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Captain John Moore Grunnell Tongue counted himself one of the fortunate officers of the 24th Regiment of 

Foot. Very fortunate, indeed, because he had escaped death at the massacred camp at Isandlwana.  He 

related this and much more in a letter, only recently discovered, written at Rorke’s Drift Fort and dated 22 

April 1879. The letter was chanced upon and purchased with a lot of varied correspondence at a local 

London boot sale. The on-the-spot and thought-provoking content was the motivating factor for this article. 

     Tongue had been part of the six companies of 2/24th that had been away from the base camp at 

Isandlwana with the commander, Lieutenant General Lord Chelmsford on the 22
nd

 January.  Chelmsford, 

acting on intelligence that the Zulu King Cetshwayo’s main impi was to be found in the Mangeni Valley 

area some ten miles to the southeast, had divided his invading force.   He left half his command at 

Isandlwana, personally accompanying the remainder to confront the Zulu adversary.  However, the sortie 

was unsuccessful as the Zulus were not in large numbers and proved elusive.  Too late Chelmsford realized 

he had been the victim of a clever Zulu feint to isolate his base, and he had returned to the Isandlwana 

camp to a disastrous scene of mass carnage.   Tongue was promoted to Major on 23rd January and attached 

to the 1st Battalion--presumably in view of the heavy losses among the officers of the 1/24th the day 

before. (Mackinnon and Shadbolt, The South African Campaign of 1879 p.342) 

     Tongue was already a veteran officer in 1879 Zululand.   He had entered the army in 1857 

and had served in India in pursuit of rebels in 1859.(Paton, Glennie, & Symons,  Historical Records of the 

24th Regiment  p. 336)  He campaigned in the Kafir War of 1877-78 against the rebel Xhosa leader Sandile, 

and after the chief was killed, was present at the burial. (Philip Gon, The Road to Isandlwana  p.166)  A 

few years after the Anglo-Zulu War, Tongue was rewarded with the command of the 1st Battalion in 1882 

succeeding Col. Black.  1885 finds him as commandant of the School of Musketry at Hythe where he 

remained until 1890. (C.T. Atkinson, The South Wales Borderers 24th Foot  p.365)  He then moved on to 

command troops in Barbados with the local rank of Major-General.  He died in 1892. (Paton, Glennie, & 

Symons, p.336) 

 

Captain J.M.G. Tongue--Taken in Gibraltar, 1872 

 

 
                                                                                                                         

 

      In the aftermath of Isandlwana, Tongue was to spend that horrid night of the 22ndJanuary on the 



battlefield amidst the gore and mutilated bodies of his fellow officers and men.  The next morning he was 

present at the relief of Rorke’s Drift.  At this post he would remain for the next three months.  Here he 

shared with the other inhabitants of the post the privations that had been thrust upon them.  The threat of 

Zulu attack was constant, and crowded together in cramped conditions, with few supplies and limited 

shelter, many men were soon sick.   Col. Glyn, severely depressed over the losses at Isandlwana, ordered 

that the entire garrison stay within the post at night for safety.  Tongue, too, as he relates in the letter, 

suffered from fever, the cold and poor hygienic conditions.  It was during this time at Rorke’s Drift, three 

months exactly from the date of the Isandlwana massacre, that he penned the letter to a relative.  Following 

is a transcript of the four leaf-eight page missive. For clarity, minor changes in punctuation, capitalization, 

and paragraphing have been made. 

        

                                                                                       

                                                                                   Rorke’s Drift Fort 

                                                                                      Natal S.A. 

                                                                                         22 April 79 

My dear little coz, 

  

How good of you to write me such a nice sympathetic letter on my escape from falling into the hands of the 

wily Zulu.  It was indeed God’s mercy that saved us all. By all I mean those in the General’s column who 

had been out fighting 25 miles into Zululand, and returned only too late, alas, to save our dear brother 

officers and soldiers who died so nobly in the defence of the camp.  If the enemy had only known how 

strong he was that dreadful never-to-be-forgotten night when we bivouacked on the [page 2] battlefield 

among our dead and mutilated soldiers, he would have attacked and our defence could only have lasted as 

long as a man lived to fire his rifle.  And we were so few, and our ammunition nearly all gone, and as 

hungry & thirsty, and weary from our long march of 30 miles, but he didn’t, and we live please God to 

fight him another day and avenge our gallant officers & men.  Look out in the Standard  towards the end of 

this month and you will see a full and almost accurate account of the doings of 21st, 22nd, & 23 Jany--we 

have got it together therefore dare not say all we think and know-- [page 3] during which days our column 

was continually fighting.  You will then be able to take your fill of the defence of Rorke’s Drift by our B 

Company under Bromhead; from the very meager nature of the defences and the distinguished bravery of 

the enemy through that long anxious night; it remains a feat unparalleled in history.  You should just see 

some of the boys who did this gallant act.  They are not over 18-19 years of age--lots of them.  About ten 

days ago a party of 24th officers and men march-ed to where poor Melvill and Coghill fell defending the 

[page 4] Queen’s Colour.  The bodies were exhumed, placed in one coffin and buried, and a cross set into a 

rock just over the grave--the gift of Sir Bartle Frere.  The inscription was as follows: “In memory of Lieuts. 

Teignmouth Melvill &Coghill 1/24 Regt. who lost their lives on the 22 Jany 1879endeavoring to save the 

Queen’s Colour of their Regt.”  On the back of the cross these beautiful words--For Queen and 

Country/Jesu mercy.  There will be a picture of the grave in the Illustrated in about a month.  There was a 

very good sketch of Rorke’s Drift the morning we relieved it in the Illustrated of 8 March.  The mealie 

[page 5] sacks are, however, too high, and the hospital was connected to remainder of defences by a low 

breastwork of mealie sacks two high.  There is also a very good picture of our advance to retake the camp 

at Isandhlwana on the night of 22 Jany. I want you to drop a line to my Mum, and ask her to buy it, and 

keep it for me.  I want those two pictures preserved.  I am not writing to her this mail. We are still in this 

horrid place but hope soon to be emancipated from our misery shortly as our column is in process of being 

reformed at Dundee under Genl. [page 6] Newdigate’s command.  We    shall I fancy have 2/21st, 2/24th, 

94th, 58th, and 17thLancers besides natives and mounted Europeans a fortnight--the sooner the better and 

then the sooner it will be over.  We’ve been warming them up everywhere lately.    Genl. Wood killed over 

3000 the other day; they fired at him with a lot of our rifles taken at Isandhlwana.  Major Black, 24th and a 

party of volunteers found the Queen’s Colour 1/24th in the bed of the Buffalo River where poor Melvill 

had it washed out of his hands by the current.  Our colours, which [page 7] were left in our Guard Tent, and 

not carried at all the day of the Battle of Isandhlwana--  I regret to say are still missing, and I don’t think we 

shall get them back until we have taken the King’s Kraal. They are almost sure to be there. 

                                     

 And now I must shut up as I find it rather cold.  I am writing in the open air which is frightfully cold at 

night--3   blankets necessary.  I can tell you all my clothes, boots, and everything, for we never undress 

having lots of Zulus within five miles of us.  Tell my mother when you write that am now almost quite 



recovered from the fever.  I am only wanting a very little more strength to be myself again.  I do                               

all my duties and can do them [page 8] well.................... 

                                                                                             Believe me 

                                                                                            Affectionately, 

                                                                                               

                                                                                        J.M. Gurnell Tongue 

                                          

                              Buy me a song dedicated to the 24th & send it out. 

      Most certainly Tongue was in a position to be a critical witness to events as they 

unfolded from day to day during this three month period.  Two of Tongue’s comments 

deserve special attention and may very well contribute to a better understanding of the 

Rorke’s Drift defence and the aftermath: 

      1)  Tongue writes:   

Look out in the Standard  towards the end of this month and you will see a full and almost (this 

underlined in the letter) accurate account of doings of the 21st, 22nd, & 23 Jany---we have got it 

together; therefore, dare  not say all we think and know. 

 

      Perhaps this enigmatic statement refers to possible complicity by Chelmsford and his staff in the 

writing of Chard’s official report so as deflect attention from the Isandlwana disaster...  Also Tongue’s 

statement may be construed to hint at an attempt to shift responsibility for the Isandlwana disaster.  For 

more detail and in depth analysis on this,  see Dr  Adrian Greaves’ Rorke’s Drift  and Ron Lock & Peter 

Quantrill’s Zulu Victory--the  Epic of Isandlwana and the Cover-up. 

     

   2)   Tongue writes:  

There is a very good sketch of Rorkes’ Drift on the morning we relieved it in the Illustrated of 8 

March.  The mealie sacks are, however, too high, and the hospital was connected to the remainder    

of the defences by a low breastwork of mealie sacks two high.... 

   

   See the Illustrated London News engraving depicted below and note the disparity in Tongue’s 

description. 

 

 

                       

 

                      
 

Illustrated London News, March 8, 1879--The Relief of Rorkes’ Drift 

   

 

 

     Additionally, it is interesting to note that Tongue seems to have been very aware of what had been 

published in the popular English newspapers and what would be published in the future.   Perhaps, obvious 

by omission, is any mention of the actual commander of the post, Lieut. John Rouse Merriott Chard of the 



Royal Engineers.  

     One last point is that Tongue does seem even handed as he credits the bravery of the Zulus when he 

writes, 

  the distinguished bravery of the enemy through that long anxious night.... 

  

    For the remainder of the war, Tongue served with the 1/24th which was reformed with replacement 

troops, and on the 4th of July was present for the final defeat of Cetshwayo’s impis at Ulundi.                                           

(Mackinnon & Shadbolt, p. 342) After the 1st Battalion returned home, Queen Victoria expressed her 

desire to see the Queen’s Colour of the 1/24th, and on 28 July, 1880, Lt. Col. Tongue was in charge of a 

detachment which visited Osborne House with the Colour.  There Her Majesty attached a wreath of 

immortelles to the pole with instructions from the Adjutant-General that it should always be borne on this 

Colour in memory of Lieutenants Melvill and Coghill. (Atkinson, p.358) 

     As previously related, the Tongue letter, which was the catalyst for this article, has only recently come 

to light being found in a group of old letters at a local London boot sale.   It had been disguised--enclosed 

in a common envelope totally unrelated to the contents of the letter.  So for all of us who are collectors of 

Zulu War ephemera and who dream of the day when we might make such a wonderful discovery, carry on 

the search, and one day, just maybe--we will get lucky!!! 

                  

                               Tongue letter Side 1                                           Tongue letter Side 8 

      

                                     

                                                                                                             

 
                                 

 

*All items pictured in the article are from the author’s collection.               

                                            


