’, izimpondo, and ‘chest’, isifuba, and winning swift and decisive victories.

On Senzangakhona’s death in 1816 Shaka returned from exile, swept aside all opposition, and became king of the Zulu. His first act was to form a small army of four regiments and lead them against the Buthelezi again. The Buthelezi were massacred.

In 1818 Shaka took on the Ndwandwe at Gqokli Hill and achieved another great victory against heavy odds. His territory expanded, his following swelled regiment by regiment and his methods set the pattern of Zulu warfare for the next ninety years.

In common with all the Nguni people the Zulu were pastoralists, their economy chiefly a cattle economy, their society patriarchal and partly nomadic, and centred on the circular umuzi whose size varied according to that of the clan. So important were cattle to them that compared with the bare dozen or so words in English for different forms of cattle, the Zulu tongue has over three hundred.

Shaka used every aspect of Nguni life as a weapon in his service. The habit of obedience became subservience, his judicial power became tyranny, and he eliminated all rebellion swiftly and brutally.

The pressures created by Zulu expansion set up a chain-reaction of tribal movements with terrible consequences. The outermost waves of the great upheaval, the Mfecane, ran up against expanding European interests in the south, and a series of border wars—‘Kaffir’ Wars—resulted. Fugitive chieftains such as Mshweshwe (Moshesh) and Mzilikazi founded nations of their own, the ba Sotho (Basuto) and Matabele, with far-reaching effects. A huge arc of devastation soon lay around Shaka’s dominion; at its centre the Zulu grew rich in cattle, their army numbering at least 20,000 men by 1828, and the most formidable power in Black Africa.

In 1824 came the first real contacts between Zulu and European. Founder members of the Natal Trading Company, H. F. Fynn and Lt. Farewell, obtained a warrant from Shaka to occupy part of his territory, and founded Port Natal, later to become Durban.

In 1828 Shaka was assassinated and succeeded by Dingane, whose reign was characterised by hostilities between the Zulu and the Trek Boers. The murder of the Boer leader Retief was avenged by a Boer victory on the Ncome (Blood) River in which the Zulu suffered heavy losses. The Boers contested Natal with the British but were ousted by 1848, leaving the British mainly responsible for European-Zulu contacts.

Dingane was succeeded by Mpande in 1838. Although he was a peaceable man and they had little to do, thirty-two regiments were formed under Mpande—twenty of them during the period when his nephew Cetshwayo was the effective but uncrowned ruler. Mpande’s position was insecure, and the chiefship was disputed by Cetshwayo and his half-brother Mbuyazi. The British backed Mbuyazi in their attempts to secure their position in Natal, but their candidate was defeated and his minority faction massacred, leaving Cetshwayo king of the Zulu and British-Zulu relations permanently soured.
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Shaka and the isiCwe: Nongoma, 1812.


Regiments

Shaka adapted Dingiswayo’s method of recruitment, and set up a rigidly-enforced system whereby a large number of trained men were always available for war, automatically reinforced by annual additions and involving almost all the adult male Zulu population.

The raising of a regiment, ibutho, among the Nguni originally stemmed from the formation of circumcision guilds or age-groups. Although the operation was abolished among the Zulu in Shaka’s time, the age-grouping remained, and as each group of boys reached puberty their ear-lobes were pierced in a collective ceremony marking them as members of an age-group, intanga, who tended to remain together from then on. An older boy was placed in charge of each intanga, becoming their leader until enrolment in a regiment, and their immediate officer throughout their subsequent military career. The intanga formed a company, iviyo, in that regiment.

As each intanga reached the age of twenty it would be enrolled in a local ‘head’, ikhanda, of perhaps forty or fifty men, to await the next First-Fruits ceremony and a summons from the king to appear at the royal residence. Many ‘heads’ might be summoned together, enough to form a regiment.
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Gqokli Hill 1818—morning and afternoon.

While awaiting the summons older men taught basic duties and skills, hut-building, field-cooking and so on, and made mental notes of any youths under their care who excelled in the perpetual drills and mock battles that were organised, giving promising youngsters their first praise-names, izibongo. Once given a praise-name, a Zulu was entitled to use it through life, although it was considered bad form to do so in the presence of older warriors.

The formation and naming of a regiment took place at the King’s residence. Men of the same age-group from a wide area assembled in lines, by ‘heads’, in new uniform but armed only with spears. Any chance event or royal fancy might give rise to a name, and some names—amaPhela, ‘cockroaches’, or uFasimba, ‘haze’—reflected the Zulu’s wry sense of humour.

The regiment would usually begin with black or predominantly black shields which were provided by the king and made from the hides of a royal herd set aside for the occasion.

Because of variations in the birth rate, or the casualties of war, one or another intanga was assigned to reinforce existing regiments. Thus some regiments came to be made up of a wide range of ages, in which case the young recruits were privileged to adopt the shield colour of white with black patches, or all white, that properly belonged to veterans.
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The greatest esprit de corps was to be found among regiments formed at once from a year’s intake, and there was so much rivalry between regiments that even in the royal presence it was often necessary to keep them widely separated to avoid bloodshed.

The newly-named regiment was assigned to a military village and placed under the command of an induna who was responsible for order and discipline. Only he was allowed to have his wife or wives with him. Occasionally an older woman of the royal family was appointed to run the military barracks, but children below puberty were strictly forbidden from the premises. The induna had power of life and death over the inmates of the barracks, but was not necessarily the regimental commander in battle, and might actually remain behind when the regiment went to war. Below him was a second-in-command and two wing officers each in charge of one half of the circular barracks. Under them were the captains of companies, amaviyo, each the erstwhile leader of his intanga, and each assisted by two or three junior officers appointed from the ranks by him.
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A typical Zulu umuzi (village). Circular or oval in plan with a large central enclosure which served as parade-ground when the umuzi was a barracks. The diameter of the outer fence varied from a hundred yards or less to nearly a third of a mile in the case of Dingane’s capital umGungundlovu. Key: 1. Cattle enclosure, parade ground. 2. Chief’s hut. 3. Chief’s wife’s quarters. 4. Storehouses. 5. Goats, sheep. 6. Main entrance, usually facing east.

A commander in the field, induna enkulu, was appointed directly by the king from among his advisers or his family. It was left to the acumen of each commander to organise his chain of command, selecting veteran indunas to lead ‘Brigades’ of regiments and transmitting his orders by runner. At the end of a campaign these commanders, like the
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Shaka

Raised Name Shield
(where known)
1816 amaWombe or umBelebele, after H.Q, White.
1816 uDubinhlangu or inTontela, uJubinggwanga Black.
(reduced to boy’s status).
1816 umGamule uDlambedlu (with uDubinhlangu Black-and-white.
forming izimPohlo).
1816 uFasimba ‘Haze’; H.Q, kwaBulawayo. Black.
1819 umGumanqa ‘Watching for vagabonds’. —
102149 {nDabarfkulu Despatched by Shaka to
182126 lmFQIOZl follow Mzilikazi. Included Mostly black.
182126 uFojisa izimPohlo.
182126 uGibabanye ) Mostly white.
182127 iziZimazana
1821-27 amaKhwenkwe umBelebele division; included White with
1821-27 uNomdayana amaWombe. black patches.
1821-27 amaPhela Red.
182127 uMbonambi H.Q. near the coast. Black, white spots.
182127 uNteke } —
182127 isiPhezi H.Q. in Qwabeland. —
1823 uDlangezwa ‘Unfeeling devourers’. —
1828 iziNyosi ‘Bees’. White,oneblack spot.
Dingane
1828 iziBawu ‘Gad flies’; Shakan remnants. —
1828 uHlomedlini ‘Homeguards’; Natal repatriates. —
1829 uDlambedlu ‘One who cats with fierce impatience’. Re-
formed: H.Q. isiKlebe. Black-and-white.
1833 umKhulutshane  or inDlavini, White.
isiGulutshane.
1836 umHaye Forming the —
imVokwe, ‘subjects’.
1837 iHlaba ‘Prickly aloe’. —
1838 uKhokhothi -
Mpande
1841 iNdabakawombe Mpande’s favourite regiment. White.
1843 uDlambedlu Re-formed again; also umDlenevu and Black.
izinGwegwe.
1844 iNgulube Headringed 1854.
1845 iNkone —
g s } Tncorporated i iNdabakaworibe: by
184651 umZwangwenya Incorporated in uDlambedlu. ‘Cockroaches’.
1846-51 umSikaba or umZinyathi, ‘Buffalo village’. Red shields.
1852 isAngqu ‘Orange River’ or ‘White-tails’; also

amaShishi. White.
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1854 uThulwana ‘Dust-raisers’ I
1855 isiBabule ‘Sulphur’ AIncorporated } White.
1856 iNkonkoni ‘Wildebeeste' | 10 WThulwana.
1857 inDlondlo “Poisonous snakes’ (horned vipers) or
uShisizwe, ‘landburners’, and imiDwaimba. Red-and-white.
Headringed 1876.
1858 uDloko uGqikazi, ‘Savage’. Red; one white spot.
1859 uDududu H.Q. at Nodwengu. Black, white spots.
1860 iQhwa ‘Frost’. -
1861 umXhapho ‘Mongrels’; or uMpunga, ‘grey heads’; or
uHlwayi, ‘shower of shot’. —
1862 inSukamngeni ‘Starters from the Umgeni River’. -
1862 iziPikili ‘Nails’. ~
1862 umLambongwenya ‘Crocodile River’. Black.
1863 inKonyan’ebomvu ‘Red calf ;
1864 uBhewula “Wild men® il_lff;f::;s il Black, white
1864 inDwali uMbonambi. spots.
1864 iShudu
1865 uNqakamatshe ‘Big as stones’.
1865 uNokhenke Black.
1866 iNdluyengwe ‘Leopard’s lair’; H.Q, Ondini; incorp- Black, one white
orated with uNqakamatshe. spot.
1867 umHlanga ‘Reeds’ Black, one white
spot.
1867 umCijo ‘Sharp points’; uKhandempemvu; umCitya.Black.
1867 umThulisazwe —
1867 iKhwentu —
1867 imVu-emnyama ‘Dark sheep’; incorporated in
umLambongwenya. —
Cetshwayo
1873 inGobamakhosi ‘Bender of Kings’; also uNobhongowezulu.) Black, red, black-
}and-while, and red-
1875 uVe The uve bird; H.Q., Ondini. and-white.
1878 uFalaza ‘Clouds of the sky’.
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