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With his campaign in tatters after the shattering defeat at Isandlwana, Lord Chelmsford was determined 

to defeat Cetshwayo without risking another humiliation. To this end he began to assemble the largest 

field force that Britain had sent against an enemy since the Crimean War. A total of 23,500 men were 

to be pitted against the remnants of the once-invincible Zulu army, whose numbers had dwindled to 

below a demoralised 20,000. A case of a sledgehammer to crack a nut. This time Chelmsford was not 

taking any chances. 

    There was an impression amongst the soldiers scattered along the Natal border that very little was 

being done during the aftermath of Isandlwana. In fact, five days after the battle, Chelmsford had sent a 

telegram to the War Office requesting immediate reinforcements specifying at least three infantry and 

two cavalry regiments and another company of engineers. Significantly, he followed this telegram with 

a report to the Duke of Cambridge in which he clearly suggests a successor for both himself and Sir 

Bartle Frere;  

Might I suggest to Your Royal Highness the advisability of sending out a Major General who 

will be competent to succeed me not only as Commanding the Forces, but also as Lt. 

Governor & High Commissioner should anything happen to Sir B. Frere. 

 

    The result of these hasty missives was that reinforcements were rushed to South Africa and General 

Sir Garnet Wolseley was appointed to take over from both Chelmsford and Frere but, due to the 

slowness of communications and transport, the new Commander arrived too late to deny Chelmsford 

his moment of glory. (1) 

   With pressure upon him, Lord Chelmsford set about preparing for the Second Invasion. Meanwhile, 

two matters needed urgent attention, the relief of Pearson’s besieged command at Eshowe and the 

burial of the dead at Isandlwana. The latter task also included the recovery of all serviceable wagons 

from the wrecked camp as there was great difficulty in assembling sufficient numbers of draught 

animals and wagons to sustain another invasion. There was also a shortage of transport officers and this 

led to another influx of special service officers, all with little or no experience in transport matters but 

anxious to be involved in a campaign which had the potential to bring them advancement. (2) 

   Slowly and with some difficulty, the camps of replacement regiments began to assemble in Northern 

Natal, together with the huge transport parks and storage depots until all were finally in place and ready 

for the second march on Ulundi. Chelmsford set up his headquarters at Utrecht while his command of 

8,000 was spread between Landman’s Drift, Conference Hill, the Doornberg and Dundee. He chose 

this starting point in Northern Natal even though the original route that crossed at Rorke’s Drift, some 

fifty miles to the south, was the most direct.  Chelmsford wished to avoid crossing the Isandlwana 

battlefield and subjecting his men to the horrors that were still in evidence. 

   The column, named the Second Division, was under the command of Crimean veteran, Major 

General Edward Newdigate. His command was composed of men of the 2/21
st
, 1/24

th
, the 58

th
 and the 

94
th

 and they were supported by artillery, engineers and colonial volunteers. Just before the invasion, 

Newdigate met with a riding accident but gamely insisted on retaining command. With his leg encased 

in plaster and in some pain, the general was lifted on and off his saddle during the month-long advance 

and was able to participate in the battle of Ulundi.  

   A cavalry brigade, consisting of the Kings Dragoon Guards and 17
th

 Lancers, were under the 

command of Major General Frederick Marshall who, like Newdigate, was one of four generals sent to 

assist Chelmsford by the Duke of Cambridge. (3) 

   Also in the north, but enjoying autonomy from the unwieldy Second Division, was Brigadier General 

Evelyn Wood’s Flying Column, which was based at Khambula. His men were the most experienced 

and successful of Chelmsford’s army and included the 1/13
th

 and 90
th

, who had served with him during 

the Ninth Frontier War the previous year. In addition, he had the seasoned 80
th

 Regiment as well as 

artillery, including Gatling guns, engineers and over 700 irregular cavalry under the command of his 

charismatic second-in-command, Redvers Buller. 

    There was a third column, the First Division, under the command of Major General Henry Hope 

Crealock, elder brother of Chelmsford’s unpopular military secretary, Colonel John Crealock. This was 

an 8,000-strong force, whose painfully slow progress along the coast, gained it the nickname of 

‘Crealock’s crawlers’ and had little impact on the outcome of the war. 



   The Second Invasion got underway with the unopposed crossing of the Ncome River on May 31
st
. 

For 48 hours things went according to plan until the foolhardiness of the Prince Imperial interrupted the 

column’s smooth passage. Having taken precautions to their extreme limit, Chelmsford had not taken 

into consideration the possibility of his royal extra Aide-de Camp getting himself assegaied to death. 

Reluctantly Chelmsford had had to allow a sizeable press contingent to accompany the Second 

Division and, starved of worthwhile news for weeks, the hungry specials had a field day with the 

Prince Imperial’s death, to the extent that it made a greater press impact than Isandlwana. By not 

ingratiating himself with the press, Chelmsford invited hostility and criticism, which he received in 

abundance. He was moved to write to the Secretary of State for War, Colonel Frederick Stanley;  

As it is more than probable with such a large number of newspaper correspondents in 

camp, that many false impressions may be circulated and sent home regarding our 

operations…. Their presence in the camp will make no difference to myself, and you 

may depend upon my pursuing “the even tenour of my way”, uninfluenced by the 

knowledge that I am surrounded by those who will not be sparing in their criticism if 

everything is not rearranged exactly to their liking. 

 

   After a two-day delay to recover the Prince’s body, conduct a funeral service and arrange for the 

body to be conducted back to Durban, the Second Division recommenced its interrupted advance. 

Ahead of them was Wood’s Flying Column, who was at least seeing some action. Buller and his 

irregular mounted troops were constantly chasing small groups of Zulus, burning kraals and capturing 

cattle. (4) This irked many in the following Second Division, who disliked camping on a stale site 

previously used by Wood’s force. The newly arrived generals resented Wood’s independent command, 

especially as he was outranked. In turn, the presence of so many generals provoked comment from 

their juniors. Lieutenant Henry Curling, R.A., wrote home: 

Col. Wood’s Column marches a few miles ahead of us. It is a pity we are not 

organised like him but we consist of Generals with large staffs; too many cooks spoil 

the pudding and we have no less than five generals (including two Brigadiers) with us. 

 

   Curling’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Harness also commented on the top-heavy 

nature of the Staff:  

There is a tremendous staff: all Lord Chelmsford’s and General Newdigate’s…Indeed 

the whole thing has taken such large proportions that it makes one rather sad and wish 

for the old days when two or at most three tents formed the headquarters camp; now it 

is as large as a regiment.   

 

    The pressure for the soldiers of the Second Division to do more than follow in Wood’s wake led to 

the next unnecessary fatality. On June 5
th

, Buller’s men had become involved in a confused skirmish 

with a large body of Zulus on the banks of the Upoko River. As the two sides withdrew from the fight, 

General Marshal arrived with the 17
th

 Lancers. Ignoring the fact that the Zulus were streaming away 

over the nearby Erzungayan Hill and screened by dense bush, the order was given to pursue. Unable to 

penetrate the bush, the lancers milled about until a chance shot from a Zulu gun struck and killed the 

regiment’s adjutant, Lieutenant Frederick Frith. As the cavalry returned to the main column, so they 

were followed at a distance by the encouraged Zulus, who kept up an ineffectual but annoying fire. 

     That evening, the body of Lieutenant Frith was buried with full military honours. The huge 

enlaagared camp then settled down for the night. What happened next was described by the Illustrated 

London News artist/reporter, Melton Prior, as: a more disgraceful scene I have never witnessed… 

Anticipating that the Zulus were still in the vicinity, the nervous ill-trained sentries fired at some 

movement in the dark. Soon there was pandemonium. Tents were collapsed and confusion reigned as 

raw recruits and their less-than-steady officers fired blindly into the Zululand night. Even one of the 

artillery 7 pounders fired off six rounds of cannister. 

     After some thousand rounds had been expended, order was restored. Miraculously the only 

casualties were two dead horses and five men wounded. Exercising patriotic restraint not to show the 

British army in a bad light, the war correspondents present chose not to report the incident. 

   All Chelmsford’s misfortunes seem to have occurred during the first ten days of the advance. From 

then on it was a slow and incident-free slog towards Ulundi. The routine was unchanging. Reveille at 2 

am, breakfast and then the slow process of collapsing tents, packing and stowing away camp equipage 

on the wagons, pulling apart the laager, yoking the draught oxen and slowly setting off to the next 

campsite. During the day, the lines of wagons would halt for a few hours rest before going into camp 

before nightfall. 



     Learning from the Isandlwana experience, Chelmsford insisted a laager should be formed every 

night. This time consuming exercise involved forming a huge square of wagons pushed tight together. 

The footsore soldiers would then dig a trench and build up a rampart with the spoil. Evelyn Wood had 

used the time before the invasion began to practice forming a wagon laager while on the march and 

claimed to achieve a creditable time of thirty-five minutes. 

   Wood’s command was superior in so many ways, not least his concern for the health of his men. He 

was insistent that they should eat a meat breakfast and have a daily supply of fresh bread. Rather 

cheekily, he would send any surplus from his mobile bakery back to General Newdigate and his staff. 

   With such a huge force to sustain, there was an almost continuous stream of supply convoys plying 

between the border depots and the column. In order to protect this vital line, Chelmsford had three forts 

built along the route, Forts Newdigate, Marshall and Evelyn. These were garrisoned by small 

detachments of infantry and mounted troops. It was a great disappointment for most of those officers 

who were detailed for this duty for they were about to miss out on an almost certain British victory at 

Ulundi. 

   Convoy duty was also unpopular. Besides being unglamorous, it was frustrating and dangerous. 

Wagons would become bogged down and lose contact with the rest of the train. Often a sleepless and 

nervous night would be spent within a poorly formed defensive position keeping a watch for marauding 

bands of Zulus. One of the reasons for the slow progress of the Second Division was that it was at the 

mercy of its supply convoys. 

   Fort Newdigate was the first fort to be built and it was here that Chelmsford received three Zulu 

envoys from Cetshwayo, who sought peace terms. Unwilling to be denied victory in battle, Chelmsford 

made his conditions for peace so harsh as to be unacceptable and the disheartened envoys returned to 

their king. 

   Chelmsford then formed a camp and remained halted in the Upoko Valley from the 7
th

 to 17
th

 June. 

This was to allow Wood to return to the border depot and return with 600 wagons containing six weeks 

supplies. Part of the prolonged halt was taken up with the Field Court Martial of Captain J.B. Carey 

who was indicted:  

For having misbehaved before the enemy on June 1
st
, when in command of an escort 

in attendance on the Prince Imperial, who was making a reconnaissance in Zululand; 

in having, when the said Prince and escort were attacked by the enemy, galloped 

away, and in not having attempted to rally the said escort or in other ways defend the 

said Prince.  

 

  The Court found Carey guilty with a recommendation for mercy and sent him back to England under 

close arrest. (5) 

  When the column resumed its advance, Chelmsford received news from London that came as a blow. 

He learned that Sir Garnet Wolseley, who was being thwarted in his attempts to physically take 

command, had replaced him. This made Chelmsford even more determined to press on and achieve his 

goal so he could resign with honour. 

    Ten days later, a quickening of pace brought the Second Division to Mthonjaneni and only 17 miles 

from Ulundi. Here Chelmsford formed a strongly entrenched base camp and garrisoned by some of the 

colonial volunteers and the 1/24
th

, much to the disappointment of their commanding officer, Colonel 

Glyn. Shedding himself of much of his cumbersome wagon train and spare animals, Chelmsford took 

the remainder of his force and marched on to Ulundi and the destruction of the Zulu nation.    
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1. Lord Chelmsford was in a state of shock when he suggested he should be replaced. Once he 

had recovered his composure and become involved in the Second Invasion, he appears to have 

completely forgotten the letter he wrote to the Duke of Cambridge on February 1
st
. For his 

part, Garnet Wolseley, eager for a field command, volunteered his services within days of 

learning of the Isandlwana defeat. 

2. Transport was Chelmsford’s biggest headache. Local contractors ran rings around the 

inexperienced special duty officers, who were gulled into paying exorbitant prices for wagons 

and teams. The biggest single bill for the Zulu War was transport. 

3. The fourth general sent by the Duke of Cambridge was Major General the Honourable Sir 

Henry Clifford V.C., who was appointed Inspector-General of Line Communication and Base. 



He was resentful that his authority ended at the Zululand border and became a thorn in 

Chelmsford’s side, with his tactlessness and criticism. 

4. Chelmsford was forced to order Wood to desist from setting kraals alight for fear of starting 

grass fires around the camps.    

5. When Horse Guards reviewed the Court Martial findings, it was found that, through 

technicalities, the verdict was invalid. Once the initial shock of the Prince’s death had passed, 

cooler minds felt that there was no charge to answer.   
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