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This paper notes the considerable confusion that has occurred since the Anglo Zulu War between two 

Captains Barton, both of whom served with Colonel Anthony Durnford’s 2
nd

 Column up to the battle of 

Isandlwana. The careers of these two officers, together with a third with the same surname, are 

reconstructed, concluding that only one of them was present at the battle.   

     The frequent, but not invariable, practice of contemporary official reports and commentaries to name 

officers without an initial avoided confusion in most cases by simply including the officer’s regiment or 

unit.(1) Where there happened to be two officers of the same name in a unit, their rank would also 

distinguish them. This apparently careless attitude to identification succeeded most of the time, but when 

officers of auxiliary units became involved, then the propensity for confusion increased. 

     There were three Captains with the surname of Barton who served concurrently in the Zulu War, and 

who have thereby provided just such an example of uncertainty.(2) One of these, Captain Robert Johnston 

Barton, Coldstream Guards, may be disposed of quickly and without ambiguity. Captain Robert Barton 

was a special service officer appointed second-in-command of the Frontier Light Horse, with which he 

served until he was killed at Hlobane.(3) His commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Redvers Buller 

was greatly affected by his death, observing: 

            … my second in command, poor, dear, affectionate little Bobby Barton was killed.(4) 

 

     The careers of the two remaining officers, however, are closely interwoven and it is the object of this 

paper to bring some light to bear on what is currently a very confused matter. The two officers were 

Captain Geoffry Barton, (5) 7
th

 Foot (Royal Fusiliers) and Captain William Barton, whom we must 

assume was a colonial gentleman, since there is no record of him in either Hart’s or the normal Army 

Lists. We have a record of service for the first of these two men: 

Barton, Geoffrey [sic] (1844-1922). Captain, 7
th

 Fusiliers. Service in 2
nd

 Ashanti War, 1874. On 

special service throughout 1879, first as Staff Officer to Colonel Durnford of No. 2 Column and 

commander of the Natal Mounted Contingent,(6) and subsequently as commander of the 4
th
 

Battalion, N.N.C., successively with the Eshowe Relief Column, the 1
st
 Division and Clarke’s 

Column. Present at Isandlwana and Gingindlovu. Brevet Major. (7) 

 

     These data probably originated, in part at least, in the Records of Service section of Mackinnon and 

Shadbolt, which identifies him as having: 

Served throughout the war, first as Staff Officer to Durnford’s Column, and, subsequently, in 

command of the 4
th

 Batt. N.N.C., till the end of the war, taking part in the battle of Ginghilovo 

…(8) 

 

     He is also mentioned as “For general Staff Duties, Captain [no initial] Barton, 7
th

 Foot.”(9) Further, a 

Captain Barton, 7
th

 Foot, again with no initial, is listed as Staff  Officer to Colonel Durnford.(10) Thus 

far, there seems to be no difficulty, although the seeds of confusion have already been sown: in Professor 

Laband’s brief entry, the words “ … and commander of the Natal Mounted Contingent …” appear. If we 

now go to the period after May, 1879, again there is no confusion: Captain G. Barton is commandant of 

the 4
th

 Battalion, N.N.C. (11) 

     The problems arise with the battle of Isandlwana, when a Captain Barton is also listed by MacKinnon 

and Shadbolt as being associated in some way with the Natal Mounted Contingent: 

Colonel Durnford now sent two troops of mounted natives, under Captains Shepstone and Barton, 

onto the hills to the left … .(12) 

 

     Perhaps the first of the modern writers to propagate the confusion was Donald Morris, who 

consistently confuses the two men. (13) Professor Laband perpetuates the confusion, as demonstrated in 

his biographical note cited earlier, in which the reference quoted confuses the activities of two men, 

without a reference to the only one of them who was present at Isandlwana, Captain William Barton. (14) 

From whence did this new man spring? Or is this really Captain Geoffry? The fundamental question to be 

resolved here is whether, in fact, there were indeed two Captains Barton, and if so, just what positions did 

they hold, and where? 

     In modern Orders of Battle for the Second Column, most authors associate Captain W. Barton with the 

Native Horse. (15) Indeed, the very problem confronting us is tantalizingly canvassed by David Jackson, 

who advises that Captain W. Barton is 



     … Not to be confused with his regular army namesake, the staff officer of the 1
st
 Regt N.N.C. 

… (16) 

 

     A close examination of the record demonstrates conclusively that both officers existed and performed 

the functions that they are supposed to have done, although only one of them was at Isandlwana. 

Let us begin with Captain William Barton. Although his antecedents are obscure, there is a brief glimpse 

of his earlier life but its veracity is perhaps as uncertain as its accuracy: 

A man named Barton, with some Basutos, did real good service in covering the retreat of the 

fugitives [at Isandlwana]. I fancy many owe their lives to him. He is an Irishman, and has been 

fighting for seven years in South America against the Indians in those parts, and I suppose, 

attracted by a chance of fresh adventures, came here and got together 200 or 300 Basutos, who 

were formed into an irregular cavalry. When all was up and a certain number got into a water-

course clear of the Zulus, he, being on that flank, moved his men into position to cover the flight. 

He retired firing, keeping his men together, and was, in fact, the last to cross the river. (17) 

 

     We can trace his service with the Natal Mounted Contingent through the following steps. A letter from 

the then Major J.N. Crealock, Assistant Military Secretary, to the Colonial Secretary identifies a number 

of appointments as officers to the Natal Native Contingent. Among them, as a Lieutenant, is “W. Barton 

Esq.”.(18) This was followed by the official promulgation in General Order No. 203 of 21
st
 November, 

1878, which has the following entry: 

The following names of gentlemen selected for appointment as Officers, to serve under the 

Officer Commanding Her Majesty’s Forces in South Africa, have received the approval of 

His Excellency the High Commissioner and Commander in Chief: As Lieutenants: 

W. Barton …R.W. Vause …(19) 

 

     The fact that both the Barton and Vause appointments were promulgated in the same General Order is 

significant, as will later be seen. A week later, General Order No. 209 dated 28
th

 November, 1878, 

announced: 

W. Barton, C. Raw and J.A. Roberts will be attached, as Lieutenants, to the Natal Mounted 

Contingent…(20) 

 

     Finally, and probably containing a typesetter’s error, came General Order No. 231 dated 21
st
 

December, 1878: 

Lieutenant C.[?]Barton, Natal Native Mounted Contingent to be Captain, dated 20
th

 December, 

1878. (21) 

 

     This apparently rapid promotion to captain occurred with those of a number of other officers of the 

N.N.C. at this time, so that Barton’s promotion should not be considered unusual. 

We can also follow the path of Captain Geoffry Barton in a similar fashion. General Order No. 218 dated 

9
th

 December contained the following: 

            Lieut.-Colonel Durnford R.E., is appointed to command a column now in course of 

formation, consisting of 1
st
 Regiment, Natal Native Contingent, 2½ Squadrons Mounted 

ditto, ditto. A rocket battery. 

           The following officers will be attached:-  

           Captain Barton, 1-7
th

 Regt., arrived from England, to act as Staff Officer to the Column. (22) 

 

      There is no doubt about the permanence of this appointment, as Durnford himself wrote in a letter to 

his mother: 

Captain Barton, 7
th

 Fusiliers, is my Staff Officer, and George Shepstone, the same who was with 

me [at Bushman’s River pass] in 1873, is with me again …(23) 

 

      So it is clear that there were indeed two Captains Barton with the 2
nd

 Column. This now begs the 

question, however, whether both, or just one, were at Isandlwana. 

 

     There is firm evidence that William Barton was there. After the battle and while crossing the 

Mzinyathi (Buffalo) river at Fugitive’s Drift, Private Westwood, 80
th

 Foot, became separated from his 

horse and was in imminent danger of drowning. Private Samuel Wassall, of the same regiment, was riding 

down to the river bank on the Zulu side when he saw Westwood struggling in the fast-flowing river. (24) 

He immediately dismounted and plunged into the water, eventually bringing Westwood back to the bank, 



where he pointed out that Westwood would be better advised to cross at a ford higher up, which he 

subsequently did. This action, for which Wassall later received the Victoria Cross, was witnessed by 

Captain William Barton, who was riding directly behind Wassall as they made their way to the river.  

 

 

     Barton ended his statement in support of an award with the following signature: 

          Wm Barton, Captain 

          Comg. ‘Sikhali’ Squadron 

          Natal Mounted Contingent 

          No. 2 Column.(25) 

 

     This document establishes beyond doubt that Captain William Barton was at Isandlwana, but it goes 

further. He himself indicates his function: he did not command the whole of the Mounted Contingent but 

only the troops containing Sikhali’s men, that is, three troops out of six. (26) 

     This also solves an otherwise potential problem raised by the relative ranks of Barton and Captain 

George Shepstone, who was Durnford’s Political Assistant. When two troops of Sikhali’s Horse were sent 

up to the plateau to scout and clear away Zulu bands, Shepstone went with Lieutenant Raw while Barton 

accompanied Lieutenant Roberts. The question of command is made clear by the account of James 

Hamer, who was a civilian transport officer with Durnford: 

Very soon after the Mounted Native Horse had arrived they were sent out to cover [the] hills on 

the left of the Camp, Captain George Shepstone in command. (27) 

 

     One might infer that Shepstone was in command of Raw’s troop from Hamer’s words  by virtue of his 

rank, but it soon becomes plain that Shepstone had command not just of Raw but of both troops, because 

Hamer also uses the words: 

After his having given orders to the Captain of the Native Horse to retire gradually, Geo. 

Shepstone (and myself) rode as hard as ever we could back to the Camp & reported what we had 

seen. (28) 

 

     Barton was the only other Captain present but Shepstone clearly outranked him. This may in part have 

been the result of the close friendship between Durnford and the Shepstone family, perhaps the most 

prominent family in Natal, but must also have derived from Shepstone’s greater experience and his long 

association with Durnford stretching back to the Bushman’s River Pass episode. We can see this 

relationship at work when Durnford, Shepstone and Hamer had dinner together on the night before the 

battle. (29) On the other hand, Shepstone would not have been able to assert any superiority if the officer 

involved had been Captain Geoffry Barton. He was a Captain in the regular army of long standing and 

would have heavily outranked George Shepstone, who would then certainly have deferred to his senior 

officer. (30) 

 

     There is just one more reference to William Barton’s service with the N.M.C: Richard Vause made an 

entry in his diary for 22
nd

 March, 1879 in which he mentions: 

On going to saddle up in the morning, found my horse standing in a pool of blood, caused from 

kicking against the head of a nail. Fortunately, Capt. Barton had two horses and kindly lent me one 

of his … (31) 

 

     William probably spent much of his time on very routine duty, as did Richard Vause. Unlike Raw, 

neither of them was at Hlobane or Khambula. He, like the other N.N.C. officers, was on a six-month 

contract with the British military authorities in South Africa.(32) Since they were both appointed by the 

same General Order dated 21
st
 November, 1878, he would have been due for discharge with Vause in 

May, 1879: 

Stopped in camp all morning preparing for journey down as my 6 months would expire on 20
th
. 

(33) 

 

     After leaving the service, Barton returned to his previous obscurity and did not pander to public 

demand for his version of the disaster, unlike Davies, Stafford and a number of others. His only mention 

is in the account of Charles Norris-Newman, in which Barton is quoted as saying that: 

… his mounted men really fought well at their first charge [at Isandlwana], and until all their 

ammunition was exhausted; they were then compelled to fall back on the camp, where they sought 

a fresh supply of ammunition.(34) 

 



     He was awarded his South African Medal on 10
th

 March, 1882. (35) 

 

     Where was Captain Geoffry Barton on the 22
nd

 January, if he was not at Isandlwana? Jackson may 

have offered us a clue here. Could Geoffry Barton have remained behind when Durnford’s small force 

left to go to Rorke’s Drift? The best part of the three battalions of the 1
st
 Regiment N.N.C. were 

elsewhere at that time. 

      On 17
th

 January, Durnford had marched out of Kranskop for Sandspruit with the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Battalions, 

taking with him five troops of Native Horse and the Rocket Battery, while the undermanned 3
rd

 Battalion 

remained behind with the sixth troop of horse (Jantze’s men) under Captain Cherry. 

      At Sandspruit, the grizzled veteran Major Bengough was sent with his 2
nd

 Battalion N.N.C. towards 

Elandskraal with orders to cross the Mzinyathi on the 22
nd

, leaving the 1
st
 Battalion at Sandspruit. On the 

19
th

, Durnford was ordered up to Rorke’s Drift and he took the Rocket Battery, the five troops of Native 

Horse and three companies of the 1
st
 Battalion, leaving the remainder behind as a frontier defence. The 

three companies were combined into two under Captains Stafford and Nourse while the third company 

commander, Captain Hay, being the senior, was left behind to act as paymaster. (36) 

     It is extremely likely that Durnford also left Captain Geoffry Barton at Sandspruit at the same time. 

Barton was an infantry officer and Durnford’s force was mostly mounted, even the Rocket Battery. 

Besides, Durnford knew his officers very well and probably felt more comfortable with George Shepstone 

than the newly-arrived Geoffry Barton, who, one might speculate, may have been too “regimental” for 

Durnford’s taste. This separation of Barton from his colonel seems to be confirmed by the otherwise 

confusing newspaper extract under the heading “From Kranz Kop”: 

      An officer with the 2
nd

 battalion 1
st
 regiment Native Contingent, writing on Thursday last to the 

Witness, says:— The whole of the 2
nd

 battalion 1
st 

Regiment and two companies of the 1
st
 battalion 

Natal Native Contingent, the mounted contingent, and the rocket battery are ordered off at an 

hour’s notice to Helpmakaar, under the command of Major Bengough, Captains Russell R.A., 

Nourse, Henderson and [W.] Barton. Colonel Durnford and Captain Shepstone are going with the 

column. Captain [G.]Barton returns to Kranz Kop, and will probably go with the 1
st
 battalion to the 

middle drift. (37) 

 

     Notice Henderson’s name: he is probably singled out for mention because he commanded Hlubi’s 

troop of the Native Horse, perhaps confirming William Barton’s limited command. (Strangely, the name 

of Lieutenant H.D. Davies is omitted.) This posting is later confirmed in an undated Return of Troops 

from Assistant Military Secretary Crealock, but which forms part of a group of documents dated late 

January, 1879. This return shows the 1
st
 and 3

rd
 battalions, 1

st
 Regiment N.N.C., together with the 3

rd
 

Natal Native Pioneers, located at Kranz Kop under the command of Captain (Geoffry) Barton. (38) 

 

     Geoffry Barton continued with the Native Contingent. General Order No. 38, dated 20th February, 

1879, announced that he was “appointed to act as Staff Officer at Greytown.”
 
(39)   As we have seen 

earlier, he then went on to command the 4
th

 Battalion, N.N.C., until the end of the war, taking part with 

his men at the battle of Gingindlovu. He was destined for still greater things. He received his South 

African medal but later took part in the Second Boer War (1899-1902), eventually rising to the rank of 

Major-General. He was made Knight Commander of the Victorian Order in 1906. (40) 
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