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Lert The Hero of Rorke’s
Drift; a splendid formal
portrait of John Chard, taken
shortly after the Zulu War.
He is wearing his Victoria
Cross and South African
campaign medal, and his full
dress uniform is in stark
contrast to the more practical
undress he seems to have
worn during the battle.
(Royal Engineers” Museum)

RiGHT The Swedish mission
station at Rorke’s Drift,
sketched before the outbreak
of hostilities. The post
commanded one of the
principal gateways into the
Zulu kingdom.

(Author’s photo)

ORIGINS OF
THE BATTLE

I he battle of Rorke’s Drift is not only the most famous engagement
of the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, but arguably one of the best known
battles in the history of the British Army. The epic struggle against over-
whelming odds, the undeniable valour of both sides, have invested it with
a thrilling, Boy’s Own Paper quality, which struck a chord with the British
public at the time, and has inspired generations of authors and film-mak-
ers ever since. Yet in fact this particularly tough and brutal battle was
fought to secure no very great strategic objective; it was little more than a
mopping-up operation in the aftermath of a far more serious clash, and its
true significance was largely a moral one — it rescued British prestige on a
day when the army of the greatest imperial power in the world had been
dramatically and unexpectedly humbled.
European involvement in southern Africa dated back to the beginning
of the 17th century, when the Dutch had established a small toe-hold on
the Cape of Good Hope, to service their ships on the long haul to the




Indies, the focus of intense rivalry among the burgeoning imperial powers
of Europe. With the coming of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, the
European powers found themselves at war around the globe, and owner-
ship of the Cape changed several times, finally coming to rest in the hands
of the British. There was little to attract colonial interest in the Cape
beyond its strategic significance, and neither the Dutch nor the British had
been inclined to expand their territory there.

The first Dutch settlers had developed into a hardy and independent
breed, however, who constantly wandered beyond the enclave’s official
boundaries in search of good grazing land, pushing out the bounds of
European influence and dragging authority reluctantly in their wake. This
process was underway before the arrival of the British, but the instinctive
dislike which the Dutch boere soon conceived for their new masters inten-
sified it. By the 1830s many Boers were openly trekking away from British
rule in an attempt to establish their own lands, free of outside interference,
in the interior. Of course, almost all of southern Africa was already claimed
by one indigenous group or other, and the progress of these Boer
Voortrekkers was marked by a series of sharp and bloody conflicts with
robust African societies. Against her better judgement, Britain found her-
self cast in the role of imperial policeman; ironically, by trying to break
away from the British, the Boers merely provoked them into extending
their authority still further.

The mission station in 1881,
after the Reverend Witt had
rebuilt his house, which was
burnt down in the battle. The
new house stands on the spot
previously occupied by the old
hospital; this new building
greatly resembles the
original. (S.B. Bourquin)



ABOVE

The Rorke’s Drift post in
mid-1879. The hospital has
been completely demolished,
while the storehouse — minus
its thatch — stands in the
centre of the stone-walled
Fort Bromhead. The bush
has been cleared in front of
the post. This photo clearly
shows the boulders on the
Shiyane terrace which
afforded the Zulu snipers
such good cover.

(S.B. Bourquin)

RiGHT The storehouse six
months after the fight; a
loop-holed stone wall now
stands along the line of the
old back barricade.

(S-B. Bourquin)
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By the middle of the 19th century a stalemate of sorts had been reached.
Britain controlled two colonies, the Cape and Natal, which stretched more
or less from the tip of the continent around the eastern sea-board, almost
as far as Portuguese Mozambique, while the Boers held two independent
republics in the interior, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal.
Sandwiched in between, hard-pressed both militarily and economically,
were what remained of the original African groups. The strongest of these
was the Zulu kingdom, which lay to the north of Natal, across the Thukela
and Mzinyathi rivers. The Zulu kingdom had emerged in the 1820s from a
period of fierce internecine struggle, and had once laid claim to much of
Natal itself; in 1824, however, the Zulu king Shaka kaSenzangakhona had



granted trading rights to a handful of largely British adventurers who had
established themselves at Port Natal (later Durban) This concession was the
basis of all subsequent British claims to the area, and from this point on

the fortunes of the Zulu kingdom were inextricably entwined with British
Colonial policy in the region. Despite the odd scare, relations between the
Zulu kingdom and British Natal remained largely friendly for almost 50
years. Gradually, however, the presence within Zululand of a strong cen-
tral government, which resisted Colonial influence and was manifest in a
sophisticated military system, came to be seen by the British as problem-
atic. In the 1870s Britain adopted a new forward policy in southern Africa,
stimulated by the discovery of diamonds at Kimberley, which offered the
potential for hitherto unsuspected economic development. The object of
this policy — called ‘Confederation” — was to bring all of the disparate
groups under British control, so that a new political and economic infra-
structure could be imposed across the region as a whole. In 1877 Britain
annexed the Transvaal, and with it inherited a long-standing border dis-
pute between that republic and the Zulu kingdom. Very soon the British
high commissioner, Sir Henry Bartle Frere, came to see the existence of the

Sir Henry Bartle Frere
(centre) and his staff. Frere
saw the powerful and
independent Zulu kingdom as
a potential threat to the
policy of Confederation, and
set about engineering a
confrontation with the Zulus.
(Natal Archives)



Zulu kingdom as a threat to the Confederation policy, and deliberately set
about provoking a military confrontation to break its power.

Neither Frere nor his commander in the field, Lieutenant-General Lord
Chelmsford, expected the Zulu campaign to be either long or difficult. By
a careful count, they estimated that the Zulu king, Cetshwayo kaMpande,
could field upwards of 40,000 warriors, but while these were well disci-
plined and well trained, they were essentially a part-time citizen army, and
were armed primarily with traditional weapons. They were thought to be
no match for a modern professional army. Indeed, shortly before the out-
break of the Anglo-Zulu War, Chelmsford had brought to a successful
conclusion a messy campaign against the Xhosa people on the Eastern Cape
frontier. Then he had managed a mixed force of regular troops, Colonial
volunteers and African auxiliaries, under difficult circumstances, operating
in broken and heavily wooded terrain against a foe who preferred hit-and-
run tactics to an open fight. Although the home government was reluctant
to approve Frere’s overtly confrontational approach, and refused to send
Chelmsford more than a handful of reinforcements, Chelmsford remained
convinced that he could win a Zulu war with the tried and experienced
troops already under his command. Whatever his own advisors might say
of the fighting potential of the Zulu, Chelmsford could not quite bring him-
self to believe that they were, at heart, any different from the Xhosa whom
he had already faced. He entered the Anglo-Zulu War convinced that the
Zulu would not stand against him, and would need to be driven into a cor-
ner and made to fight; this was a misconception that, in due course, would
be quite comprehensively disabused.

In December 1878 Frere's representatives presented King Cetshwayo
with a series of demands which they knew he could not accept. They
allowed him 30 days to consider them, and in the meantime Chelmsford
began to assemble his forces on the Zulu borders. He planned initially to
invade Zululand in five separate columns, converging on the Zulu king’s
main residence at oNdini (Ulundi). He hoped thereby to pin the Zulu army
down and bring it to battle, while at the same time allowing it no room to
slip past him and make a counter-strike into Colonial Natal. In fact, lack of
troops and the tremendous problems of keeping so many columns supplied
in the field forced him to reduce the number of striking columns to three
and keep the other two in reserve. The British troops had reached their
assembly point by the first week of January 1879, and when the Zulu king
failed to respond to the terms of the ultimatum, Chelmsford’s troops
crossed the border on 11 January, and the Anglo-Zulu War began.



OPPOSING PLANS

Lord Chelmsford himself opted to accompany the Central Column,
which was both the strongest and the best placed to strike directly
into the Zulu heartland. It consisted of two battalions of regular infantry —
the 1st and 2nd Bn., 24th Regiment (2nd Warwickshires), a battery of 7-pdr.
field guns, a regiment of the locally-raised Natal Native Contingent (NNC)
and a small cavalry force composed of local volunteers and mounted
infantry. He fully expected that the Central Column would bear the brunt
of the fighting, with the two flanking columns acting in support, and so,
indeed, it proved.

The column had assembled in December 1878 at Helpmekaar, on a high,
windy ridge that overlooked the Mzinyathi river, which marked the cen-
tral stretch of the Zulu border. Helpmekaar consisted of nothing more than
a couple of buildings, but it was chosen because of its strategic location. It

BeLow Fort Bromhead in late
1879. A small portion of the
hospital wall has been left
standing and incorporated
into the wall of the new fort
(left). The British cemetery is
in the foreground; it was
across this ground that the
initial Zulu attack took
place. (S.B. Bourquin)
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in time! From a practical point of view, the staggered phases of fighting
should reduce the number of Zulu figures in play at any given time, and
allow for a certain amount of re-cycling. The fire from Zulus off-table
should not be ignored, however, and some system should be devised of
causing casualties amongst the British at random, perhaps by throwing a
dice for one man each turn. The chances of him being killed or wounded
should be higher if he is in the yard or on the front barricade, to repre-
sent fire from Shiyane; if the British player should fall back to the position
in front of the storehouse, as happened in the real fight, the risk from such
fire should be minimal, but not entirely overlooked. The British player
might therefore suddenly loose Chard, Bromhead, or a man in a key sector
of the line quite unexpectedly, allowing the Zulu player an opening.
Although generally morale should not be a major factor in a game such as
this — the British don’t have much option but to fight, whilst to some
extent it is already built in to the Zulu scenario — the presence of a senior
British figure should have some positive effect on the performance of all
British figures within a few yards of him, whilst conversely the death or
injury of such a figure should have a temporary negative effect, to dupli-
cate the effects of shock and dismay on those nearby. Victory conditions
for each side are simple enough; the Zulus have to over-run the post and
kill the defenders, whilst the garrison must just survive. The exhaustion
which ultimately caused the Zulus to withdraw can be represented easily
by giving the Zulu player a finite number of figures; once all have heen
introduced onto the board, it can be assumed that the rest, lying off-table,
have abandoned hope of victory and will not commit themselves and the
British have therefore won.

For games set in the open, British movement die rolls can be used to
set off Zulu contacts, or again cards can be drawn for each fresh area of
terrain entered, or passed. As Zulus can only be spotted at close range, the
British must use their NNC and Colonial horse to scout ahead, or risk the
main column being overrun before it can form a firing line. Once contact
has been made, the Chest and perhaps one of the Horns are put into posi-
tion, leaving open the possibility of a flank attack by the remaining Horn.
The Loins should remain out of sight ready to replace one of the other
units, if it falters. A British solo game is particularly suited to an opera-
tional level game ranging over the whole area covered by Chelmsford’s
reconnaissance of 21st-22nd January. There is no good reason why the Zulu
army should not have attacked the mobile part of his column, rather than
the camp at Isandlwana.

If the British fail to drive off their opponents, then it is open to the
players to go down fighting or face the perils of Fugitive's Drift. Each
player would take one figure, dicing for the quality of horse available, if
any. They then have to follow the winding trail back to the comparative
safety of Rorke’s Drift, across swamps, chasms, and rocky torrents, at the
mercy of Zulus deliberately sent ahead to cut off survivors. Horses become
lame, revolvers jam, and friends who twist their ankles, must be rescued.
The only hope will be that you put on your blue patrol jacket this morn-
ing, as the Zulus were entirely literal in their interpretation of the king’s
orders to kill the redcoats.
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