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Garnet Joseph Wolseley has been described as the most brilliant and innovative general of the 

Victorian era. His energy and ambition were boundless and, although he made enemies amongst his 

peers, he was feted by the public as ‘Britain’s Only General’.  

       Like many driven men, Wolseley came from an unprivileged background. His father and 

grandfather had both served under the Duke of Wellington, who recognised their service by granting 

the young Garnet a commission into the 80
th

 Regiment. Anxious to test himself in battle, the twenty-

two year old distinguished himself in the Burma War of 1853, during which he was severely wounded 

when leading a storming party against an enemy stronghold. 

      As with most officers of his generation, Wolseley saw service in the Crimean War of 1854-56. In 

an attempt to be noticed, the newly promoted lieutenant volunteered for dangerous work with the 

Royal Engineers and, as a consequence, he was wounded by a bursting shell that cost him the sight of 

his right eye.  

      Recovering from this painful wound, he transferred as captain into the 90
th

 Regiment and was sent 

to India where he saw much action during the Mutiny at both Cawnpore and Lucknow. He returned 

home as a Brevet Major and was soon posted to Canada to become quartermaster-general with the 

rank of colonel; a remarkable rise in just eight years.  

     It was in Canada that Wolseley gained his first independent command and attracted the public’s 

attention. The Riel Rebellion of 1869-70 was a bloodless campaign but demonstrated Wolseley’s 

ability to plan, organise and lead a force 1,200 miles into wild and hostile country. 

     This success was followed in 1874 by what many people thought was Wolseley’s finest campaign, 

the Ashanti War. Careful preparation included much consideration for his troop's health. Until the 

moment he was ready to advance against the Ashanti, he kept most of his force onboard ships 

anchored off the coast so as to prevent them being exposed to the many diseases prevalent along the 

‘White Man’s Grave’.  Within a few weeks, Wolseley had hacked and fought his way to the enemy 

capital and put it to the torch, so subduing the belligerent Ashanti. The campaign was well covered by 

the newspapers and, although Wolseley feigned a dislike for newsmen, he enjoyed the plaudits that 

the jingoistic press showed on him. A new catch phrase became all the rage, “All Sir Garnet”, 

meaning something that had been well prepared. 

     Not only was Wolseley a man of action, he was also a thinker and reformer. During the last several 

years, he had expounded theories and suggestions for a long-overdue reform of the army, which were 

put in motion by Sir Edward Cardwell. This attracted like-minded officers like Evelyn Wood, Baker 

Russell, Redvers Buller and William Butler, who described Wolseley as “the best and most brilliant 

brain…in the British army”. These acolytes became known, somewhat scathingly by those excluded, 

as the Wolseley Gang or ‘Inner Circle’. Jealousy and resentment split the higher command of the 

Army into two camps; those who followed Wolseley were ‘Africans’, while the ‘Indians’ were 

personified by Frederick Roberts ‘Little Bobs’. It was a division that was to last until after the Boer 

War of 1899-1902. 

     The treaty that ended the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 left Britain in possession of the former 

Turkish island of Cyprus. Wolseley found himself side-lined as the first Lord High Commissioner, a 

task he did not relish and he likened himself to an eagle whose wings had been clipped. During one of 

his frequent visits to London, he learned of the disaster that had overtaken Lord Chelmsford’s 

command at Isandlwana. Quickly and accurately sizing up the situation, Wolseley put his name 

forward to succeed Chelmsford, who he knew would have to be replaced. The Government concluded 

that sacking Chelmsford was an insufficient sacrifice and it was decided that Wolseley should also 

take over Sir Bartle Frere’s authority and be appointed High Commissioner for Natal and the 

Transvaal. In fact, Wolseley was returning to an area he knew well, for he had served as Administrator 

of Natal in 1875 and was acquainted with men like Sir Henry Bulwer, Theophilus Shepstone and 

Bishop Colenso. 

     Due the great distance from the seat of the war and the fact that the telegraph only extended as far 

as Madeira, communication between Britain and Natal was frustratingly slow. It was not until June 

28
th

 that Wolseley finally reached Durban quite expecting to find Chelmsford’s command still in 

disarray. He wrote: 

Of course a happy stroke of fortune might end the war at any moment, but I confess I see no 

probability of it under present circumstances, with a demoralised army, the men of which, in 



all ranks, are thoroughly sick of the war, and have lost all confidence in their leaders. It is 

very probable that I shall find myself forced to postpone all operations till January, which 

would create a bad impression at home politically speaking, and would be a fearful 

disappointment to the Ministry… and with typical lack of modesty concluded: however, they 

have only themselves to blame for not having sent me here three months ago. (1)      

 

     Wolseley found himself in an unfavourable position. Unlike his previous campaigns that he had 

planned and prepared, he was taking over an army and a plan that was not his and at a point where it 

was so far advanced that it could not be cancelled. This did not, however, deflect Wolseley from his 

usual energetic approach as he made haste to take over command of the army.   

      His first task was in his capacity as High Commissioner. He quickly travelled by train to 

Pietermaritzburg, where he visited Sir Henry Bulwer and a gathering of Natal native chiefs. He 

assured them that it was Cetshwayo who was the enemy and not the Zulu people and that the Great 

White Queen would send army after army until the savage king was defeated. Having elicited 

promises to do all he asked, Wolseley hurried back to Durban anxious to take over command as soon 

as possible. 

     On July 2
nd

, he embarked on HMS Shah to take him up the coast to land at Port Durnford. From 

there, he intended to travel north to Ulundi with the Coastal Column to meet Chelmsford and assume 

command. Unfortunately, the weather became stormy and the general’s attempt to land by surfboat 

had to be abandoned, so a drenched and seasick Wolseley was forced to return to Durban. This 

proposed short cut by sea proved to be the longest way for it delayed Wolseley by three days.  

     Travelling by rail and wagon, Wolseley reached Fort Pearson at the mouth of the Tugela River 

where he found Archibald Forbes’s telegram from Landman’s Drift announcing Chelmsford’s victory 

at Ulundi. Despite being denied the satisfaction of commanding the army in its final victory over the 

Zulus, Wolseley was uncharacteristically generous in his warm message of congratulations to 

Chelmsford. He also expressed his thanks to Forbes for the prompt message. 

      Immediately after his victory, Chelmsford officially tended his resignation in a face-saving 

gesture. He also withdrew his command to the Natal border, just leaving a scattering of men to 

garrison the small forts he had established along his supply route. This could have encouraged the 

more militant Zulus to continue the fight and Wolseley was furious to learn that some of Chelmsford’s 

staff had put about the word that the withdrawal from Ulundi had been ordered by the new 

Commander in Chief. 

     Wolseley also felt awkward at having to attend a public banquet in honour of Chelmsford’s 

departure. In the event, everyone was civilised enough to sublimate the tensions that were 

undoubtedly felt. Afterwards, Wolseley remarked that… 

Chelmsford is a gentleman and a very nice fellow, but the Lord forbid that he should ever 

command troops in the field. (2) 

 

His prayer was answered for Chelmsford never again held a field command. 

 

    The next task was to clear out what he saw as dead wood and superfluous manpower. He sent away 

several regiments, all the general officers and their staffs and most of the special service officers. With 

Cetshwayo still at liberty, Wolseley could not consider the war finished until the king had been 

captured. He reoccupied Ulundi and formed two Flying Columns under the command of two of his 

protégés, Lieutenant-Colonels C.M. Clark and Baker Russell. These were all-mounted forces that 

were given areas to thoroughly comb for a sign of Cetshwayo and to induce any hostile Zulu to 

submit. After several weeks of hard riding, the king was finally cornered in the remote Ngome Forest 

and captured by a patrol led by Major Marter of the King’s Dragoon Guards. 

     On August 29
th

, Wolseley was able to write to his wife:  

My heart is full of joy and satisfaction. Cetshwayo is a prisoner at last. He also promised a 

special gift: I have managed to secure one of Cetshwayo’s necklaces of lion’s claws – only 

the highest in the land are allowed to wear such a distinction. I shall send to have a few of the 

claws to be mounted. (3) 

 

     September 1
st
 marked the official end to the Zulu War. Wolseley held an indaba at Ulundi, which 

more than 200 chieftains attended. With John Shepstone translating, Wolseley dictated the terms 

under which a future Zululand would be run. With the British Government anxious not to be 

responsible for the conquered country, Sir Garnet announced that Zululand was to be split into thirteen 

separate kingdoms and appointed chieftains to rule over them. A British Resident would be appointed 

to oversee that all the terms and conditions would be kept. A high cost had been paid just to neutralise 



a country that had had no desire to go to war with the British and, within a short time, civil war broke 

out. 

     Wolseley, his work finished in Zululand, departed Ulundi on September 4
th

 and travelled to 

Pretoria in the Transvaal. On route, he stopped at Utrecht to conduct one of several ceremonies he was 

to perform during the following weeks. When he had left England, he carried in his luggage a supply 

of newly minted Victoria Crosses, which he was to bestow on the heroes of Rorke’s Drift. He had 

already presented the medals to Lieutenant John Chard and Acting Commissariat Officer James 

Dalton at St. Pauls in Zululand on July 16
th

 and Private Henry Hook at Rorke’s Drift on August 3rd.
                 

 

    Two separate parades were held on the morning of September 12
th

 at the Utrecht base camp. The 

Natal Witness reported:  

At half past eight we had a parade of all the troops in the garrison, consisting of the 2/24
th

, 

three squadrons of Dragoons, and a detachment of Royal Artillery with two guns, were 

drawn up in front of our headquarters, in three sides of a square; and then the General 

attended by his Staff and many other officers rode onto the ground. 

General Colley then called out for Brevet-Major (Gonville) Bromhead and Private (Robert) 

Jones, who both came forward from the ranks; a letter from the Secretary of War to the 

General Commanding in South Africa was then read and afterwards extracts from the 

London Gazette, giving the acts for which the Victoria Cross was to be presented. 

 

     Wolseley was handed the much-prized honours and pinned them to the chests of the two soldiers. 

When he spoke with Bromhead he mistook him for his brother Charles, who had been with Wolseley 

during the Ashanti War. The partially deaf Bromhead must have been more than usually confused by 

what he managed to hear and failed to impress his Commander-in-Chief. Wolseley later dismissed 

both Bromhead and Chard as being hopelessly dull and stupid, an opinion shared by many fellow 

officers. 

     There was another recipient who was decorated on the same day. The 80
th

 Regiment assembled 

before their departure home the following day to honour Private Samuel Wassall, who had been 

seconded to the Mounted Infantry. He had won his Victoria Cross for rescuing a comrade at Fugitives’ 

Drift, the only recipient of the Isandlwana battle. 

     Wolseley then pressed on to Pretoria, where he incensed the Boers by stating that the British flag 

would fly over the Transvaal as long as the sun shone and that the Vaal would flow backwards before 

the British would withdraw. This uncompromising stand directly led to the Boers going to war in 

1881. 

    There was one final task to be accomplished, which was the defeat of the Swazi chief Sekukuni, 

who was still terrorising the border region in northern Zululand. Wolseley travelled to Middleburg to 

direct operations and with his usual attention to preparation and tactics, managed to take the 

formidably defended stronghold. 

     In 1869, Sir Garnet had described in his Soldier’s Handbook, that war correspondents were:  

the race of drones…those newly invented curse of armies, who eat the rations of fighting 

men and do no work at all.(4)  

 

     He did, however, make an exception of that doyen of war reporters, William Howard Russell, who 

had accompanied the general to South Africa. There was a genuine affection and mutual admiration 

between the two men, even though they were often in disagreement. This was illustrated when, 

returning from observing the Sekukuni affair, a flash of lightning spooked Russell’s horse as he forded 

a river. The horse rolled on Russell, trapping his leg and nearly drowning him. With difficulty, he 

managed to extricate himself and struggle to a nearby farm, where Sir Garnet found him the next 

morning. Russell confessed:  

I thought my last day had come and my body would never be found. 

 

Wolseley bluffly replied:  

My dear fellow, I would never have left the country until I found you and I would have given 

you a jolly good burial!  (5) 

 

     With all hostilities ended, the peace brought its own problems. Bored and drunk soldiers were 

terrorising some communities and Russell showed that he was still capable of courting unpopularity 

by exposing the unpalatable. In October he reported that British troops were just not getting drunk and 

brawling but actually housebreaking and robbing with violence. He pointed to the increase of convicts 

wearing the Queen’s uniform.  Frightened women fled to the large towns where they could get some 



protection by the local police. The town of Heidelberg was a particular target and Russell quoted a 

resident:  

It must soon end, for they have cleared out all the poultry yards, broken into all the canteens 

and most of the stores, ransacked our houses, and stolen even the church clock, so there is 

nothing left to take or destroy. (6) 

 

     Sir Garnet was predictably annoyed, not so much about the behaviour of his men, but that the 

British public should be told about it. He did hold an investigation into the matter and concluded that 

disaffected Boers had embellished the facts and fed Russell misinformation. In the event, Russell’s 

injury forced him to return to England, nevermore to travel to a war zone. 

     When Sekukuni surrendered, Wolseley wearily exclaimed:  

Thank God, I shall now be off for Pretoria, and if God will only bless my dealing with the 

Boers as He has blessed my dealing with Zululand, I may be able soon to get out of South 

Africa.(7)  

 

     With all fighting finished, Wolseley became bogged down with the serpentine politics of Natal and 

the Transvaal. A mixture of boredom and frustration filled the time until his successor, his protégé 

Major General Sir George Colley, arrived. Finally, on May 5
th 

Sir Garnet shook the South African dust 

off his feet, stepped aboard the Conway Castle, and sailed for England. His time in South Africa had 

been frustrating. He had arrived too late to display his military genius and had been unable to blaze a 

trail through the jungle of South African politics. Despite his apparent failure, he arrived home to find 

his popularity at an all time high and he was to go on to greater fame and rank.       

    

 

 

 References. 

 

 

 

1. The Life of Lord Wolseley       Major General Sir F. Maurice & Sir George Arthur. Pub.1924 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 

4. The Soldier’s Handbook       Sir Garnet Wolseley 

5. The Life of William Howard Russell      pub.1911 

6. Ibid. 

7. The Life of Lord Wolseley 

  

 

                                       

 

 

 

 


