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     Earl Granville: In order that there may be no mistake on this point, I will ask Her Majesty’s 

Government whether the two infantry regiments and the regiment of cavalry were sent out? 

     Earl Cadogan: Not the cavalry. (1) 

 

The Zulu victory at Isandlwana was in part attributable to poor reconnaissance on the part of the 

British, a failing that was again, in part, attributable to a shortage of cavalry. This shortage was 

remarked upon at the time and became a point of debate in Parliament and a deficiency that was made 

good as soon as it was decided to prosecute the war to a successful conclusion.  In the response to 

Disraeli’s ministerial statement on Isandlwana made on 13
th

 February 1879, Earl Granville, one of the 

leaders of the opposition Liberal party, claimed that Chelmsford had requested two regiments of 

infantry and one of cavalry as reinforcements for operations in Natal and that the government was 

therefore, at least in part, directly responsible for the defeat. This was a charge that Disraeli was 

anxious to dismiss and Cadogan produced a detailed and accurate list of Chelmsford’s requests, which 

omitted any mention of cavalry. (2)  The only mention of cavalry, said Cadogan, was “a passage…in 

which Sir Bartle Frere records a statement of General Thesiger (before he became Lord Chelmsford) 

that cavalry would ‘prove of enormous advantage’.”(3) 

     In fact both speakers were correct, Frere had asked for cavalry and Chelmsford had not.  

Chelmsford had good reasons for doubting the usefulness of cavalry in Natal.  There was a drought in 

South Africa, forage and grazing were short and the extra strain of maintaining a British cavalry 

regiment on an already creaking supply system would probably not be worth the gain. Chelmsford 

expected the Zulus to attack him at the earliest possible opportunity somewhere along the track to 

Ulundi and considered the colonial mounted forces and the Natal Native Contingent to be sufficient 

for the purposes of scouting and early warning. Commodore Sullivan, commanding the South African 

Naval Station, had also recommended that any reinforcements for the colony should consist of 

infantry and artillery rather than cavalry.(4) Frere was not so sure, however, and so went ahead with 

his request.  The request was not granted simply because Hicks Beach took Chelmsford’s estimate 

forward to the cabinet, on the perfectly reasonable grounds as coming from the military expert rather 

than the civil governor. 

     Where Frere and Chelmsford differed further was in the type of cavalry that should be employed.  

Chelmsford was correct in doubting the efficacy of British cavalry on administrative and logistical 

grounds, but Frere believed that Indian cavalry would be able to operate successfully in Natal and 

Zululand.  On 23
rd

 September 1878 Frere made this request more formally to George Herbert, 

Permanent Secretary at the Colonial Office when he asked for a regiment of Indian cavalry along with 

a troop of Sepoy sappers but nothing came of it. (5)  Frere did not press the matter because he had full 

confidence in the judgement and abilities of Lord Chelmsford – and Frere had sacked Generals before 

– who was, like him, a Bombay ‘duck’ from the Indian Service.(6) 

     This was not an idle request however. Frere was a civil officer but as Commissioner in Sind(7) and 

his other Indian appointments, he had had considerable experience in military affairs and had played a 

leading role in planning for operations on the North West Frontier, the Indian Mutiny and, most 

recently, the Xhosa revolt of 1877-8.  In particular he had learned much from his great friend, John 

Jacob. An artillery officer originally, Jacob was seconded to the Scinde Irregular Horse in 1839 and 

by 1841, although only a Lieutenant, was in command of it.  He was a dark, brooding man of terrific 

temper, who stuttered so much in company that he could barely make himself understood without 

speaking in verse form. His hair was a mass of black worn long and thick, with a mane of a beard to 

match it, he had a straight thin nose, piercing eyes and was of below average height.  Hard, fit and 

unyielding, he built his camp on the edge of the desert at Jacobabad, where the summer temperatures 

hit 49 degrees Celsius, and under the mountains of Baluchistan, where the winter temperatures went 

well below zero. He raised his regiments on the Cromwellian principles of “soldierly and civic 

virtue”, (8) - although in this case the God was Islam and the sowars Muslims - maintaining discipline 

through personal example and by appealing to “their higher, not to their baser attributes”. (9) 

     The Scinde Irregular Horse had operated very effectively as light cavalry in India and proved adept 

with both sword and carbine. They were also intelligent, professional soldiers who were capable of 

terrible force against an enemy armed with edged weapons.  In October 1847, Lt. Merewether – who 

was to succeed Jacob as commander and, incidentally, acted as a pall bearer at Frere’s funeral(10) – 

engaged a force of seven hundred Booghtee frontiersmen with 120 sowars of his troop and was 



completely victorious, killing over six hundred of the enemy in the process.(11) Both Merewether and 

Jacob attributed their success to the use of a “short percussion carbine twenty-two inches in the barrel, 

and carrying a ball nearly an ounce in weight, the weapon weighing less than six pounds, and being 

easily used on horseback.”(12)  The carbine was also double-barrelled and built to a design of Jacob’s 

own.  In combat, the horseman rides leisurely (or otherwise, according to his humour) past his enemy, 

or up to him if he be showing a bold front, and, just out of reach of his sword, pokes his bundook till 

the muzzle may be a foot or two, or less, from the wretched footman’s body, and then fires; no matter 

what may be in the way, shield or anything else, the man is certainly either killed or disabled at once, 

with the smallest danger to the horseman.(13) 

 

     Frere lived cheek by jowl with the Scinde Horse, was greatly impressed by them and was 

convinced that they would translate well to equally hostile climates and situations. Merewether was 

later to be despatched by Frere to Aden to raise his own regiment there. (14) 

     The Scinde Horse were Sillidar cavalry in that they retained both a financial interest in their 

regiment and a high degree of personal responsibility. Each Sillidar regiment was divided into a 

number of ‘berths’ or asamis, which could be bought or rented by individual soldiers, and constituted 

a form of property.  A soldier might own more than one asami and could thus ensure that there was a 

place in the regiment for a son, brother or cousin in need of a career. For Jacob, the ideal situation was 

when a man owned three asamis, rented out two to family members, and could then, as a family unit, 

afford to employ a servant on a pony as groom, grass cutter and baggage train combined. Buttressing 

this arrangement was a system whereby the soldier provided his own horse, which, if injured or killed, 

would be replaced at full market value but, if debilitated by ill treatment, would only be replaced at 

part-value. In this way the regiment maintained a cohesion that was based on firm economic and 

family ties. (15) 

     Both Jacob and Frere insisted that only the best officers should be attached to Indian cavalry (16) 

and that of those, the majority should always be Indian. Jacob’s regiments (1
st
 and 2

nd
 Scinde Horse 

and the 1
st
 Sind Sillidar Infantry) were inclined to keep the European officers to an absolute minimum 

of three – Commanding Officer, Adjutant and a Lieutenant to learn the ropes – but when this Sillidar 

system was extended throughout the Indian cavalry, largely at Frere’s urging. After the mutiny, the 

number of European officers was increased to allow for the possibility of high rates of officer 

casualties in a battle. (17)  In this way, leadership standards were kept high and the loyalty of Indian 

officers assured by the extension of visible trust, confidence and responsibility to them. 

     This was all in stark contrast to the mounted forces available to Chelmsford as viewed by Frere. 

Although he had been instrumental in putting in motion the raising of the colonial mounted volunteers 

by the Peace Preservation Act of 1878, Frere never really had much confidence in them.  As early as 

1863 he had remarked that “the more we see of amateur soldiers, the more do we value the trained 

veteran” (18) and he was unimpressed with the grumbling which had taken place when the mounted 

police were put under military command. Nor had he been particularly impressed with the 

performance of the colonial forces during the Xhosa revolt (and for which outbreak he held them 

partially responsible), 
 
(19) referring to them as “broken reeds”. (20)  It was precisely this belief that 

led Frere to make his request for Indian cavalry in September 1878. 

     Would the presence of a regiment of Indian Cavalry have made any difference to the events of 

January 1879? Counterfactual history is necessarily full of pitfalls but it is possible to make one or 

two suppositions. The most obvious one would be that a more thoroughly experienced reconnaissance 

force might well have located the main Zulu impi before Chelmsford left to support Dartnell and 

before Charlie Raw had his rude awakening. It might also be reasonable to suppose that if the 1
st
 

Scinde Horse had been in the camp at Isandlwana that morning, either independently or arriving with 

Durnford, then things might have turned out differently. Durnford’s 250 Basutos halted the left horn 

of the impi; Jacob’s 600 Horse might well have turned it back and then rolled up the rest of the Zulu 

line. Given the willingness of the Indian cavalry to use their weapons at close quarters, the issue of 

ammunition may not have been so significant.  At Shahpore, Merewether’s horse (borrowed from 

Jacob) got cut once on the loins behind the saddle and once on the heel but as a result of such close 

quarter action, “nearly every carbine shot killed or wounded a man. There were not above 1,000 

rounds expended,” (21) i.e., only ten rounds per man expended had resulted in a 70% casualty rate. 

(What Jacob said about the injury to his horse is not recorded).  Compare this with the effectiveness of 

the British infantry: 15% maximum at a range of 100 metres. 

     It is impossible to be definite but it remains a tantalising possibility that Sir Bartle Frere, ruined by 

the defeat at Isandlwana, might well have been the architect of victory, had he pressed for his 

cherished Indian solution to a South African problem. 
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