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In the Aston Hall Correspondence, a collection of manuscripts now held in the National Library of 

Wales, Aberystwyth, there is a brief letter in Lord Chelmsford’s hand; it is dated 9 December 1878 and 

is addressed to an acquaintance whom he calls `Lloyd’.(1) From the document’s provenance it is 

certain that the recipient was a member of the Lloyd family of Aston Hall near Oswestry, Shropshire. 

Since he is addressed by his surname alone, it is not immediately clear for whom the letter was 

intended; it is, however, reasonable to suppose that this was Colonel Richard Thomas Lloyd, who held 

Aston Hall until his death in 1898. (2) From the tenor of the letter it seems likely that the two men were 

in regular contact. On this occasion Chelmsford informs Lloyd that he has met and dined with `Mr 

Lovett’, a young man known to Lloyd (and possibly recommended to Chelmsford by him?) who had 

recently arrived in Natal, and whose battalion was by then already on its way to join the column 

commanded by Colonel Evelyn Wood. 

 I am most grateful to Major Martin Everett, TD, FRGS, curator of the South Wales Borderers 

Museum, Brecon, for identifying the man of whom Chelmsford writes as Henry Wilson Lovett, 1st 

battalion, 13th Regiment of Foot. Lovett had been commissioned Second Lieutenant in that regiment 

on 31 August 1878; during the Zulu war he would see action at Khambula and, possibly, at Ulundi 

also. He was promoted on 1 July 1881 to the rank of Lieutenant and served with the Somerset Light 

Infantry. He later served at the Nile and in Burma, and in 1890 he was in Australia as a staff officer. He 

retired with the rank of Major, probably just before the Boer War. Lovett has an interesting medal 

group, including the Zulu war ‘1879 clasp’; the India General Service with ‘Burma clasp’ (perhaps two 

clasps); the Egypt medal and Khedive’s Star. Major Everett has also suggested to me that the ‘Colonel 

Lovett’ named in the letter’s postscript as Henry’s father may in fact have been John Richard Lovett, 

who was commissioned Ensign in the 48th Regiment of Foot on 28 November 1845, promoted to the 

rank of Major on 9 December 1864, and who retired as Major, with the honorary rank of Colonel, on 

31 May 1876. 

 Although the connection between Chelmsford, Lloyd and J.R. Lovett is unstated, it is likely that 

their common military background provided the link. Lovett, indeed, may have come to know 

Chelmsford personally while serving with the 48th Foot in the Crimea in 1854-5. Although 

Chelmsford’s letter to Lloyd is brief and its contents relatively informal, the date on which it was 

written - just two days before the results of the boundary award and Sir Bartle Frere’s ultimatum were 

read to Cetshwayo’s representatives - makes it a document of more interest than might at first be 

suspected. Given what we know of Chelmsford’s punctilious nature it is perhaps not surprising that 

even at such a time he should take the trouble to inform Colonel Lloyd of his meeting with the young 

officer, although the haste with which the letter appears to have been written may in itself be an 

indication of the pressures on him. The document does, however, provide further evidence that prior to 

any formal declaration of intent by the High Commissioner, Chelmsford seems certain that hostilities 

will ensue.  

 There is a curious aspect of Chelmsford’s letter to Lloyd, and it is one which deserves careful 

consideration. Chelmsford is evidently frustrated that the two regiments which he had requested had 

not been forthcoming, and complains that he ‘... does not think the authorities at home quite realise 

what a big business a Zululand invasion will be’ [my emphasis]. The logic appears to be that 

Chelmsford believed that those unnamed ‘authorities’ in England, aware that an invasion of Zululand 

was inevitable, were not prepared to give him what he felt he required in order to achieve that end. 

There is, of course, a very real danger here, especially in hindsight. Far too much can be read into such 

an offhand remark, and it may simply have been the case that the General’s preoccupation with 

planning for the eventuality of a Zulu war was uppermost in his mind, even as he wrote informally to a 

friend. For will, perhaps we should understand would. It may also have been the case that Chelmsford’s 

idea of just what those authorities in England knew, or indeed what their intentions might have been, 

was very different from their own. And perhaps the High Commissioner’s part in all this should not be 

forgotten. As Hicks-Beach was to observe, somewhat caustically, Frere’s communications had ‘not 

entirely’ prepared the Cabinet for the course of action which he then felt himself obliged to take. This 

being the case, how forthcoming had he in fact been with the officer commanding Her Majesty’s troops 

in South Africa? How much had Chelmsford, ever the gentleman, taken on trust from the word of his 

political superior? Nevertheless, on the ninth of December 1878, there seems little doubt but that the 



General felt that the authorities had not been given him what he needed and was resigned to having to 

do his best with the military resources available to him at that time. And deploying those forces in a 

purely defensive capacity was evidently not part of the plan. 

 Chelmsford concludes his letter by expressing the hope that despite the lack of resources he might 

be prove to be as ‘fortunate’ as he had been in his previous operations in the Cape Colony. He would 

do his best. A military man himself, Richard Thomas Lloyd would no doubt have understood, and 

shared, Chelmsford’s concerns. But was there, perhaps, just a shadow of doubt in Chelmsford’s mind 

as he wrote? If so, it was a shadow with which he would become all too familiar in the months ahead. 

Whatever they may have known, suspected or feared, the `authorities at home’ indeed did not quite 

realise what a big business a Zululand invasion would prove to be. Neither did Chelmsford. 

 

 

 

 

Chelmsford’s letter. 

 

 

 

Pieter Maritzburg 

Natal 

 

9 December 1878 

 

Dear Lloyd, 

 

Mr Lovett has arrived here and has dined with me -- He is an excellent specimen and will I 

feel sure get on famously -- His battalion is now on its way down to join the column under 

Colonel Evelyn Wood, and, if there is anything to be done, it is sure to be employed -- I do not 

think the authorities at home quite realise what a big business a Zululand invasion will be -- as 

they have distinctly refused to send me out the two extra regiments I asked for -- I am doing 

my best with the means at my disposal and can only hope that I may be as fortunate in this 

part of South africa as I have been in the Cape colony -- 

 

Believe me 

Very sincerely yours 

Chelmsford 

 

Kindly tell Colonel Lovett that I will keep my eye on his son and help him should he require 

it. 
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