
Hlobane Plateau on horseback. 

Retracing the route of Lieutenant Colonel Redvers Buller VC. 

 

By John McAdam. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

With three colleagues, all similarly mounted, we were about to ascend Hlobane Plateau following the 

route taken by Lieutenant Colonel Redvers Buller and his 400 Colonial horsemen on 28 March 1879.  

My three colleagues were Ron Lock FRGS, (Ex Mounted Troop, Royal Military Police and Rift Valley 

Troop, Kenya Police) author and authority on Hlobane Plateau; Sean Friend, Vryheid restaurateur and 

Hlobane Plateau official guide, and Anthea Crônje, stable owner; all very experienced equestrians. The 

raison d’etre for Buller’s attack on Hlobane Plateau was one of a diversionary tactic to draw the Zulus 

away to the north so that Lord Chelmsford could relieve Colonel Pearson’s coastal column that was 

besieged at the mission station at Eshowe.  Hlobane was occupied by an estimated 2,000 abaQulusi, a 

clan of the Zulu nation, who, unknown to Buller, were about to be joined by a major Zulu force 

numbering some 10,000 warriors heading for Sir Evelyn Wood’s column at nearby Kambula.  Hlobane 

Plateau measures approximately 4 miles by 1 mile, rising to nearly 1,000 feet above the surrounding 

countryside with sheer rock faces on all sides 

     This natural fortress, described by the abaQulusi as the Painted Mountain, was in fact two adjoining 

plateaus with a steep linking ridge that would thereafter be known as the Devil’s Pass. 

     Buller divided his force into two sections, intent on attacking the abaQulusi simultaneously from 

both ends.  He took 480 Colonial horsemen and 275 foot auxiliaries and attacked Hlobane from the 

eastern end while Lieutenant Colonel Russell, commanding 206 Colonial cavalry with 440 native 

auxiliaries and rocket batteries, would assault from the western end and so trap the abaQulusi in a 

pincer movement.   

    We began our ascent to the Hlobane Plateau with Anthea Crônje and Sean Friend leading, followed 

by Ron Lock and myself bringing up the rear. The first mile or so was quite a gentle ride from the plain 

at the base of the mountain and we started our ascent following the narrow track to pause at the cattle 

kraal and the graves of Captain The Honourable Ronald Campbell, Coldstream Guards, Colonel Evelyn 

Wood’s principal staff officer, and Lieutenant Llewellyn Lloyd.  In this double tragedy, Lloyd was the 

first to be shot by the abaQulusi who were hidden in the boulder strewn cliff face near the upper 

plateau. At the time, Lloyd was casually chatting to a friend about his days at Oxford University.  

Wood immediately ordered Weatherley and his Border Horse to go forward and clear the snipers, but 

Weatherley was reluctant to advance as his men were coming under heavy fire.  At this point Campbell 

ran forward with half a dozen men and entered the cave from which the shots had come.  Leading the 

charge, Campbell peered into the darkness of the cave and was promptly shot in the head at point blank 

range.  Lieutenant Lysons, a twenty- year-old staff officer, requested permission to go forward and 

Wood immediately replied, “Forward the personal escort”. 

     In company with Private Edward Fowler, Lysons rushed to the mouth of the cave and killed the 

snipers who had just killed Campbell.  For this courageous act, Lysons and Fowler were both awarded 

the Victoria Cross.  Wood’s immediate priority was now to give his slain officers a proper Christian 

burial and, though still under fire from the abaQulusi, Wood ordered his native escort to dig a suitable 

grave in the stony ground with their assegais.  In order to conduct the service, Wood required his 

prayer book, which was still in the saddlebag on his dead horse.  He then ordered his trusty bugler, 

Private Walkinshaw, to go forward, and under fire, he dragged the saddle off the dead horse and, 

placing it on his head, ran back to the relative safety of Wood and his remaining escort.  Only then 

could Wood begin to conduct the burial and inter their bodies in the hastily dug graves. 

      In bright sunlight, which was drying out the previous day’s monsoon rain downpour, we continued 

our climb to the level summit plateau where we were greeted with a strong head wind.  Our climb from 

the plain below to the summit plateau, at nearly 5,000 feet above sea level, was 900 feet and was in the 

lee of the mountain, which gave us natural shelter.  Being on horseback we had no protection from this 

natural element, but the principal point of the exercise was to emulate the experience of those Colonial 

horsemen who assaulted Hlobane Plateau on 28 March 1879. 

     The surface at the top of the mountain was a relatively level, though undulating, plateau whose 

surface was covered in slabs of weathered rock and boulders.  Fearful of breaking my horse’s fetlocks I 

dropped the reins and allowed the horse to pick her own careful way over this perilous surface. Just 

how the Colonial cavalry managed to ride across this rock strewn surface on the 28 March 1879, and 

survive, just beggars belief. 

     Following in the general direction taken by Buller and his horsemen we headed west at a gentle 

pace into the   bitterly cold wind.  On my left hand side we passed a small herd of cows, still regarded 



as Zulu currency, and I imagined that 127 years ago they, with hundreds of their like, would have been 

rounded up and driven ahead as captured booty, which was exactly what Buller intended doing, to deny 

the Zulus their food supplies. 

       As we came close to the northern edge of the plateau, I gazed to my left at the Zunguin mountain 

range about eight kilometres distant.  On the breast of its northern slope a big black cloud shadow was 

slowly creeping across its surface and I looked above me to check the white cumulus clouds scudding 

across the bright blue sky causing this shadow.  This instinctive reaction was caused by an historical 

fact that had lodged in my memory.  127 years ago, Russell and his staff officer were on the edge of the 

lower plateau and looking in the same direction of the Zunguin range, when Russell observed, “Look at 

that black cloud shadow moving slowly towards us”.  His staff officer replied, “How strange, there 

isn’t a cloud in the sky!”  Their supposed cloud shadow was a Zulu impi, estimated in excess of 6,000 

strong, (Commandant Schermbrucker estimated their strength to be between 6,000 and 10,000), on 

their way from Ulundi to engage Wood’s column at Kambula, some 10 miles distant.  The abaQulusi 

signal fires on top of Hlobane Plateau had redirected this impi to support them against Buller’s 

invading force.  

     The wind was still blowing strongly into our faces as we rode westward along the escarpment, 

eventually reaching the infamous Devil’s Pass, where we dismounted, slackened the girth to feed and 

water our horses, before settling down for our picnic lunch.  Devil’s Pass is a steep and narrow 

boulder–strewn ridge, and because the whole perimeter is surrounded by a curtain of vertical cliffs, was 

one of the few escape routes for Buller’s force. Devil’s Pass saw much slaughter and bloodshed 

coupled with heroism on that fateful day, 28 March 1879.  One stirring tale concerned the astonishing 

escape by eighteen-year-old George ‘Chops’ Mossop, mounted on his Basuto pony Warrior, as he was 

galloping west to rejoin his comrades of ‘A’ company.(1) 

……suddenly the ground dipped into a hollow, and scattered about were about some three or 

four hundred Zulus, who sighting me, began shouting and pointing their spears while they 

formed a half moon, which covered a considerable distance cutting me off….I think my horse 

realised the predicament….he was pulling hard to get away in the direction of the running 

Zulus who had almost completed their formation…cut off on all sides, it did not matter where 

I galloped, and I gave the horse its head…..he became a wild animal, all his instincts urging 

him to break away from the enemies who surrounded him.  

When about fifteen paces from the enemy, a few on our right rushed in to support those 

immediately in our front, leaving a narrow gap in their line.  Like a hare with a pack of dogs 

behind it, the horse swerved and darted into the breach. 

 

     For the moment George ‘Chops’ Mossop, mounted on his pony, was alive, safe, and well, but his 

ordeal was far from over, even though he had made it to the top of Devil’s Pass and joined up with a 

friend from ‘A’ troop.  George Mossop relates his story. 

Do you think there is any chance of pushing through?”  I asked him.  “Not a hope”, he replied, 

and placing the muzzle of his carbine in his mouth be pulled the trigger.  A lot of his brain’s 

soft stuff splashed on my neck.  I gave one yell, let go the bridle of my pony, and bounded 

down the pass…. my only thought was to get away from all these horrors. 

 

     When Mossop bounded down the pass, he had to fight his way through a murderous confusion of 

fighting men, terrified horses and bellowing cattle.  Lieutenant Alfred Blaine described it thus:   

I had to think of myself and got half way down when a stone half the size of a piano came 

bounding down…it came right on my horse’s leg cutting it right off.  I, at the same time, got 

knocked down the hill by another horse and was nearly squeezed to death… 

 

     Mossop reached the bottom of the pass in relative safety and relates;  

Suddenly a grip of steel was on my shoulder and I received such a clout on my ear that had 

the grip not been there to hold me up I would have shot yards away”.  “Where is your horse 

boy?” it was Major Buller.  “Up there I said”, pointing back up the pass.  “Go back and get 

him” Any man in the area without a horse would not survive the Zulu onslaught. Scrambling 

and slipping, clutching at anything I could find, I crawled back up the pass.  As my head 

appeared on top of the pass, a loud whinny of joy met me from my pony.  I was immediately 

struck with remorse at having left him to be stabbed by the Zulu, which was already 

happening to the horses on my left. 

 

     Pursued by the Zulus for most of the way to Kambula camp, stopping only to drink water and 

bandage the wounded Warrior, where the saddletree had pierced his withers, Mossop on a wounded 



Warrior arrived safely.  He took Warrior to the horse lines, washed and bandaged his wounds and gave 

him his feed, at which he only nibbled.  On the following morning, he went straight to the horse lines 

and in his own words:  

I found him lying down, and thought he was dead, but he was alive, although very far gone.  I 

lifted his head on my knee.  He knew me at once, and gave a pitiful whinny, shuddering twice, 

and died.  I laid his head down, and taking his small silken ears in my hand, caressed it gently, 

with such a big lump in my throat that, had I not jumped up and run away, I would have 

blubbered  

 

     We all stood and surveyed this scene and tried to reflect how those horsemen, 127 years ago, must 

have felt and suffered as they scrambled down the steep ridge, with horses, some with broken necks 

and legs, falling on top of their riders, and all the time the Zulus were stabbing at both horses and men. 

Captain Cecil D’Arcy led his horse down the rock fall alongside the pass, when a dislodged boulder 

from above took its leg off. Although wearing heavy boots and encumbered with a rifle, revolver, 70 

rounds of ammunition and field glasses, he ran for the bottom of the pass.  A trooper named Francis 

gave him a riderless horse, which he promptly gave to a wounded man.  D’Arcy turned to face his 

attackers when Buller rode up, took him up behind him, and carried him to the lower plateau and 

relative safety.  For this action, Buller was awarded an immediate Victoria Cross.      

     As I am friendly with current members of the Uys family in South Africa, I looked down Devil’ 

Pass to where Commandant Piet Uys was tragically killed and spoke a silent prayer. Piet Uys took his 

four sons with him on this assault of Hlobane Plateau and his day ended in tragedy, as the following 

witness account reveals. 

Uys, now at the bottom of the Pass, looked back and on seeing his elder son, Petrus, 

unmounted and having difficulty with his horse, immediately turned back to the rescue.  Uys’s 

friend from Utrecht, Andries Rudolph, who was keeping Uys covered, saw a warrior leave a 

nearby mêlée and race up behind Uys, his spear raised ready to strike.  Rudolph took aim but 

Uys was in between, masking the warrior, and before Rudolph could move his position the 

enemy plunged his assegai deep into Uys’s back, killing him instantly.  Rudolph then shot the 

warrior and escaped, as did all the Uys boys.  

 

     We stood and gazed down at the lower plateau where Russell and his troopers were trying to 

rendezvous with their commander, Colonel Wood, and tried to understand Russell’s later claim that he 

did not hear any gunfire. We also pondered why Wood and his escort were all this time casually 

patrolling the lower slopes of the Zunguin range, when this ferocious battle was going on atop the 

plateau.  Did he confuse this location with the Zunguin Nek, which was part of that range, but six miles 

distant towards Kambula; or was he just ‘Keeping a watching brief’? 

     Returning to our horses we spurred our mounts into a gentle walk; we discussed the ambiguous note 

that Buller had hurriedly sent to Barton, which read; ‘Retreat to the right side of the mountain’.  Buller 

had assumed Barton would be riding towards Kambula, and that the ‘right side’ would be the north 

side, away from the Zulu army. But at the end of the day, the order was irrelevant; Barton was caught 

by the Zulus before he could act upon the message. 

     With saddened hearts we turned our horses in the direction of home, with the wind now at our 

backs, retracing the route of those lucky survivors from the battle that had raged around Devil’s Pass.  

We eventually reached Ityentika Nek, which lies at the far north-eastern end of the plateau where the 

survivors met up with the abaQulusi reinforcements.  With the Zulu impi pursuing them from behind, 

and precipitous cliffs to their left and right, Colonel Weatherley and his 80 horsemen of the Border 

Horse and Frontier Light Horse had no option but to charge the abaQulusi and make for Potter’s Track 

to the north and cross the plain back to camp at Kambula.  As a result of this gallant charge, an element 

of the Border Horse were squeezed and herded against these precipitous cliffs and – still mounted – 

horses and riders were unceremoniously tossed over the edge, to plunge hundreds of feet onto the 

boulder strewn valley below.  It was here, at Ityentika Nek, that a French soldier -of-fortune named 

Grandier was allegedly captured and taken prisoner; the only prisoner the Zulus ever captured and who 

lived to tell the tale.  On this particular day, Weatherley had taken his fourteen-year-old son Rupert into 

battle with him, and both would perish as a result.  Major Walter Ashe vividly recorded this incident in 

his book ‘The Story of the Zulu Campaign, published the following year, in 1880. 

Nothing could be sadder than Weatherley’s death.  At the fatal hour when all save honour was 

lost, he placed his beloved boy upon his best horse and kissing him on the forehead, 

commended him to another Father’s care above, and imploring him to overtake the nearest 

column of the English horse, which seemed at that time to be cutting its way out.  The boy 

clung to his father and begged to be allowed to stay by his side, and share his life or death.  



The contrast was characteristic.  The man, a bearded, bronzed and hardy sabre with a father’s 

tears upon his cheek, while the blue-eyed and fair haired lad, with much of the beauty of a girl 

in his appearance, was calmly, and with a smile, loading his father’s favourite carbine.  When 

the two noble hearts were last seen the father, wounded to death with cruel assegais, was 

clasping his boy’s hand with his right cut down the brawny savages who came to despoil him 

of his charge. 

  

     We rode down from Ityentika Nek in silence, with our very own thoughts of what we had achieved 

and our memories and impressions of those brave colonial equestrians and Zulu warriors 127 years 

ago, eventually arriving at our horse lines to give our mounts their well deserved feed of oats and a 

drink of water.  

     As a result of the action on Hlobane Plateau, four Victoria Crosses were awarded. Lieutenant 

Colonel Redvers Buller was awarded his the following day. Major Knox-Leet duly received the 

decoration after lobbying his influential friends at the War Office. Three years of similar lobbying by 

Major General Sir Daniel Lysons, (Quartermaster General at the War Office) and Lady Lysons on 

behalf of their son, Lieutenant Henry Lysons, (Orderly Officer to Colonel Wood), resulted in the young 

officer and Private Fowler, who charged shoulder to shoulder with him to the cave, both being awarded 

the VC.  Several DCM’s were also awarded to Colonial troopers for acts of bravery in the face of the 

enemy. 

      With a short drive back to Vryheid and our home for a few days with Elsie van Rooyen at 

Mountain View, we settled into a very welcome warm bath, followed by a stiff drink before dinner.  

We had been in the saddle for seven hours, climbing nearly 1,000 feet from the plain below to the 

summit of Hlobane Plateau, and were experiencing a feeling of great satisfaction.  It is on record that 

Buller frequently spent fourteen hours a day in the saddle. We had followed in the route of Buller and 

his colonial horsemen, thoroughly enjoying the experience. 

 

Mossop by Jason Askew 

 

 
 

  

 

(1) There is general confusion about Mossop’s age as he is portrayed as being anywhere from 15 

to 17 years of age at the time of the battle of Hlobane. George Joseph ‘Chops’ Mossop was 

actually born near Durban on 10 October 1861. See Who’s Who in the Zulu War by Greaves & 

Knight. Pen & Sword 2006. 

 


