
Interview with David Rattray 

 

David Rattray was interviewed at Fugitives’ Drift Lodge by Journal Editor Adrian Greaves 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Background to the interview 

      David Rattray was born in Johannesburg in 1958. He was educated at Pridwin in Johannesburg and at St. 

Alban’s College in Pretoria. 

      He graduated with a BSc. Honours degree in entomology in 1982 from the University of Natal, 

Pietermaritzburg. He worked for and managed the Mala Mala Game Reserve for five years and was appointed a 

director of that organisation. 

      In 1989 the Rattrays moved down to the old family owned farm at Fugitives’ Drift where Melvill and 

Coghill won their posthumous VC’s. David’s mother had immortalised this property with her classic award 

winning tome “The Springing of the Year” and it was here that David spent his childhood holidays growing up 

with his great friend ‘Sachmo’ Mpanza, learning to speak Zulu and becoming enriched with the lore of this 

fabulous region. 

      David and his wife Nicky started to build Fugitives’ Drift Lodge and were soon hosting a constant stream of 

often distinguished visitors around the battlefields of Isandlwana and Rorke’s Drift. 

      His exposure to Zulu oral tradition, his vast library, and his studies have left him uniquely equipped for his 

vocation as a raconteur, and he has entertained many audiences in South Africa and abroad, even lecturing in 

Antarctica. He regularly addresses capacity audiences at the Royal Geographical Society in London and is now 

much in demand as a public speaker. He is acknowledged internationally as an authority on the Anglo Zulu 

War. He is married to Nicky and has three fine sons. 

 

Where were you brought up as a child? 

Born in Johannesburg; went to school in Pretoria. Two years in the army (1976 - 1978).  Five years at university 

- BSc. (Hons.) - Entomology. 

 

When did you first become interested in nature and why? 

My mother is a well respected author and artist, focusing on natural history.  I have collected snakes and insects 

since I can remember. 

 

How old were you when first introduced to the Zulu War? 

My father’s great friend George Bunting owned Fugitives’ Drift.  Dad started coming here after the war.  I spent 

my childhood holidays with the Buntings.  First trip to Isandlwana - 1962?  (I was 4 years old). 

 

What attracted you to this campaign? 
Listening to Dad and George talking around the table at Fugitives’ Drift.  Bunting interviewed many Zulus who 

took part in the Battle of Isandlwana. 

 

What were your original plans for the Lodge? 

I had to find a reason to live here.  I wanted a small intimate place where all people would feel instantly at 

home.  I had to make the place look as if it had been here for a long time. 

 

Has the success of your venture surprised you? 

Yes indeed.  I think FDL. Probably has one of the highest % occupancies of any country hotel/lodge in RSA. 

 

You live and breathe Isandlwana and Rorke’s Drift, do you think everything is known about events on 

that day? 
We still find little snippets of info.  I am really interested in people and anecdotal information.  I get many 

relatives of men who fell and have uncovered some remarkable stuff from Zulu sources. 

 

Who have been your most notable guests? 

We have had a string of celebrities.  (Watch your press for who will stay here later this year!).  Most notable 

guest so far is Donald R. Morris - wow, what a remarkable human being.  I have acknowledged him in every 

lecture I have ever given, and I read his Washing of the Spears once a year. 

 

Your most amusing moment(s)? 

Getting down to the Buffalo River late in the evening having done the Fugitives’ Trail to be told by the folks 

doing the walk that they couldn’t swim! 



 

Any moments of dread? (i.e. worst moments) 

See above!  Learning of the possibility that the site of Fugitives’ Drift may be covered by the construction of a 

dam. * 

 

Your tapes are a success, are you ever going to write? 

Maybe - we have just done a fifth tape which brings the Anglo-Zulu War to its conclusion and takes the story to 

1913 (Death of Dinizulu).  Perhaps we will transcribe the tales and illustrate the narrative. 

 

You live in a wonderful area of a beautiful country, how do you feel when you visit London (UK) with its 

pressures of pace and population? 

We both love the UK and adore British people. We find London to be the most civilised place on earth.  I 

always look forward to going home, however. 

 

How did Nicky gain (earn) the nickname Pork Pie? 

Don’t know how to answer this!! 

 

Do you have a printable nickname? 

No. But my Zulu friends have given me a string of unprintable ones! 

 

Is there anything else that would interest prospective visitors? 

 I may just mention that many of my guests have mentioned how thrilled they are with your journal.  You will 

find that as more and more people realise that your journal is an extremely valuable vehicle of knowledge on 

this topic, so you will gather all the expertise for your publication.  I am thrilled that Ian Knight is contributing. 

 

 

* The site at Fugitives’ Drift was never considered and remains untouched.  

   Editor 2009. 

 

 

 

David Rattray and Adrian Greaves at Isandlwana. 

 

 

 


