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It has become fashionable in recent years to stress the degree of political manipulation which
accompanied the awards of the Victoria Cross in the Zululand campaign. Certainly, there were many
brave deeds performed in almost all the actions of the war; some were recognised and others were not,
and the decisions taken at higher levels as to which should be publicly rewarded undoubtedly reflects
an awareness of the public response to the incidents themselves. Famously, the defence of Rorke’s
Drift was recognised by the award of 11 VCs, and, since the nature of the fighting had exposed most of
the individuals present to a rare degree of danger at some time, others were also under consideration
when the Commander-in-Chief, the Duke of Cambridge, finally called a halt. By contrast, the defeat at
iSandlwana, which made both the Victorian Establishment and public deeply uneasy, was best
forgotten, and only one VC was awarded. ( This was to Pte. Samuel Wassall of the 80th, for saving a
comrade during the retreat across the Mzinyathi River; there was no provision for the posthumous VC
in 1879 so Lts. Melvill and Coghill were not recognised until 1907, after the rules had changed.

Yet there were other elements which dictated the provision of awards beyond mere political
spin. Firstly, the criteria for the award had to be met. There were purely practical reasons in this regard
as why no further VC s were awarded for iSandlwana; whatever heroism may have taken place there,
much of it went unrecorded, and with the award only then available to living recipients there were few
enough nominations among the survivors. Horace Smith-Dorrien had hoped that he might have been
nominated for his attempts to help a wounded man during the last descent into the Mzinyathi valley -
he put his failure to do so down to a lack of support among his superiors, although it is doubtful in any
case whether the criteria were properly met, and whether the deed itself was quite worthy enough.
Evelyn Wood enthusiastically praised the actions of Trooper Barker of the Natal Carbineers during the
retreat, and glibly hinted at the award - in fact Barker’s actions, while courageous, were probably not
courageous enough, and Wood’s hints led nowhere. And while actions such as the defence of Rorke’s
Drift certainly generated the political will to drive through the awards, others did not. Charles St. Leger
Shervington of the 2nd NNC led a scratch-force of mounted men with great gallantry throughout the
siege of Eshowe, on one occasion rescuing a fallen man from under the noses of attacking Zulus.
Shervington’s mother felt his conduct should be recognised, and she secured a testimonial from the
column commander, Col. Pearson; Pearson passed it on to Chelmsford, who was sympathetic, but
nothing came of it because neither Chelmsford nor Pearson, in the light of lack of public interest in the
Eshowe campaign, had the energy to resolve the technical details of the application.

Some common threads emerge from these examples which highlight the fact that there were
other elements to the decision to award the VC beyond the act itself and its public relations value.
These concerned the degree to which the potential recipient was willing or able to bring influence to
bear on their own behalf. And, where they were under the command of Evelyn Wood, whether it suited
Wood’s purpose that they should be recognised or not, for Wood emerges as by no means impartial
when it came to the question of supporting an award.

Certainly, there can be no doubt that most officers, at least, craved the award. It brought with it
public approval and was undoubtedly a spur to career advancement. Yet, while some were prepared to
put themselves forward unreservedly, others felt that any question over the propriety of the award
could carry a taint which essentially negated the honour it conveyed.

Two contrasting letters illuminate this - one from an officer who was clearly determined to
advance his case, the other from one who felt that any naked jockeying for recognition was so
embarrassing as to be shameful. The first letter is from Major Edward Knox Leet, 1/13th, who
commanded the 2nd Battalion of an auxiliary unit, Wood’s Irregulars, during the assault on Hlobane
mountain on 28 March 1879. Wood’s Irregulars had successfully climbed the mountain at the
beginning of the assault but when the battle turned against them they - along with all the other British
troops on the summit - were driven down the steep pass at the western end of the mountain under
circumstances very close to a rout. Knox Leet managed to descend the so-called Devil’s Pass safely
onto the lower Ntendeka plateau, but then found himself in difficult circumstances;

I began the descent accompanied by Lt Duncombe, 2nd Bat. W.I., who was on horseback and Lt
Smith, F.L.H., who was on foot, his horse having been shot. We had only gone down a very
short distance when large numbers of Zulus appeared on the crest of the hill, and seeing us at
once opened fire and pursued us with loud shouts. The side of the hill was extremely steep, and
very irregular, with large boulders in all directions, and when we had got down about half way



we found we had taken the wrong direction and were over a precipice. There was nothing for it
but to turn back in the face of the pursuers and join the right direction again if possible.
Fortunately we succeeded, but by this time the Zulus in large numbers were within a few yards
of us, firing and throwing their assegais. Lt. Duncombe finding his horse done up got off, and as
he ran along occasionally turned to fire. I saw him in this way shoot three men within fifteen
yards of him. At this time Lt. Smith became completely exhausted and sat down, and it was
apparent that if I left him he must be assegaid in another minute. I therefore made him get up
and run along holding on to the pack saddle, but the ground was so rocky and he was so done up
that he could not come on, and I therefore stopped and managed with great difficulty to get him
up behind me, the pack saddle having no stirrups. My horse at this time was almost exhausted,
and the ground even rougher and steeper than higher up, and the Zulus having assegaid poor Lt.
Dunscombe were all but on us. At the same time was saw large numbers of the enemy coming
up the valley under us from the right and running hard with the intention of cutting us off from
Col. Buller’s men who were coming down the end of the mountain over to our left, and for
whom we were making. The ground now became better, less rough, and my horse making a final
effort brought us to within a couple of hundred yards of Col. Buller’s men, and to comparative
safety…i

There can be no doubt that Leet’s action was a courageous one, and that it had saved Smith’s life.
After the battle - and more particularly after the British victory at Khambula the following day had
eradicated the strategic implications of the reverse at Hlobane - there was time to apportion awards.
Disaster or no, Hlobane had afforded the opportunity for a number of exactly those sorts of acts of
individual courage for which the VC was awarded. Wood, certainly, was keen to honour members of
his personal circle, and in due course awards went to Lt. Henry Lysons (Wood’s ADC) and Private
Edmund Fowler (of Wood’s personal escort) both of whom had gallantly stormed a cave under Zulu
fire and before Wood’s eyes. Redvers Buller, Wood’s great friend and right-hand man, was also
successfully nominated for saving lives during the retreat down the Devil’s Pass. He was not,
apparently, prepared to be so generous to others.

The bright light of Wood‘s favour did not unduly shine upon William Knox Leet, but a letter Leet
wrote to Colonel Goldsworthy, an influential friend at the War Office, clearly suggests he had
recognised his opportunity, and was not about to let the indifference of his commanding officer stand in
his way;

Col. Wood’s Column
Kambula Camp, Zululand
6 April, 1879.

My dear Colonel,
Before this reaches you the news of our big fights here will have reached you, and the
despatches and newspaper accounts will have furnished you with the particulars. Thank God I
have yet escaped unhurt while so many good men have been killed. These Zulus are certainly
terrible fellows – the finest specimens of humanity and the bravest men I have ever seen. Our
work is still cut out for us and many a fine soldier will be lost before the war is over. I enclose
copies of my reports. They will I feel sure interest you, and the General will probably like to
look over them. I have I believe been fortunate enough to be mentioned in the official
despatches. They all say here that I ought to get the VC for saving young Smith’s life at the risk
of my own, but Col. Wood being a VC man himself it is said (I do not know with what
foundation) does not care to increase the number more than he can help. It is also said that there
is an objection to recommending Field Officers but that seems absurd. I do not at all know
myself whether I deserve it, but if I do it seems very hard that I should not get it. The statement
from young Smith was sent to Col. Wood. Do you think I deserve it? If so, can you assist me in
the matter? You have connections with the Press, and in that way (of course without
compromising me in any way) you might bring public opinion to bear. I think it likely that the
“Specials” of the “Times” and “Standard” will report my case, and if so you could easily work it
without compromising me. Remember I only ask you to do this if you think I thoroughly
deserve it otherwise I would not have it at any price. I feel quite sure I can entirely depend on
you in this matter to act judiciously… I would of course give my eyes for a VC if outsiders
think I deserve it and it would be a grievous blow to me if I deserve and do not get it. I hope the
General is quite well, remember me most kindly to him. Mrs Leet and Bertie are at



[illegible] I have not seen them since August. Rowlands and Harvey are lamentable failures on
active service. I wish you were out here with command. You are too a good friend to think this
matter I put in your hands to much trouble – with my kind regards, believe me

I am very sincerely yours,

W. Knox-Leet

Leet’s attitude is in stark contrast to that of another officer, Lt. Frederick M.G. Hutchinson of
the 4th (King‘s Own), who found himself in a similar situation. Hamilton was serving with the Mounted
Infantry, and was with the force under Buller which was led into a skilfully-laid ambush, set by the
Zulu commander Zibhebhu kaMaphitha, on the Ulundi plain on 3 July. Buller’s men had been pursuing
Zulu scouts when a large Zulu force rose up from the grass on three sides of them. During the initial
Zulu volley, a number of Buller’s men were unhorsed, and several officers and NCOs attempted to
rescue them. Lord William Beresford tried to save the unhorsed and stunned Sergeant Fitzmaurice of
the 24th; Fitzmaurice was too dazed to respond to Beresford’s urgings immediately, and Beresford
dismounted, threatening to punch Fitzmaurize in the head unless he complied. While Beresford heaved
Fitzmaurice into his saddle, Sergeant Edmund O’Toole of the Frontier Light Horse kept the Zulus at
bay. All three men escaped but sadly not all were so lucky. Captain Cecil D’Arcy of the Frontier Light
Horse tried to rescue the fallen Trooper Raubenheim but wrenched his back so badly in the process that
he had to abandon the attempt. Raubenheim was killed. At the same time, Lt. Hutchinson successfully
rescued Private Garstin of the 4th, whose horse had been shot under him, and ensured that he got away
safely.

Afterwards Beresford, D’Arcy and O’Toole - all of whom enjoyed Wood’s personal support -
were all recommended for the VC; Hutchinson apparently was not. This may have irritated a former
commanding officer of the 4th, Lt.Col. Francis Hamilton, who had commanded the 2/4th between 1869
and 1874ii. Hamilton, it seems, began to lobby in England on Hamilton’s behalf, perhaps because he
felt the services of his former regiment deserved great recognition than they had received in Zululand.
When this news reached Hutchinson, who was then in Pedi territory, he was deeply embarrassed by
any implication that he might be recognised as a result of patronage rather than for the merit of the
deed itself. Indeed, a surviving letter which he wrote to his mother on the subject suggests that, while
clearly disappointed that others were to be recognised and he not, Hutchinson found the idea of
political support positively painful;

Fort Oliphant 20-12-79
Dear Mother,

This is the second letter relative to the unfortunate business with Colonel Hamilton. I will
in all soberness of deliberation to say that I am very much afraid that on the first reasonable
opportunity I must leave the service. I do not mean just at present for independently of the
slights it would appear to Col. Hamilton 1st that his interest on my behalf is begged, and 2nd that
the would - be recipient leaves the service, the circumstances surrounding me at present prevent
me from so doing. If the report has got about, I must do so, I have nothing left. Nothing.

I hope that it is not so bad as perhaps I am apt to take a gloomy view of things, but I could
not with any peace of mind remain in the service and have it said to me that the V.C. was
begged for me.

I do earnestly lamentably hope that Dad did not think my letter a reproach or unloving in
any respect for that would be a harder hit than any I have yet had out here or elsewhere. I blame
myself entirely for saying anything about it and blame myself still more for not begging that no
might be taken of it.

Everybody speaks slighting of the way Ld William got his VC and condone with me. Yet
I feel the more honoured man of the two, and now more honoured than ever, in that the Duke
refused to pay any attention to the solicitations of extraneous sources for a reward for service
which had been weighed in the balance and found wanting. As I said before Genl. Wood’s
decision should have been final and no attempts should have been made to set it aside. But
Darling Mother though I write strongly on this matter, you know that it is only my love for you
and Dad that makes me anxious not to obtain distinction where not merited. You yourself said
They have drawn the line at Fred. You will still believe that.
I remain your loving son,
FMG Hutchinson



PS. Efforts were being made by those in authority to agitate the matter, but I have written
to one of the principals to stop any further action. My only chance of salvation is not getting the
VC now.
FMGH.

There is much in this letter which hints at a degree of emotional strain, even depression. Yet by
his own standards Hutchinson was to be lucky; he did not get his award, although he was Mentioned in
Despatches and promoted. He continued to serve in the Army until 2 May 1894. He was killed in what
was officially described as a gun accident on 11 May 1895.

William Knox Leet’s award, on the other hand, was announced in the London Gazette on 17
June 1879. There is nothing to suggest that he ever felt in the least uncomfortable about the influence
he had himself brought to bear.

i Letter reproduced in Ian Knight’s The National Army Museum Book of the Zulu War, London 2003.

ii My Thanks to Peter Donnelly of the 4th King’s Own Regimental Museum for his prompt and efficient
help in identifying the role of Col. Hamilton.


