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ΨLǎŀƴŘǳƭŀΩ 

 

¢ƘƻΩ LǎŀƴŘǳƭŀΩǎ ŦƛƎƘǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƻǎǘ 

Against sheer numbers as we see, 

¢ǿƛƭƭ Ǌŀƴƪ ŀǎ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŀƴƴŀƭǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

{ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ¢ƘŜǊƳƻǇȅƭŀŜ  

       

Irish Times, 17 May, 1879 by E.D
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Ȭ4ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Zulu War will be a brief oÎÅ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÈÁÚÁÒÄÏÕÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÄÉÃÔȭ 

Illustrated London News: 1 March, 1879 

 

On the eleventh of January, 1879, British forces under the command of Lord 

Chelmsford, invaded Zululand one of the last independent nations in Africa. The Zulu people 

united together under the power of Shaka since tƘŜ мунлΩǎ ƘŀŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ, 

fighting for their place within their country against natives and white settlers. Over sixty 

years of autonomy was going to be severely threatened by the invasion of the greatest 

power in the nineteenth century. The Zulu King Cetshwayo called up all able-bodied men to 

ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ΨǿŀǎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǇŜŀǊǎΩΦ 

 The British colonial policy in South Africa was under the guidance of Sir Bartle Frere, 

the British High Commissioner for South Africa, who conveyed to the British government 

and the people that war, was inevitable between the Zulu, for the protection of the white 

settlers in Natal and surrounding areas. However, the true reason was to extend British 

power across the east coast of South Africa, and to obtain manual labour from the Zulu, a 

highly valuable human resource in their expansionist policy. The Zulu military system was 

feared by all the colonists in the regions surrounding Zululand, with numbers comprising of 

thirty thousand strong warriors. Frere issued an ultimatum to Cetshwayo to demobilise his 

army and desist in his barbaric oppression of his people. Cetshwayo attempted to negotiate 

with the British, but Frere was set on war and military preparations began. On the eleventh 

of December, 1878, Zulu representatives assembled to hear that if they did not comply 

within thirty days to the British demands a state of war would exist between them1. Of 

course these demands totally disregarded Zulu culture leading inevitably to war. Without 

sanction from parliament, the British invasion began with eight months of intense, hard 

                                                           
1
 There were nine demands made to the Zulu King. The main components were contradictory to Zulu custom 

and would never have been agreed upon. Like point four which demanded that the Zulu army should be 

disbanded and only brought together with the consent of the British. Point 5 would give the right to marry 

without the kingôs permission. Point Six wanted an administration reform followed by point seven that insisted 

on a British Resident at the Zulu capital. Taken from Narrative of the field operations connected with the Zulu 

War of 1879 (London, 1880) p 16. 
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ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ ΨhƭŘ ½ǳƭǳ OǊŘŜǊΩ. Both sides incurred heavy losses in men and material, 

causing universal embarrassment for the British, and the collapse of the young Zulu nation 

before the might of Empire.  

The main focus of this thesis is to research what the Irish and British public knew and 

understood about the Anglo-Zulu War through three famous and popular newspapers- The 

London Times, the Irish Times and the Illustrated London News. This is a topic that needs 

research, and the purpose of the thesis is to help add to the abundant literature covering 

other features of the war. To study the whole war in this thesis would be impossible, so 

three incidents will be researched- the battles of Isandlwana and Ntombe River and the 

death of Louis Bonaparte, the Prince Imperial. The reasons for this selection are arguably 

the most controversial of the war and it will be of great importance to see how these 

incidents were handled in contemporary newspapers. The main question that will arise is 

how these events were reported and how they were perceived by the public? The method 

of attempting this is to give short summaries of the incidents along with contemporary and 

modern critique, and see how they related to the themes and questions raised in the 

newspapers. To understand what was being written on the Zulu War in the papers may 

illustrate an important aspect of British and Irish society and their perceptions of war during 

the age of Imperialism. It will be great importance to note contrasts that emerge from the 

British and Irish papers, to really give a sense of how some social classes in Ireland viewed 

themselves within the empire and did the early British defeats reignite passion for their 

parent nation? All of these points are of importance to the success of the thesis to coincide 

with the public perceptions that were created by newspapers that may have been also been 

altered for the benefit of political, cultural and social idealism within the British Empire? 

 This thesis will break down into five chapters, which include the introduction, the 

conclusion and chapters on the three incidents mentioned above. The research will follow in 

chronological order to illustrate the growth in public interest over the months. It is 

important to detail what information the papers were receiving, either from war 

correspondents, letters from soldiers, battle accounts from officers, and eye-witness 

accounts. 

 The second chapter will cover the battle of Isandlwana, with the main focus on who 

was to blame for the worse British defeat by indigenous warriors in their history? The 

chapter will discuss some of the major issues expressed by modern historians using several  
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primary accounts of the battle to give an idea of how the battle was viewed and understood 

and to act as a background to the main elements expressed in the newspapers. From the 

information provided by the newspapers several issues will need to be examined to 

determine if the reader had a proper and accurate understanding of the battle. Several 

questions needed to be answered. Who was to blame for the defeat? Was the saving of the 

Colours viewed as an act of heroism or cowardice? Did the public immediately demand 

revenge for the defeat or did they decide that the British invasion was wrong? And finally 

did the government attempt to shift the blame to the field commanders in South Africa by 

exclaiming that the war was not sanctioned by them? It is important to state here, that due 

to lack of space within the thesis, the actions of Chelmsford who was absent from the 

battlefields are omitted. 

The third chapter will focus on the battle of Ntombe River which though was a much 

smaller conflict in comparisons to the defeat at Isandlwana, portrayed many of the same 

issues already noted. Did the public blame the commander for the destruction of the small 

convoy? Did the apparent cowardice of an officer fleeing the field, affect the opinions of the 

public, when contrasting the two officers that tried to save the Queens Colours at 

Isandlwana? Did the British public question the effectiveness of the British forces, and their 

commanders following this defeat? Were the Zulu now beginning to be respected for their 

methods and bravery during the fighting? 

The fourth chapter will be based on the death of Prince Louis Bonaparte the heir to 

the Imperial throne of France. Like the previous two chapters, this chapter will look at the 

background to the death of the Prince and discover how the heir of Napoleon Bonaparte 

was fighting for the British in a private war. This chapter will differ somewhat as it is based 

on the death of one man so focus will entirely be placed on who was to blame for the death 

of the Prince? Newspaper coverage reporting on the death of Louis was immense so within 

the confines of the thesis, the research will be based around the incident and not the 

funeral and political aftermath. The newspapers will be researched to find how they 

perceived the death and who did they consider was to blame- the Prince himself, Lieutenant 

Carey, Captain Harrison, Chelmsford, or the government? 

 The fifth and final chapter will attempt to connect all the incidents together to 

determine how much the public knew and understood about the war? It will be useful to 

illustrate any differences in the reporting between the three newspapers and to discover 
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which reader was better informed. To contrast between the Irish and British papers will also 

be of importance. Was the Irish paper more outspoken then their English counterparts?  

 

Literature Review-Primary Sources 

The main focus of the thesis will be based on several newspapers that were in 

circulation at the time of the war. The major papers that will be studied are The London 

Times, the Illustrated London News in Britain, and The Times in Ireland for the Irish 

perspective. Both The London Times in Britain and Ireland are provided by the National 

University of Maynooth. In regards to the Illustrated London News, Trinity College Dublin 

Library was able to provide the primary material needed. In order to enhance the 

perspective of the thesis, firsthand accounts on battles and incidents will be looked at. The 

following selected primary sources are from the Isandlwana court of inquiry from 

participants of the battle by Lieutenant W.F.B Cochrane of the 32nd Regiment, Captain Essex 

of the 75th Regiment, Captain Gardner of the 14th Hussars, Lieutenant Curling of the Royal 

Artillery, Captain Nourse of the Natal Native Contingent which are all available in the 

National Army Museum in London. Also available from the same source is an account by 

Lieutenant Raw of the Mounted Native Contingent. For the battle of Ntombe, primary 

accounts will also come from the same museum, from Sergeant Booth, 80th Regiment, 

Major Charles Tucker, Private Deacon, 80th Regiment and Lieutenant Harward, 80th 

Regiment. For the death of the Prince Imperial, reports from Carey which are contained in 

the War Office Archives will be studied, with also accounts from Surgeon-Major Scott who 

examined the body of the Prince which is contained in the National Army Museum. 

A contemporary book written by C.L Norris-Newman, In Zululand with the British 

throughout the war of 1879, gives an insight to the only journalist that was attached to the 

central column during the Isandlwana defeat. It gives first-hand accounts on many of the 

issues of the war, and in regards to the death of the Prince Imperial, the book includes some 

of the investigations into his death, which will prove invaluable to the thesis. Another book 

by F.E. Colenso and E. Durnford named The history of the Zulu War and its origin, with its 

main focus on blaming the defeat of Isandlwana on Commander-in-Chief Lord Chelmsford. 

To understand the opinion of the Home Government requires the published account by the 

War Office the, Narrative of the field operations connected with the Zulu War of 1879, 

providing many facts, opinions and figures on the war. The published memoirs of Evelyn 



6 
 

Wood From Midshipman to Field Marshall, focuses on his personal experience on key 

aspects of the war, mentioning other events such as the death of the Prince Imperial and 

the battles he was involved with in great detail. 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

The main text in regards the Anglo-Zulu War is the Washing of the Spears by Donald 

R. Morris which was first published in 1966. The book accounts for the rise of the Zulu 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛōŜǎΩ ŜŀǊƭȅ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

economic growth under King Shaka who revolutionised the Zulu system, to the king who 

had to witness his kingdom fall under British aggression. The book covers most aspects of 

the war, but due to the age of the work some doubts emerged after archaeological digs 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎ on the Isandlwana battlefield that cast misgivings over his earlier 

assumptions. There is little emphasis in the book on the deployment of troops as a cause of 

the defeat and jamming of rifles. The author based the defeat on the lack of ammunition to 

the front line troops, but only holds true to Durnford troops when holding back the left horn 

of the Zulu attackΦ {ŀǳƭ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ Zulu, follows the same line as Morris, with a history of the 

war. However the great asset of the work is the portrayal of the aftermath of Isandlwana 

ŀƴŘ wƻǊƪŜǎ 5ǊƛŦǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ΨŎƻǾŜǊ ǳǇΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ initiated by the Commander-in-Chief 

[ƻǊŘ /ƘŜƭƳǎŦƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ aƻǊǊƛǎΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƛǎ 

very useful for further reading and research, with the inclusion of a very extensive 

bibliography, having primary sources covering a wide spectrum of the war and a wide range 

of secondary reading.  

Lŀƴ YƴƛƎƘǘΩǎ .ǊŀǾŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ōƭƻƻŘ is a general work on the war with many illustrations 

and photographs, which help to convey a contemporary view of what the public may have 

been reading in the newspapers during and after the war. The text is not as comprehensive 

as other works but the main issues are covered in the war which establishes itself as a useful 

secondary source. The author offers a critique on some of the main works that have been 

published since the war and also on the important primary/contemporary sources which is 

of great benefit to the reader. Also from the same author is the National Army Museum 

book of the Zulu War, with the main focus on the use of primary sources that are available  
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from the museum. The text is heavily filled with primary sources throughout, which gives an 

excellent view point from the regular British soldier to the officers and commanders on the 

field. The sources that have been used are offered with the direct reference number to the 

archives within the museum, which is extremely helpful to anyone carrying out studies on 

the subject.  

Another useful work is The Illustrated Guide to the Anglo-Zulu War by John Laband 

and Paul Thompson which not only provides a narrative on events, but gives an excellent list 

on the battle combatants and list of causalities and deaths on both sides. The maps included 

in the text are very useful to the reader as it provides detailed disposition on the main 

aspects of the battles. The book also focuses on sometimes neglected aspects of the war, 

such as colonial defences of the areas surrounding Zululand, detailed diagrams of all the 

fortifications built in and around the Zulu countryside and a short chapter on war 

correspondents. The thesis will benefit from this work as it provides a very modern critique 

on the war and tries to cover most aspects of the war, if not in great detail. Great Zulu 

Battles, 1836-1906, by Ian Knight that has a useful exploration of the battle of Isandlwana 

and gives insight into the British and Zulu mindset throughout that fateful day.  

Ian Knights With is Face to the Foe recollects the life and death of the Louis 

Napoleon, the Prince Imperial of France. Aspects of the work that are most useful for the 

study, is the circumstances that led the Prince to be in Zululand and the controversies over 

his death. The book uses a wide range of primary sources, from letters, memoirs to 

newspaper articles. The information and reaction described by the author at the time of the 

PrinceΩs death, gives an excellenǘ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳȅΩǎ opinion and the public in 

regards to the court-martial of Lieutenant Carey who misbehaved in face of the enemy. A 

book of great resource for the study is The Colonial Wars Source Book, by Philip J. 

Haythornthwaite. The work gives an overview of British imperial politics and policies, 

warfare rhetoric, tactics, weaponry, and the make-up of the British army of regiments, 

cavalry, artillery and commanders. This is essential in understanding the war of 1879, from 

the battles to the overall political structure behind the scenes. Over the course of 

researching for the thesis, one work by Rupert Furneaux The Zulu War-Isandlwana and 

Rorkes Drift, was avoided as the work is outdated with too many inaccuracies appearing 

throughout.  
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Journal Articles 

The following articles can be seen as essential to the thesis; firstly due to the fact 

that they are all modern work dated in this century, and secondly they each take aspects 

that are not wholly covered in other secondary readings. The key article is the 

Reconstructing the past using the British Parliamentary Papers, which helped give the idea 

for the thesis now been undertaken. The prominence of the work is based on the Irish 

University Press of the British Parliament papers, and how certain aspects of the war were 

seen through the eyes of the parliament. The author gives information on the parliamentary 

papers and gives the references to each source that was used within the archives; making 

further study more accessible. While that information is invaluable, the work also gives a 

short critique on some of the main secondary sources that include some mention to the 

parliamentary papers. It also gives insight and advice on how one should carry out work on 

the parliamentary papers, and how they can be used for full efficiency to benefit their work. 

Another article that is essential to the thesis is Heroism, Heroics and the making of Heroes: 

The Anglo-Zulu War of 1879. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŜǊƻΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 

instilled into the mindset of the public and army during the nineteenth century. The aspects 

that directly influence the thesis are the propaganda and censorship that was used to cover 

up the disaster of Isandlwana with the author illustrating some issues throughout the work 

on how some aspects of the battles were changed for the benefit of the public, so as not to 

lose faith in the ability of the British soldier. The article will be used to run in conjunction 

with the thesis work, as it follows the same line of what reality of the war was changed to 

suit the government, army and the public.  

The last two articles are of less significance to the thesis, but are still useful in 

providing a different outlook. The first is The subjugation of the Zulus and Sioux: a 

comparative study, which offers an interesting look of the Zulu Empire and the war itself in a 

broader context and contrasted to another native power. The text looks at many aspects of 

the white encroachment on both the Sioux and the Zulu, and how it led to their demise. The 

article is useful in the sense that it further enhances the idea of imperialism by the west and 

provides a useful background to the rhetoric and means by which the white population 

would use to conquer new indigenous lands. The remaining article The reign of King 

Cetshwayo Ka Mpande 1872-9, with the basis of the text on the ruling of the king on social 

and political matters. However, the text is useful in regards the misconceptions that were 
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created about the Zulu King by the whites and the British, seeing him as savage and 

barbaric, to give more of a reason in which to bring the sovereign under British rule.  
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Chapter Two: Battle of Isandlwana  

  

Ψ! ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ self-willed Statesmen not to allow themselves to be carried away by ambitious 

 ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ 

 Illustrated London News: 8 March, 1879 

On the 20th of January, the Commander-in-Chief ƻŦ ƘŜǊ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ {outh 

Africa Lord Chelmsford2 moved up the centre column from Rorkes Drift, some eight miles, to 

the plains shadowed by Isandlwana Hill3. The column would set up camp in front of the hill 

for the next few days until a new site was chosen further along the road towards the Zulu 

capital, Ulundi. The camp was left to its own devices with some reconnaissance patrols 

ordered and some movement of transport coming from Rorkes Drift. During the time of 

their stay in the camp, no order was giving to make any makeshift defences or laagering due 

to ChelmsfordΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ that it was only a temporary camp and the land was too poor for 

entrenchment. That decision was in direct violation of army regulations that were in place 

that ordered that laagering should always occur or at least some defensives measures 

capable of deterring an attack. For the time being, Chelmsford was planning their next camp 

some twelve miles away, he sent out parties of men for reconnaissance to see if any of the 

enemy was present. Chelmsford was eager to hear news of Zulus for he wished to give 

battle and defeat them cleanly in a single encounter. The first main sighting of large 

amounts of Zulus came from Major Dartnell while on patrol on the 21st in near darkness. A 

request was received by Chelmsford at around 2 a.m. for reinforcements to support the 

major who believed he had stumbled on the location of the main Zulu Army. It was agreed 

upon to strike half the camp and set out to encounter the Zulu in force and move to the 

next camp. 

 At dawn Chelmsford moved out of the camp, with six companies of the 2/24th, four 

seven-pounder guns, some mounted infantry and Natal Native Pioneers. The camp was left 

                                                           
2
Frederic Augustus Thesiger was born in 1827. He saw action in the Crimea and the Sepoy Rebellion in India 

before commanding British troops during the Cape Frontier War in South Africa, which led to his eventual 

promotion to command the Queenôs army into Zululand. 
3
 Isandlwana was named so by the Zulu meaning ósomething like a small hutô which it resembled the part of the 

cowôs stomach. For the 24
th
 regiment it reminded them of the sphinx which was the symbol on their regimental 

badge. 
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under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Pulleine, commander of the 1/24th with orders to 

defend the camp and a further order for Colonel Durnford to move up with his second 

column to reinforce the camp4. Chelmsford left behind a camp of some 67 officers and 

1,707 men consisting of five companies of the 1/24th, one company of the 2/24th, four 

companies of the 3rd NNC, over a hundred mounted men made up from detachments and 

two seven-pounders. ¦ƴŘŜǊ 5ǳǊƴŦƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ bŀǘŀƭ bŀǘƛǾŜ IƻǊǎŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 

three 9-nine pounder rockets with 250 men. The Commander-in-Chief had the confidence 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊ ŀ ½ǳƭǳ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨΦΦΦƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

Ƙŀǎǘȅ ŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘƳŜƴǘΦΦΦΩ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ΨΦΦΦŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΩ5. As Ian Knight points 

out, Chelmsford confidence in his men that he left behind, coincided with the decision to 

appoint Pulleine as camp commander. Pulleine had some experience in the Cape Frontier 

ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ΨǿƘƻǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ƭŀȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 

front-ƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊΩ6. Chelmsford would have his mind on other issues so he wanted to 

leave the camp in capable hands keeping the camp well provisioned with constant supply of 

transport wagons. Chelmsford main message to Pulleine was to insure the safety of the 

camp by remaining in a defensive posture. As Chelmsford marched off in the direction of 

Dartnell, the men that were left behind in the camp were left highly disappointed in the 

belief that they were missing out in the first encounter with the Zulu. Between reveille and 

ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ 5ǳǊƴŦƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ at 10.30 a.m. some sightings of Zulus were reported 

throughout the morning, in different directions some miles from the camp but no 

precautions were taking other than to draw back in the troops to the camp7.  

By orders from Chelmsford, Durnford and his men moved up to the camp from 

Rorkes Drift with perhaps the expectation of fresh orders to be given upon his arrival. 

Further orders were never issued to Durnford, thus beginning the series of events that 

would lead to the most controversial part of the battle. With his arrival in the camp who was 

in charge, Durnford or Pulleine? The question of command is a complicated issue. When 

Durnford rode into the camp he was under the order to simply reinforce the camp with no 

further mention of any other necessities. With no more conclusive orders by Chelmsford,  

                                                           
4
The 24

th
 Regiment also had served under Lord Chelmsford during the Cape Frontier War of 1878. The 

regiment acquitted themselves well and became a hardened fighting unit in harsh African conditions. 
5
Irish Times, 3 March, 1879. 

6
 Ian Knight, The National Army Museum book of the Zulu War (London, 2004) p, 89. 

7
 Pulleine sent a message to Chelmsford of these movements stating óthat the Zulus are advancing in force from 

left front of the campô. Due to lack of details and urgency the warning would go unheeded until it was too late.   
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who may have believed that due to the fact that Durnford was senior to Pulleine that he 

should take upon Pulleines original order to defend the camp. However Durnford did not 

feel bound to the orders given to Pulleine as it was not addressed to him personally, but he 

was senior to in the camp and still regarded all the troops under his disposal. On hearing 

reports from sentries of the Zulu movements, and of one report of the Zulus marching in the 

direction of Chelmsford, he took initiative of taking his men out of the camp to intercept the 

Zulus for perhaps the reason of showing how useful he was to Chelmsford and for personal 

reasons8.  

 Before Durnford set off, Lieutenant William Cochrane of the 32nd Regiment was close 

at hand to hear the conversation that was between Pulleine and Durnford: 

...Colonel Pulleine gave over to Colonel Durnford a verbal state of troops in camp at 
the time, and stated the orders had received...to defend the camp; these words 
were repeated two or three times during the conversation...Before leaving, he asked 
Colonel Pulleine to give him two companies of the 24th Regiment. Colonel Pulleine 
said that his orders he had received he could not do it, but agreed with Colonel 
Durnford to send him help if he got into difficulties.9 

DurnfordΩs actions and his apparent disobeying of orders was the scapegoat that would be 

needed after the battle of Isandlwana for Chelmsford, to shoulder the blame on the senior 

officer for not remaining in the camp. This line of argument is taking up by the author Saul 

5ŀǾƛŘΣ ǿƘƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ƻƭƻƴŜƭ /ǊŜŀƭƻŎƪΣ /ƘŜƭƳǎŦƻǊŘΩǎ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΣ ƛƴǎƛǎǘed that he had 

ordered Durnford to take command of the camp, and in essence disobeying the order to 

remain defensive. Despite the fact that he was lying about this to cover the reputation of 

himself and his commander. It was the answer that Chelmsford had looked for to wash his 

hands clean of responsibility of the disaster and blame the man who could no longer answer 

for himself. While Crealock himself grasped the opportunity with both hands to rid the 

plague of responsibility on the command there is little evidence that Chelmsford was a part 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŀŎȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƎǊŀǎǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƭƛŦŜƭƛƴŜΩ10.  

DurnfordΩs main plan was to prevent Chelmsford column being attacked in the rear, 

by cutting of the Zulu attack by encircling them in conjunction wƛǘƘ {ǘŜǇǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ƳŜƴΦ !ǎ 

                                                           
8
There was a belief that Durnford wanted to wash away the stain that was already on his career, after the debacle 

of Bushmanôs Pass, where he himself got badly injured and several colonists killed for a mission against a tribe 

in 1873. If he could succeed in having a successful campaign, the colonists and the Natal Press may have 

forgiving his previous actions. 
9
The National Army Museum, Lieutenant William Cochrane, 32

nd
 Regiment (Isandlwana court of inquiry, BBP 

C 2260)  
10

 Saul David, Zulu: the heroism and tragedy of the Zulu War of 1879 (London, 2004) p 208. 
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{ǘŜǇǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƻǳƴǘŜŘ ƳŜƴΣ ǇŀǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŘƎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ½ǳƭǳǎ ƘŜǊŘƛƴƎ 

cattle and galloped after them in a north-east direction towards Ngwebeni. Just as the 

soldiers appeared over the ridge they looked down into the valley, and as Lieutenant Raw 

ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŀǊƳȅ ǎƘŜǿƛƴƎ[sic] itself from behind the hill in front where they had 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎΩ11. Raw had stumbled across the main Zulu army numbering some 

25,000 that had eluded Chelmsford for two days12.  The moment the Zulus saw the mounted 

men, they rose up and gave chase, thus beginning the fateful battle of Isandlwana.   

Pulleine received the message of the Zulu advance at about 12.15 hrs, and ordered 

the camp to form up and began to deploy them across the sphere of the camp, with the 

artillery pushed forward under Major Smith to a rocky outlet giving a good advantage of 

view. Before Durnford had left, Pulleine had promised him to send aid if he got into trouble, 

and with this in mind while Durnford was holding back the left horn, it left Pulleine with less 

mind to concentrate on the camp and more on supporting his senior commander. It resulted 

in him pushing his men out a few hundred yards from the camp, in long open skirmish 

order, thus throwing away the advantage of concentrated fire-power delivered from a tight-

all round formation13. Coinciding with the men pushed so far out; there is a strong belief 

that the reason for defeat was the difficulty to resupply ammunition to the front-line troops, 

with gaps appearing in the line of fire as their bullets began to run out. As Ian Knight points 

ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘƻƭŘ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƛƴ 5ǳǊƴŦƻǊŘΩǎ ƳŜƴ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳǇ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǊȅ 

line. He goes on to say that due to recent archaeological work, and testament from 

survivors, that they were indeed supported well by incoming ammunition, and the lack of it 

was not an issue14.  

Despite the men of the 24th RŜƎƛƳŜƴǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜŀŘȅ ǎƘƻǘǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ 

for the time being, the climax of the battle had been reached on the right side of the camp 

with Durnford. Durnford were holding back the Zulu left horn, and while beating them back 

with some heavy losses to the Zulu, lack of ammunition and a danger of being outflanked 

and cut off from the camp, the order was giving to abandon their defensive position in the  

                                                           
11

 The National Army Museum, Lieutenant Charles Raw, Mounted Native Contingent, ( 6807-386-14).  
12

 The battle was the largest known gathering of the Zulu army in the history of their kingdom. The regiments 

present were as follows: right horn- iSangqu, iMbube, uDududu and uNokhenke; the centre- uMcijo, and 

uMxhapho; the left horn; uMbonambi, iNgobamakhosi, and uVe; reserve- uDloko, uThulwana, iNdlondlo and 

iNdluyengwe.   
13

 John Laband and Paul Thompson, The illustrated guide to the Anglo-Zulu War (Natal, 2000) p, 104. 
14

 Knight, The National Army Museum book of the Zulu War, p, 99. 
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donga and ride back to the camp. Just at that moment the Natal Native Contingent broke 

and fled from their position exposing the flanks of Lieutenant Pope of G Company who was 

sent out to cover Durnford, leaving him no chance to turn back towards the hill15. At this 

time Pulleine realising the danger the camp was in, ƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳƎƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƻǳƴŘ ΨǊŜǘƛǊŜΩ ǎƻ 

he could form up a concentrated formation. But as the men retreated back steadily, with 

some more than others, wide gaps began to emerge in the line and the Zulu pressed 

forward this advantage. The British position and the chance of an organised defence 

collapsed with the pace of the Zulu rush. As Captain Essex recalls  

...Few of the men...had time to fix bayonets before the enemy was among them 
using their assegais with fearful effect. I heard officers calling their men to be steady; 
but the retreat became in a few seconds general...towards the direction of Rorkes 
Drift. However...the enemy arrived and the large circle had closed in on us16. 

Escape for the majority of the men was ended as the horns of the buffalo closed in on the 

camp. The companies of the 24th that remained with their officers in the last desperate act 

of survival, while Durnford and some of his men tried to keep some escape route open by 

holding back the left horn. Durnford fell while doing his duty, while Pulleine who was 

probably among the men at the wagon park died making a last stand. While company after 

company fell to the Zulu hordes, one group of the 24th managed to survive the longest by 

deploying a firing retreat back to perhaps Rorkes Drift. However along the way more and 

more men dropped to the Zulu throughout the broken ground, thus leaving a handful on the 

banks looking down the Manzimnyama Valley, where progress ceased. The party were 

overrun and the last organised defence collapsed. 

While the battle was over within the camp, the men who managed to escape the 

carnage were fleeing back towards Rorkes Drift. Many were cut down by the closing horns 

and escape was almost impossible without the aid of a horse. Perhaps the most iconic 

imagery of the battle and the war is the famous attempt to save the Queens Colours by 

Lieutenant Melville and aided by Lieutenant Coghill. The colours were the pride of any 

reƎƛƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜƳȅΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

story goes that as the camp was falling Pulleine gave the colours to Melville in order to save  

                                                           
15

 The reliance placed on the NNC to hold the flank was a disastrous decision. The men were made up of natives 

that were only distinguished from the Zulu with a red rag tied to their head. One in ten were only given an 

outdated firearm with only five rounds of ammunition while the rest were armed with shields and spears. With 

little training morale was evidently low and would never have been able to hold back the horn of the buffalo.   
16

 The National Army Museum, Captain Edward Essex, 75
th
 Regiment (6807-386-8, Isandlwana court of inquiry, 

BBP C 2260). 
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them and sent Coghill to aid him in his mission. Other views were that Melville took the 

colour in order to rally any surviving men to him, but at this stage defence was over and 

then decided to leave the camp. However more cynical views, is that it gave him the excuse 

to leave the camp, with no evidence to suggest he was ordered to take the colour but that 

was not a popular opinion among officers of the 24th Regiment after the battle17. Coghill 

himself did not even leave with Melville with the colour, as he may have left sometime 

before and by chance they met up along the Buffalo River. They plunged their horses into 

the river but only Coghill managed to get out with his horse as the current was too strong 

for Melville to withstand. Despite the fact that Coghill may have fled the camp, he showed 

true courage by going back to aid Melville, even though he had a good chance of escape. He 

managed to help Melville out of the river but the colours were lost in the current and both 

horses were now dead. They climbed up a slope along the bank, and due to sheer 

exhaustion then turned around with a large rock to their backs, and died making their last 

stand.  

The story of the two officers attempting to save the Queens Colours reached heroic 

levels which gave the public some comfort in realising that despite defeat, the regiment and 

the empire never lost its honour and prestige due to the Lieutenants18. Michael Lieven notes 

the public needed these heroes for reassuring the greatness ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŀǊƳȅΣ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

attempt to save the colour, the mystical soul of the battalion that bore the legend of it 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǊƛŘŜ ǘƻ ƎƭƻǊȅΩ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΩ19. While the 

media, the public and the officers of the regiment took solace in the sacrifice of Melville and 

Coghill not all were as happy in the actions of the two, but such opinions would have never 

been able to surface in the papers. Sir Garnet Wolseley, future Commander-in-Chief of the 

British forces in Zululand, noted in his journal, 

I am very sorry that both these officers were not killed with their men at Isandhlana 
ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ŜǎŎŀǇƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƘƻǊǎŜōŀŎƪ 
when their men on foot are killed...Heroes have been made of men like Mellville [sic] 
and Coghill who taking advantage of their horses, bolted from the scene of the 

                                                           
17

 David, Zulu: the heroism and tragedy of the Zulu War of 1879, p 143. 
18

 Queen Victoria was so moved by the honour Melville and Coghill she believed that was displayed for her 

country and colour that she mentioned that if both of the officers had lived they would have won the Victoria 

Cross, called the Memorandum Procedure. Thankfully for the families of the two Lieutenants, the VCôs were 

granted posthumously by Edward VII, in 1907. 
19 

Michael Lieven, óHeroism, heroics and the making of heroes: the Anglo- Zulu War of 1879ô in Albion: A 

Quarterly Journal concerned with British studies, xxx, no. 3 (autumn, 1998) p 420. 
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actions to save their lives...It is monstrous making heroes of those who saved or 
attempted to save their lives by bolting20.  

The battle of Isandlwana had smashed Lord Chelmsford invasion plan, which had only begun 

two weeks earlier. The total dead of the British army was nearly 1800, with fifty-two officers 

dead; 739 white troops; sixty-ǎŜǾŜƴ b/hΩǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bb/ ŀƴŘ птм ōƭŀŎƪ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƛŦǘȅ-

five Europeans surviving. To show the true magnitude of the effect it would have on the 

army and the public, the following excerpt from Sir M. Hicks-Beach when addressing the 

Parliament illustrates there were less fatalities lack of deaths even in higher profiled battles. 

He says... 

Our encounter with the Zulus are out of all proportion to the British forces engaged 
and to the average casualties in war. Our killed at Isandhlwana eclipsed the best-
remembered figures of the Crimean War- twenty-six British officers and 327 men 
killed at the Alma and 462 English and French, killed at Inkerman. The proportions at 
Balaklava, where 472 fell out of a total of 670 engaged, came nearest to those of the 
early results of this war with the Zulus21. 

The Zulu losses numbered some 2,000 dead, with many seriously wounded, dying later from 

their injuries. The death toll was very high for the civilian army and it had a great morale 

effect on the army, as it would take months to fully mobilise again. When King Cetshwayo 

heard of the losses of so many of his ƳŜƴΣ ƘŜ ŜȄŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ Ψŀ ǎǇŜŀǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ōŜƭƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦΦΦǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƳƻǳǊƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΩΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ 

British Government did not want a war with the Zulu King; revenge was on the agenda, with 

reinforcements sent to Chelmsford to pursue this goal. As the author Ian Knight plainly puts 

ƛǘ ΨLǎŀƴŘƭǿŀƴŀ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ½ǳƭǳ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ 

ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘǎ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀǎǎǳǊŜŘΩ22.  

So from reading the newspapers the Irish Times, London Times and the Illustrated 

London News, what did the public actually understand and know about the battle of 

Isandlwana, and did any of the opinions displayed in the papers conflict reality? With 

regards the secondary reading, there are many different hypothesis on why the British were 

defeated. From the examples given above, we see many of the reasons that would coincide 

with the defeat such as the shortage of ammunition; the question of command between  
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The National Army Museum, General Sir Garnet Wolseley, Commander-in Chief, Southern Africa (6807-386-

21).   
21

 D.C.F Moodie and the Leonaur Editors, Zulu 1879: The Anglo Zulu of 1879 from contemporary sources: First 

hand accounts, interviews, despatches, official documents and newspaper reports (Leonaur, 2006) pp, 45-46. 
22

 Knight, Great Zulu Battles: 1838-1906, p 125.  
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