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John Dunn holds a unique position in South Africa for creating a new social dimension.  He and his forty- 
nine wives produced one hundred and seventeen children and the extended family throughout the world, at 
the turn of the millennium, must have numbered many thousands. 
    To be a member of the ‘Dunn’s Descendants Association’ is a source of pride for those who claim 
descent from that remarkable man who started life in South Africa on the lowest rung of the ladder. Yet by 
the time he was forty years of age, he had become one of the richest traders in Zululand and Natal, as well 
as friend, adviser and treasurer to King Cetshwayo who rewarded him with huge amounts of land and the 
accolade of chieftainship.  John Dunn was respected for his business acumen by the white settlers of Natal 
but despised for his polygamous lifestyle with Zulu women.   
     Being a fluent speaker of the Zulu language, he was able to communicate with both sides and did his 
best to prevent the Zulu War.  But then his benefactor - the King of the Zulus, doubting his loyalty, 
rejected him. There was no other course for John Dunn to take than offer his services to the white 
government of Natal and its military machine. 
    His knowledge of the Zulu mind and the way they fought their battles was of inestimable value to Lord 
Chelmsford, the Commander-in-Chief and later General Wolseley, his replacement. Dunn played a vital 
part in the eventual success of the campaign.   
    Having lost all his possessions during the war, he was granted one of the thirteen chieftainships (the 
others were Zulus) when King Cetshwayo was captured and deposed. Once again, he became the greatest 
landowner in the whole of Zululand. His is a story of ups and downs and playing off one side against the 
other. Despite his many reversals of fortune, he managed to stay on top.    
     On the 3 January 1986, Elizabeth Dunn visited the South Wales Borderers Museum in Brecon.  She 
arrived by car from London and was directed to my office.  She is a fairly tall woman (5’7’’ or eight), and 
was wearing a black astrakhan coat and black knee length boots. Her jet black hair was coiffured to frame 
high cheekbones and black feline features. Her nose was thin and straight while her lips were glossed and 
sensuous. She had teeth like pearls and her fingernails were manicured to perfection.  If she had said she 
was the Queen of Sheba, I would have believed her!  
    We spent about two hours together while I showed her around the museum, with particular emphasis on 
the Zulu War Room.  Before she departed, she presented the museum with a book called:  

 
 
 
 

JOHN DUNN 
THE WHITE CHIEF OF ZULULAND  

 
BY 

CHARLES BALLARD 

 
It is signed by His Majesty King Zwelithini Goodwill Zulu as well as by the author and was presented to 
the museum by Elizabeth Dunn on behalf of The Dunn’s Descendants Association, Mangete, Zululand.  
The following is an abridged version of the book compiled by Major Bob Smith for the Regimental 
Journal of the Royal Regiment of Wales. Charles Ballard’s book is published by:   
 
Ad. Donker (PTY) Ltd., 
PO  BOX  41021, 
Craighall, 
2024,  
Republic of South Africa. 



 
 

 
     Following the grisly murder of Piet Retief and fifteen of his emigrant Boers by King Dingane at 
emGungundhlovu on 6 February 1838, relations between white settlers and Zulus broke down completely.  
When a coastal schooner, the Comet, arrived in Port Natal on 24 April 1838, the passengers watched as 
Dingane’s impi ransacked the settlement.  Those that were able took refuge aboard the ship.  Among them 
was Robert Dunn, his wife and five year old son, John, along with his four younger sisters.  To his horror, 
John saw his grandfather killed on the beach.    
    The Comet sailed away on 11 May and, after an interval of time, most of the refugees trickled back to 
Natal, including the Dunns. John’s father was English and came to Algoa Bay in 1820 as a trader.  He 
married Ann Biggar and a decade later, moved to Port Natal. He died in 1847 when he was trampled to 
death by an elephant in front of his son.  Ann took the family back to Port Elizabeth where the daughters 
married.  But she soon returned to Port Natal where she died in 1851, leaving John on his own aged 18. 
    John was brought up among Zulus and could speak their language fluently.  He was a large powerful 
man but quiet and, at that stage in his life, lacked ambition. He could read and write, but otherwise he was 
uneducated.  He was a first class rider and marksman and earned a poor living guiding hunting parties for 
officers stationed in Durban. Later, he took a job as transport rider convoying wagons in the Transvaal.  
When he returned a year later, his boss refused to pay him because he was still a minor.     
    John crossed the Tugela into Zululand and shot game which he sold to the natives. He took with him 
Catherine Pierce, then aged fifteen.  Her father was the European Assistant to John’s father who married a 
Cape Malay woman.   
    In 1854, John met Captain Joshua Walmseley, a border agent on the Nonoti River.  He employed him 
as his assistant with responsibility for ‘keeping an eye’ on people movement to and from Zululand on the 
lower drift of the Tugela River. This was an ideal foundation for the life that John was destined to live.  
He settled down in a substantial home with Catherine and started a family. He bought, trained and sold 
teams of oxen and it was not long before he became a man of substance.   
    Being married to a woman of mixed race was not acceptable in white society, so John and Catherine 
kept to themselves preferring to raise their children among Zulu folk.  His preference for Zulus over white 
settlers brought him into contact with Cetshwayo, one of five sons of King Mpande.  On 2 December 
1856, Cetshwayo fortified his position as heir to his father by slaughtering three of his brothers and some 
ten to fifteen thousand of their followers.  Much of the credit for Cetshwayo’s victory was due to John 
Dunn who supplied armed and mounted men. Thereafter, Dunn introduced Cetshwayo to the customs and 
technology of the white-man. His ability to see both sides of the coin enabled him to become a valuable 
go-between among Zulus and British. He was largely responsible for the political and economic change 
that came about in Zululand during the period 1857-1879. 
    Cetshwayo became so dependent upon Dunn that, in 1857, he asked the Natal government to send Dunn 
as a ‘white chief’ to live in Zululand and perform the duties of adviser and intermediary between himself 
and the Natal authorities.  The Natal government were reticent about this request and would have 
preferred to deal with King Mpande, but Cetshwayo persevered and gave Dunn many oxen and a tract of 
land at Entumeni. Dunn gave his notice to Captain Walmseley, the Border Agent, who was sad to see him 
go, but Dunn felt sure that his future lay in Zululand under the benevolence of Cetshwayo.   
    He lost no time in taking a second wife, this time a full-blooded Zulu from one of the clans in the 
district where he settled. Eventually he had forty-nine wives from twenty-three clans all over Zululand.  
Catherine protested from the start but her husband realised he would only gain respect from Zulus if he 
lived like one of them.  Besides, he was still persona non grata among white society in Natal and another 
fifty, or so, wives was not going to make any difference. 
    Dunn prospered further and, among Zulus, he ranked as No. 2 in the Zulu hierarchy after Cetshwayo.  
He kept houses in all the clan areas where he had wives.  His own house was European in style and his 
wives lived in beehive huts circling the main house. His many children lived with their mothers who, like 
them, were not allowed to enter the ‘big house’ unless called for. He ruled his wives according to Zulu law 
and had two executed for adultery. 
    By 1859, he had laid the foundation for chiefly authority and during the 1860s he advised Cetshwayo 
not to go to war with the Swazis. The Secretary for Native Affairs and Administrator of the Transvaal, Sir 
Theophilus Shepstone was delighted with this move and was only too pleased to give Dunn two hundred 
and fifty guns, which he sold on to Cetshwayo for ten oxen per gun.  Dunn doubled his land holding and 
became Paramount Chief over all his land with local supremacy over Cetshwayo. Between 1860 and 1878, 



Dunn governed almost six thousand subjects. They secured his political base and acted as his private 
army. 
    By 1870, game was becoming scarce in Zululand due to Dunn’s huge hunting trips.  Elephant, hippo 
and buffalo were shot by the thousand - much of the present day shortage of game is due to the ravages of 
those days. 
    Slowly at first, John Dunn was at the forefront of changing the character of Zulu life.  Shepstone leaned 
heavily on King Mpande to name Cetshwayo as his Prince Regent. The three surviving aspirants to the 
Royal throne must have been fearful for their lives. The ageing King fearing further Boer intervention 
eventually agreed. 
     Sir Theophilus Shepstone had complete confidence in Dunn and channelled all his letters to the King 
and Cetshwayo through him. Right up to the outbreak of war in 1879, Dunn persuaded Cetshwayo to 
pursue a policy of caution and co-operation with Natal and refrain from annoying the Swazi King and the 
Boers. He did not do this for any loyalty to his white kith and kin; his measuring stick was personal 
wealth, which was increasing by leaps and bounds.  One of his great moneymaking schemes was to import 
European cattle. Cetshwayo became the greatest cattle owner of all time while Dunn arranged sales and 
handled financial transactions. 
    Despite the fact that Dunn was acting the lifestyle of a Portuguese Prazero who, in Mozambique, could 
become a chief if he was seen to be acting in the interest of the native majority, he was further ostracised 
by the white people of Natal who respected his business acumen but could not come to terms with his 
many marriages to black women resulting in scores of mixed-race children. He was never invited to attend 
a Government House social function and no government official, cleric or even Sir Theophilus Shepstone 
would agree to meet him socially. General Sir Garnet Wolseley was the only British person of high rank to 
have dined formally with him, and that was after the war. 
    Dunn travelled in style befitting the wealthiest trader in Zululand and Natal. When on safari, several 
large wagons, each pulled by sixteen oxen, carried chattels for a luxurious camp.  He himself, when not on 
horseback, would travel in one of his elegant coaches drawn by matching Greys attended by a score of 
servants.  When doing business in Durban, his favourite watering hole was the Palm Court in the Royal 
Hotel.  In Zululand, he entertained British Members of Parliament, the aristocracy on tour from Europe, 
officers from Natal Garrison and wealthy Durban traders. His houses contained superb teak and mahogany 
furniture, carpets from the East, English silver and fine porcelain. When dinner was served, the dining 
table groaned with the weight of impala, guinea fowl, francolin, bustard, fish and fresh fruit. The finest 
imported wines were followed by liqueurs, whisky and cigars. 
    Under John Dunn, white traders were allowed to sell blankets, including white ones, to anyone. White 
is reserved for the King and his Chiefs but within a few years, common Zulus were walking about dressed 
in a variety of colours. Cetshwayo knew that the key to success of complete domination of Zululand lay in 
the ownership of firearms. At the time of his coronation in 1873 he surrounded himself with six hundred 
armed men supported by Dunn’s private army of several hundred. Both Hamu and Zibhebhu (Cetshwayo’s 
two surviving brothers) had been denied arms by Dunn and Cetshwayo until the eve of coronation but this 
massive parade of arms was enough to make them profess loyalty to the new King. Thereafter, Cetshwayo 
allowed Dunn to sell arms throughout Zululand.   
    Following King Mpande’s death in February 1873, John Dunn was summoned to attend Cetshwayo at 
his main residence at Mangwini to decide how best he could influence Shepstone to look kindly upon him.  
Dunn’s plan was to take a delegation of Zulu envoys to Pietermaritzburg and present a letter from 
Cetshwayo stating:  ‘The Zulu nation wishes to be more one with the government of Natal.  It deserves to 
be covered by the same mantle’.  What really worried Cetshwayo was the Boer threat to the north-western 
area of Zululand and he needed Shepstone’s assurance that he would be protected.  The delegation also 
presented Shepstone with an invitation to Cetshwayo’s coronation. With a single stroke, a deal was done 
and it looked as, if the enmities of the past were over.  
     Nothing could have given greater pleasure to the Secretary for Native Affairs than to crown the King of 
the Zulus in the name of England’s Queen. He sent his son to Cape Town to buy suitable gifts and he 
arranged with the master tailor of Natal Garrison to produce a coronation robe from ostrich feathers and 
various pieces of cloth he obtained from a travelling opera company.     
    On 8 August 1873, Shepstone crossed the Tugela River with one hundred and ten members of the 
Volunteer Corps of Natal.  The Royal Durban Artillery was represented by two field guns and the African 
Levies provided over three hundred marching troops. 
    John Dunn was ringmaster for this extravaganza of native ceremonial, dancing and feasting and, as he 
stood to profit greatly by Cetshwayo’s becoming king, he took pains to ensure everything was well 



organised. In order to make Cetshwayo’s journey to the Intomjanini Valley, where the coronation was to 
take place, as comfortable as possible, Dunn bought the heir-apparent two large tents.  He also gave him a 
barouche, drawn by six of his own matched Greys, with big brass lamps and cushions to sit on. 
Additionally, Dunn helped design the crown which Shepstone mistakenly thought would be his privilege 
to use at the crowning moment. 
    On the eve of Dunn’s departure to join Cetshwayo for the coronation, his eldest son, Robert, aged eight, 
fell ill with malaria. When Cetshwayo heard that Dunn might not be able to attend the coronation, he 
despatched two Zulu ‘doctors’ to make the boy recover.  They arrived at Mangete during the first week of 
August 1873 and proceeded to slaughter two black bulls. Dunn did not believe in witchcraft but had 
second thoughts when his son rose from his bed and walked to the door to see what all the noise was 
about.  He made a miraculous recovery and his father was able to set off the following day.  Sadly, Robert 
died fourteen years later from the same illness. 
    Cetshwayo arrived at Intomjanini on 18 August 1873 with nine thousand followers. Passions ran wild at 
the prospect of gaining a new king, but right up to the last minute there was doubt - would any of the royal 
rivals: Hamu, Zibhebhu and one other contender - Mnyamana, stake their bids for kingship when they 
arrived the following day?  In a rare display of national and family unity, they hailed Cetshwayo and 
pledged loyalty to him as their new king. It was the first time that a Zulu king was proclaimed without 
prior bloodshed and civil war. Dunn provided a photographer to cover the event, but much to everyone’s 
disappointment, the camera failed to record the unique occasion.   
    To make things worse, the elder izinduna, on the prime minister’s instructions, proclaimed Cetshwayo 
‘King of the Zulu people’ before the arrival of Shepstone and his entourage.  He had expected to crown 
Cetshwayo himself and had brought along a cheap and quite inappropriate piece of headgear that became 
known as the ‘tinsel crown’. But the people of Zululand had other ideas and it was all over by the time the 
Secretary for Native Affairs arrived.      
    The ‘tinsel’ crown was a symbol of white supremacy and Shepstone was determined that Cetshwayo 
would be crowned in the manner he had envisaged.  This was done at another site on 1 September 1873 
when the rules under which King Cetshwayo would operate were read out to the assembled Zulu 
dignitaries. They were not what Cetshwayo and Dunn had in mind and the inexorable drift to war had 
begun. 
    Despite the laughable failure of the coronation ceremony, Dunn was still at the zenith of his power 
when Shepstone, at the suggestion of the King, appointed him Protector of Immigrants (Tsonga labourers 
passing through Zululand to Natal). He was paid 6d per labourer by employers in Natal for one night’s 
food and lodging at each of the nine stations he established. This was good business for Dunn who in 1878 
provided ‘bed and breakfast’ facilities for five thousand Tsonga tribesmen as they passed through 
Zululand. 
    The Earl of Carnarvon became Colonial Secretary in 1874 and announced his plans for South Africa.  
His idea was a confederation of British settler communities in the Cape, Natal and Griqualand West as 
well as independent Voortrekker Republics of the Transvaal and Orange Free State plus the independent 
African states south of the Zambezi.  Shepstone planned to annex the Transvaal but before doing so asked 
Dunn to find out what Cetshwayo thought about it. Both Dunn and the king were furious and Dunn 
refused to communicate with Shepstone. This resulted in the Secretary for Native Affairs warning Dunn 
that he should be careful about assuming too much authority as his position as an independent operator in 
Zululand might be jeopardised.         
    John Dunn’s political aspirations in Zululand were entwined with his business interests. His labour 
agency and his trade in cattle, hides, liquor and guns grew as a result of the favourable conditions he had 
helped to make between Natal and Zululand. But the writing was on the wall.  His monopoly of the 
firearms trade had diminished by 1878 and his political position in Zululand was tenuous. It would take a 
British victory in the forthcoming war for him to reclaim the political and economic power he once held.  
    The time came for Dunn to switch sides when Cetshwayo ordered him to write to Sir Henry Bulwer, 
Governor of Natal when his demands and those of Sir Theophilus Shepstone and Bishop Colenso became 
too intrusive.  Dunn refused and from that moment his presence in the royal palace was untenable.    
    Cetshwayo was already making preparations for war and Dunn told him that he would be at his 
Mangete home if he wanted to see him. That was the end of a friendship that had lasted for twenty-two 
years bringing riches and power to both. Dunn’s last words to his old friend were: “Your soldiers are 
leading you to a precipice which you will be pushed over headlong.” 
    Three weeks after Dunn broke with Cetshwayo, he received a letter from the king requesting him to 
attend a meeting at the Lower Drift of the Tugela between representatives of the Natal Government and 



three principal Zulu izinduna attended by eleven minor chiefs and their escorts.  The meeting was, in fact, 
an ultimatum to Cetshwayo to accept British rule or face war. Some of the things Cetshwayo was required 
to do were: 
 
1.  Hand over five hundred cattle for failing to arrest two sons of Chief Sihayo who had killed two women 
in Natal, believed to be adulterers.  
 
2.  Accept the stationing of a British Resident in Zululand. 
 
3.  Allow young warriors to marry. 
 
4.  Re-admit missionaries into Zululand. 
 
     This was the climax of the High Commissioner for South Africa, Sir Bartle Frere’s two-year campaign 
to destroy Zulu power and independence in favour of South African confederation. The Administrator of 
the Transvaal, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, supported Frere but the Disraeli government had been given no 
warning of what the South African High Commissioner was about to do. Dunn had no intention of 
speaking personally to Cetshwayo about the explosive content of the ultimatum. He kept the original 
document himself and sent a summary back with the senior Zulu officials.  Lines of communication were 
still open when Cetshwayo wrote to Dunn asking him to arrange for an extension of the twenty-day 
deadline to provide the five hundred cattle. Dunn did his best but John Shepstone (brother of Sir 
Theophilus) would have none of it: “The word of the government cannot now be altered,” he replied.   
    As for the rest of the demands, Cetshwayo knew that he would face a rebellion if he allowed the white 
government of Natal to dictate how he should govern his people.  He doubted that if push came to shove 
there would be much in the way of white military hardware. The few battalions of infantry and other 
regular and volunteer units then stationed in Natal did not impress Cetshwayo. But what he failed to 
appreciate was the massive reserve of troops that could be summoned and the devastating effect of 
disciplined firepower. He said as much when he replied to Dunn’s letter:  “What I hear of the forces that 
are to be sent against me, I can easily eat them up one after another.” 
    Dunn kept a low profile and even his head wife did not know where he was, as she had not heard from 
him for four weeks. He left Ulundi in mid-November 1878 and eventually made contact with Lord 
Chelmsford, commander of the invasion army, to discuss his future. Dunn wanted to continue doing what 
he did best - sit on the fence and play one side off against the other. Chelmsford told him that neutrality 
was not an option and that he must decide upon whom he would give his loyalty.  
    Dunn realised that Lord Chelmsford’s plan of campaign was flawed and advised him to split his forces 
into two columns so that either would be strong enough to cope with the whole of the Zulu army.  
Chelmsford laughed at this suggestion and said that the only worry he had was that Cetshwayo would 
refuse to fight.   
    The Naval Brigade ferried Dunn’s train of two thousand people and three thousand cattle across the 
Tugela on 30-31 December 1878 and a few days later Dunn sent a message that he and his private army of 
two hundred Zulu hunters were prepared to defend the Natal border. The offer was accepted by the Army 
and it was agreed that his extended family would be looked after at government expense. This was an 
empty promise and, once in Natal, Dunn was forced to slaughter his cattle and buy grain at a highly 
inflated price.    
    Dunn’s fortunes were at their lowest ebb since he settled in Zululand in the 1850s. He lost three 
hundred of his followers through malaria and dysentery, three hundred cattle with tick fever and was 
sacked by Bulwer from his job as Protector of Immigrants. But John Dunn’s life had always been a 
mixture of success and setbacks and the military disasters that accompanied the first invasion of Zululand 
presented him with the opportunity to regain what he had lost. 
    It was not until 21 February 1879, a month after the Battle of Isandhlwana and the Defence of Rorke’s 
Drift, which Lord Chelmsford sent for Dunn and gave him the opportunity to prove he was on the British 
side. Although there was no mention of this meeting in official records, John Dunn rode with two hundred 
and forty four of his Zulus at the head of the column to relieve Colonel Charles Pearson’s garrison at 
Eshowe. He was listed as ‘political and military intelligence officer’ and carried the local rank of 
Commandant.   
    On 1 April 1879, Dunn carried out a personal reconnaissance of the Zulu impi by swimming a river 
carrying only a rifle and a handful of cartridges. Having found their exact position and knowing how they 



would use the buffalo ‘chest and horns’ movement for a combined frontal and two-flank attack on the 
British column, he told Chelmsford where to position his soldiers and what to do when they were attacked.  
Chelmsford still had very little knowledge about Zulu battlefield tactics and he accepted the advice he was 
given.  Soon after sunrise on 2 April, the Battle of Gingindlovu commenced. Prince Dabulamanzi, 
mounted on a white horse, led his impi across the river and attacked the British column exactly where and 
how Dunn had predicted. The slaughter to the enemy was great.  The battle only lasted an hour, but in that 
time, seven hundred Zulus were killed against a handful of wounded on the British side. 
    This was Chelmsford’s first success of the war and he was full of praise for Dunn’s part in it.  Dunn was 
not so impressed with Chelmsford whom he considered to be: ‘a thorough gentleman and a good and 
brave soldier - but no general’. 
    After the battle, Dunn surveyed the looted kraals and his main residence at Mangete, which was 
reduced to ashes. All that he had worked for over the previous twenty-two years had been destroyed and 
he knew that if he were to start again, the Zulu monarchy would have to be destroyed. 
    Lord Chelmsford, greatly encouraged by the relief of Eshowe, decided to push on to Ulundi with two 
divisions. He would spearhead and command the second division while General Crealock would follow 
the line of the coast, along with Dunn, who would win ‘hearts and minds’ of chieftains and persuade them 
to accept British authority. In this he was successful and earned the following glowing tribute from 
General Crealock:  
It is impossible for me to exaggerate the useful information obtained by this officer, not only for me, but 
also for Lord Chelmsford.  His great knowledge of the country and its people, his long residence in it, and 
the perfect confidence evidently reposed in him by all classes of Zulus, have not only been most useful to 
me from a military point of view, but have also undoubtedly tended more than anything else to bring about 
the satisfactory condition of things which I have already had occasion to report to His Excellency, viz: the 
submission of many influential chiefs of this district, with their families and followers and their cattle. 
 
     With the Zulu Army defeated at the Battle of Ulundi on 4 July 1879, John Dunn felt that events were 
running in his favour.  
    Major General Sir Garnet Wolseley had been sent to South Africa to take over from Lord Chelmsford 
following the debacle at Isandhlwana. He was instructed by the Colonial Office to (1) divide Zululand into 
13 districts and appoint a chief to each who would be responsible to a British Resident.  (2) Exclude 
colonists in Natal from decision making.  (3)  Limit missionary and settler influence.     
    Wolseley was a meticulous person whose only fear was failure to do the right thing. With so many 
people around him who had contributed to the catastrophic events culminating in the Zulu War, he chose 
his advisers with care.  John Dunn emerged as his ‘specialist’ in Zulu affairs.   
    While the hunt for Cetshwayo continued (he was not apprehended until 18 August 1879) Wolseley’s 
priority was confiscation of rifles. It was ironic that Dunn, the greatest trader of firearms in Zululand, 
should be given the task of disposing of them. Adding another feather to his cap, some of Dunn’s scouts 
found Cetshwayo’s stockpile of ammunition in a cave ten miles from Ulundi. An even greater find took 
place on the day Cetshwayo was captured.  Dunn led Wolseley to a kraal where Zulu gunsmiths repaired 
rifles and cast bullets.  A large amount of lead and powder was taken away as well as Royal cattle.  
    The most important contribution made by John Dunn in the post-war settlement was the way he 
influenced Wolseley in the selection of chiefs for twelve independent territories. Nobody knew these 
people like John Dunn and, as a reward, for his advice, he was made the thirteenth chief and given the 
largest territory - but only after he had extracted a written promise from Wolseley that Cetshwayo would 
never be allowed to return to Zululand. 
    When the treaty was published, there was uproar throughout Natal. All the old prejudices about 
polygamy, gunrunning and his attitude towards missionaries came to the fore, but that did not trouble him.  
He was back in business. 
     John Dunn had aspirations as an ‘Empire Builder’ with visions of developing a commercial network 
between his chiefdom and the Transvaal. In 1881 he sought permission to build a harbour and railway, but 
with the impending crisis with Transvaal Boers and the unsettled state of Zululand, his application was put 
on ‘hold’. 
    His effectiveness as a ruler depended upon who he was dealing with. The ‘whites’ continued to think he 
was a ruthless opportunist who used his power to enslave his African subjects.  They also resented his 
ownership of a large area of Zululand (which he called ‘Dunnsland’) and ran it as a huge private estate.  
The ‘blacks’ were generally content with the way he ruled them and this was expressed by the way 



thousands of them chose to live in Dunnsland rather than other parts of Zululand where life was still harsh 
and oppressive.  
   Petty restrictions aborted his plans to develop his property and in 1888 he washed his hands of all 
involvement with the British government and retired to his beloved home in Mangete.  His eyesight failed 
in 1894 and a year later - on 5 August 1895, after a brief illness, he died aged sixty-five of dropsy and 
heart disease. 
    When John Dunn died, he was survived by thirteen wives at Emoyeni, five at Ungoye and five at 
Mangete - twenty-three in all along with seventy-nine children. There was much discord when his will was 
read but for those who benefited, there was little joy.  In 1896, a plague of locusts devastated Zululand 
and during the following year an epidemic of rindepest swept through the country killing 90% of the cattle 
in Dunnsland. From 1898 onwards, many of John Dunn’s descendants were forced to seek employment 
elsewhere in South Africa and even as far a field as the Americas, Australia and the United Kingdom.   
    Those who stayed in Dunnsland have fought a long and frustrating battle with the South African 
government for the right to live and work there.  Presently, there are approximately five to six hundred of 
John Dunn’s descendants on the eight thousand acres that make up the estate. It has remained relatively 
untouched by the economic development that has changed the face of Natal’s coastal region but those that 
are left are determined to maximise their beleaguered inheritance. 
Charles Ballard concludes his book with the following passage: 
When John Dunn crossed the Tugela in 1857, he proceeded to build an independent chiefdom where he 
would be free to choose his own lifestyle unfettered by the political, social and racial conventions of white 
society in Natal.  In pursuit of this goal, he created a unique community.  Over the last century his 
descendants have battled to retain their land and their independence.  They have succeeded in large 
measure because they identify with their remarkable ancestor whose qualities of single-minded 
determination have inspired a sense of pride and perseverance in his descendants. The spirit of unity 
displayed by the Dunn community is a testimony to the towering personality of one of South Africa’s truly 
legendary figures.  
 

John Dunn. 
 
 
 

 


