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The battlefield of Isandlwana is changing.  You buy your entrance ticket at the Orientation Centre and proceed 

to the battleground through imposing gates, flanked by flag poles flying, on most days, the banners of Great 

Britain and South Africa.  Around and about the newly fenced battlefield, the settlement of the local community 

is flourishing with additional dwellings and a modern school much in evidence.  And to cap all this progress, a 

direct road between Isandlwana and Rorke’s Drift, passing the site of Sihayo’s old stronghold and bridging the 

Batshe River, is now open to traffic and is a pleasure to drive.  However, no matter how often one may visit 

Isandlwana, one thing at this evocative place never changes: it is a sort of presence that is perhaps a mixture of 

foreboding and secrecy ... and, one asks oneself again, what really happened here on that fateful day almost 120 

years ago?  Who was to blame for one of the most shambolic defeats ever to befall the British Army and how 

did it really happen? That there was a massive cover up by the living to the detriment of the dead there can be no 

doubt. 

     There was, of course, a court of enquiry at the time, but the evidence of the few who were called to testify 

was dismissed, whilst others who could have given a telling account were not called.  The verdict which should 

have roared forth a finding to the whole of the British army, and to the satisfaction of the British public, merely 

squeaked the pathetic opinion that it could draw no conclusions and could offer no opinion as to the cause of the 

disaster and, of course, apportioned no blame. 

     Not so Lord Chelmsford, the commander of British forces in Southern Africa and commander of the 

Isandlwana column.  Whilst supporting the court’s findings, he quietly said in private, to those who would 

repeat it in public, that his dead subordinates were to blame. (1) 

     However, within weeks a closer scrutiny of events by the press and the British Parliament turned the finger 

of blame more correctly in the direction of Lord Chelmsford himself. But if the blame was appropriately settled, 

the cause of the tragedy has even now to be fully explained and the subject is, from time to time, hotly debated. 

     The battle of Isandlwana has been fought over in the pages of many books and journals and the disaster, 

which we must not forget was also a brilliant Zulu victory, has been attributed to a variety of factors: 

Chelmsford’s splitting of his force, poor scouting, the over-extended firing line, no entrenchments and, once the 

battle really got going, the failure of the ammunition supply (to Durnford’s men. Ed.) which finally resulted in 

the collapse of the British firing line. 

     But there were other underlying causes which were in effect equally potent in the disaster but, because they 

were intangible, have not been subject to the scrutiny that they deserve: the overwhelming self-confidence of 

Lord Chelmsford and his staff and, I believe, Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Pulleine’s fear of ridicule by his peers. 

     Pursuing this line of thought coupled with new evidence contained in several letters written by Lieutenant 

Henry Thomas Curling R.A.(2) and the instructions to be found in an army booklet entitled Notes on Transport 

Reviewed 1879, and a new scenario begins to form. 

     When Lord Chelmsford set out to invade Zululand in January 1879, after bringing about a victorious 

conclusion to the 9th Frontier War, the Zulus had yet to gain a world wide reputation for ferocity, courage and 

military skill.  Indeed, the Zulu track record at fighting white men at this time was poor.  They had been badly 

beaten by a handful of vastly outnumbered Boers at the Battle of Blood River and their kinsmen, Mzilikazi’s 

Matabele, had also been equally chastened by the Boers.  Although these events had happened forty years 

earlier, nothing had occurred in the meantime would persuade Chelmsford that he was about to take on an 

exceptionally brave and skilful foe.  As early as July 1878 he had written, 

...I shall strive to be in a position to show them [the Zulus] how hopelessly inferior they are to us in 

fighting power.” (3)  

 

    Indeed, Chelmsford’s greatest concern was that he would be unable to make the Zulu fight or stand so that 

they could be mown down with the very latest weaponry, the breach-loading .45 Martini Henry rifle, with which 

his infantry were equipped,  

I am inclined to think”, wrote Lord Chelmsford, “that the first experience of the power of the Martini-

Henrys will be such a surprise to the Zulus that they will not be formidable after the first effort (4); 

“...we shall oblige him [Cetshwayo, the Zulu King] to attack us which shall save us the trouble of going 

to find him ...(5)” and again “...we shall create uneasiness in the mind of Cetshwayo and we may 

possibly induce him to attack us, which will save a great deal of trouble”, and to an officer of the Natal 

Mounted Police who had suggested to one of Chelmsford’s staff officers that the British camp might be 

attacked from the rear, “tell the police officer my troops will do all the attacking.” (6) 

 

and in another letter  



the Zulu in those days [referring to the Zulu army at the Battle of Blood River, 1838] were warriors 

flushed with repeated victories.  I doubt the present Zulu making a more determined fight... 

 

     It was with such confidence in himself, and disdain for the enemy, that Chelmsford, accompanying his 

Central Column, consisting of over 4,500 men, disobeyed his own orders by failing to entrench or fortify his 

first major camping ground, situated ten miles into Zululand, below a sphinx-shaped hill called Isandlwana.  But 

to be fair, any attempt at entrenchment of the camp would have been futile labour as it was Chelmsford’s 

intention, having arrived at Isandlwana on 20 January, to regroup his transport, part of which was still catching 

up, and to move on to Isipezi Hill, the next staging post, on the 23rd.  The hill could just be seen in the hazy 

distance twelve miles away across the plain. It was a site that had already been reconnoitred four days earlier by 

Lieutenant-Colonel John Cecil Russell and his Mounted Infantry.  The unit had penetrated twenty two miles into 

Zululand without incident ... and it is at this point that we must consider some seemingly insignificant incidents 

that would set Chelmsford’s column on a course for disaster. 

     The Zululand spring and summer of 1878/9 had been exceptionally wet ones.  It had poured with rain, off 

and on, for weeks and as early as the beginning of December, Chelmsford had realised that in the campaign 

ahead, shelter from the elements for all his troops would be essential and whatever tents he could not obtain 

from the Imperial Government he would get locally.  On 4 December he had written,  

I cannot put my Native Contingent in the Field for want of shelter - tents demanded were refused by the 

War Department and now South Africa can kindly meet our demands. (7) 

 

     Thus when the Central Column arrived at Isandlwana there was tented accommodation for over 4,500 men 

plus tents for other functions such as offices, hospitals, messing, etc., and the eastern slopes of the hill became a 

veritable tent town. 

     The bell tents each provided cramped accommodation for sixteen private soldiers sleeping in a circle with 

their feet towards their single centre pole.  Sergeants and above fared better, mostly enjoying a private, but 

smaller, tent of their own.  Each tent, including the space around it which accommodated the ropes and pegs 

occupied 1,440 square feet or thirty tents to the acre, more or less. 

     The laying out and erection of these tented towns saw the British Army at its ritualistic best: 

The N.C.O.’s in charge of squads will be extended 16 paces from the left by Officers Commanding 

Companies in prolongation of their arms and turned to the right...The senior Major will dress the 

N.C.O.’s of the first row of tents, along the front of the column, so that they will stand exactly on the 

line marked out as the front of the camp and the Captain of each Company will, from them, dress the 

NCO’s of his squads who whilst being so dressed will stand to attention. After being dressed, No 7 of 

each squad will drive a peg in-between the heels of his NCO, who will, after turning about, take 18 

paces to the front where another peg will be driven in a similar manner. 

 

     There is much more of a similar vein and one can almost hear the bellowed orders as the “old sweats”, 

grumbling and cursing, strive to align the streets of the “town”, sixty feet wide, to within a hairsbreadth of 

perfection.    

     There was similar ritual in the striking of camp and in the events which are to follow at Isandlwana, such 

time-consuming drill must be remembered: 

On the order being given to strike tents, all ropes except the corner ones, will be quickly undone and 

hanked up close to the flies; walls will be unlaced and packed into bags. 

The corner ropes will then be loosened and the tents dropped on the bugle sound “G”, Nos 1, 2, 3, 4 

and 10 will remove poles, bank corner ropes, fold up flies and lace them carefully up in the hold-alls, 

while Nos 5, 6, 7 and 8 take out pegs, count them, and pack them in the peg bag. 

 

     The tent line at Isandlwana sprawled along the bottom of the hill for three quarters of a mile and was in depth 

several tent streets deep.  In all, probably 350 tents or more. 

     During the early hours of 22 January, Chelmsford received a message from Major John Dartnell of the Natal 

Mounted Police, the officer commanding a reconnaissance force bivouacked near Isipezi Hill, to the effect that a 

strong Zulu force had been engaged. Dartnell also requested two companies of infantry reinforcements. 

     As far as Lord Chelmsford knew, the Zulu force could either have been a lone local group a few hundred 

strong, or indeed, the vanguard of the main Zulu Army; and it is again a measure of Chelmsford’s abounding 

confidence that he could decide to split his force and set out with only 2,500 men knowing that he could 

possibly confront the Zulu Army itself, which he was aware to be at least 25,000 strong. 

     It is hardly surprising then, that the officer left in command of the camp, Lieutenant Colonel Henry Pulleine 

of the 1/24th Regiment, should, with close on 1,700 men, two 7-pounder cannon and 450,000 rounds of Martini-

Henry ammunition at his disposal, feel no qualms.  Even his orders to defend the camp were almost an 



afterthought having been issued at the last moment, on his own initiative, by Major Cornelius Clery, a staff 

officer attached to the 24th Regiment. 

      Even if Pulleine had any misgivings he was certainly not about to reveal them.  He was forty-one years old, 

had been in the service for over twenty years but had yet to be in action.  Furthermore, he had only rejoined his 

regiment five days earlier after holding various administrative jobs in Durban and Pietermaritzburg. 

     He might well have been asking himself why it was that he had been left behind in camp and could have 

come to the conclusion that it was due to his lack of fighting experience.  So if his commander, and most of his 

peers, seemed to consider any thought of the Zulu attacking the camp to be ludicrous, he would hardly have 

brought attention to his inexperience as a fighting soldier by expressing concern about the defensive state of the 

camp. 

     Lord Chelmsford, with over half the strength of the central column, marched out of camp in the early hours 

of the 22nd January and headed for Isipezi Hill.  On arrival he was confronted by an illusive enemy who 

appeared here and there amongst hills and gorges playing a will-o-the-wisp game, drawing Chelmsford and his 

now fragmented force, which became even more fragmented, further and further away from Isandlwana. 

     At about 08.30hrs, Chelmsford, convinced that he was not about to engage the Zulu Army after all, sat down 

to breakfast and ordered Commandant G. Hamilton-Browne of the 3rd Natal Native Contingent to report to him. 

The order Hamilton-Browne received is recorded in his book published some thirty years later:  

Commandant Browne, I want you to return at once to camp [with your men] and assist Colonel 

Pulleine to strike camp and come on here. 

 

     Browne’s men had twelve miles to march back to Isandlwana which, over rough terrain and in the heat of 

summer, could take three to four hours.  It seems unlikely then from the wording of his instructions and the time 

it would take him to arrive at his destination, that he was conveying the actual order to strike camp.  Pulleine 

would either have been ordered to do so earlier, or a mounted orderly would have been sent ahead of Browne 

with the necessary command. 

     If it had not been Chelmsford’s intention to regroup his force by quickly moving the camp at Isandlwana to 

the vicinity of Isipezi, the only alternative would have been to leave his command split overnight with the 

enemy known to be in close proximity.  Furthermore, in a letter written the following day to Sir Bartle Frere, the 

British High Commissioner, advising him of the disaster, Chelmsford stated “I had previously sent 

direction.....[word illegible] the camp [at Isandlwana] struck and moved to the point where the force was then 

operating against ‘Matyan’ [in the vicinity of Isipezi.]” 

     At dawn Pulleine had watched Chelmsford’s column march out and then, in compliance with his orders to 

defend the camp, sent a company of infantry to form a strung-out line, extending for almost a mile, 1,500 yards 

away to the front of the camp.  One can only assume that the reason they were ordered out so far was the 

location of a deep donga (dry steam bed or trench formed by soil erosion) which would have provided a good, if 

distant, defence position.  Other positions were taken up by several companies of the Natal Native Contingent 

along the bottom, and on the shoulder of the Nqutu plateau to the north of the camp, whilst a mounted vedette 

scanned the plain on top of the plateau itself. 

     All was quiet and the normal activities of the camp proceeded in an unhurried fashion.  The bugle call for 

breakfast was sounded at 07.00 hrs but soon thereafter a number of disquieting incidents started to occur.  First, 

a verbal report was brought down from the plateau that the vedette had seen a large force of Zulu advancing 

towards the camp.  The bugler was ordered to sound the “Column Alarm” and the whole British Force paraded 

and stood to.  After a while, as nothing had transpired, the troops were stood down.  A little later another vedette 

report came in of the sighting of a large body of Zulu moving north-west; then groups of warriors were seen 

silhouetted against the sky-line on the plateau blatantly observing the camp; distant firing was heard but due to 

the re-echoing amongst the hills it was impossible to pin-point its exact direction; further groups of Zulu 

appeared on the plateau; an NNC induna brought in a piquet that had been on duty to the rear of Isandlwana and 

an infantry squad working out on road repairs was recalled.  All rather unnerving but, obviously, the camp was 

not under threat as such, and Pulleine, for the first time in his career having an independent command with the 

possibility of engaging the enemy, was not going to over-react. However, no doubt he was relieved when, at 

about 10.30, Lieutenant-Colonel Anthony Durnford R.E. arrived with reinforcements.  Durnford’s orders from 

Chelmsford, received early that morning were vague, 

You are to march to this camp [Isandlwana] at once with all the force you have with you...the General 

and Colonel Glyn move off at once to attack Zulu force about 10 miles distant. 

 

     Durnford was senior in service to Pulleine, therefore the command of camp devolved upon him, relieving 

Pulleine of the responsibility. 

     In Pulleine’s tent Durnford was immediately acquainted with the situation and whilst the two officers were 

discussing the possibilities another vedette, Lieutenant Adendorff of the NNC came galloping down from the 

plateau.  Adendorff was German, born having been, until a few weeks earlier, an officer with the Kaffrarian 



Vanguard (Kaffrarian Rifles), a unit raised in the Eastern Cape from German soldier settlers. (8)  Adendorff is 

reported to have been greatly agitated and with his guttural accent incoherent in giving his report.  But perhaps 

what he had to say was not so much incoherent to his listeners as incomprehensible.  In all probability he had 

sighted the Zulu army not three miles away, advancing to encircle the camp. 

     Despite the day being an inappropriate one for the Zulu to engage in battle, it being the day of the dead 

moon, I believe that, whatever superstitions they may have had in the matter, were overruled by the sight of the 

tented camp spread out below like a great herd of white cattle, and theirs for the taking.  The brazen observation 

of the column, disdaining concealment, and the movement of Zulu forces on the plateau, would seem to confirm 

that the Zulu Army, far form skulking in a ravine, beyond the plateau waiting for the following day to attack, 

had been deploying during the course of the morning with every intention of taking the camp forthwith. (9) 

      Having listened to Adendorff’s report, garbled or not, and having received a scribbled note from another 

vedette that Zulus were moving east, Durnford came to the conclusion that a large enemy force was advancing 

along the plateau to attack Lord Chelmsford’s column in the rear.  Impulsively, Durnford decided to take all the 

men who had accompanied him as reinforcements, and to head off this Zulu threat. 

     At about 11.30hrs Durnford departed but before doing so he sent two troops of his Natal Native Horse, 

accompanied by two of his staff officers, up onto the plateau to bring back a factual report of Zulu movements 

there.  These two troops would shortly collide with the advancing Zulu Army. 

     Pulleine was once again left in command of the camp, and whatever fears or apprehensions he may have 

experienced earlier in the morning, had now been allayed by Durnford, his senior in rank, years and experience, 

who had convinced him that the enemy, far from being about to attack the camp, was moving off in the opposite 

direction.  Pulleine gave the order for the men to stand down, and, whilst keeping on their accoutrements, 

everyone prepared for an early lunch - or what the soldiers called dinner. 

     Durnford had hardly been gone for half an hour when heavy firing was heard coming from the plateau where 

two companies of the 24th and one of the NNC, had been posted earlier on.  The NNH was also scouting in that 

direction and the “Fall In” was sounded for the second time following which the infantry were extended 800 

yards out in the front of the camp, in a dog leg which faced both the plateau and the plain.  It was a straggling 

double line with the soldiers individually positioned yards apart.  Men of the NNC also formed a section of the 

line with the two 7 pounder cannon of the Royal Artillery in the centre. 

     At about the time of all this activity, Captain Alan Gardner, one of Chelmsford’s staff officers, arrived at 

Pulleine’s tent with orders that he was to move the camp to the new site on the Mageni River, near Isipezi Hill.  

Two subalterns of the 2/24th, who were on commissariat duty, had accompanied Gardner to supervise the 

packing of their battalion’s stores and equipment.  Coinciding with their arrival came a horseman galloping 

down from the plateau: Captain George Shepstone, one of Durnford’s staff officers who had accompanied the 

NNH, and, like Adendorff forty five minutes earlier, Shepstone was almost incoherent with agitation.  And, 

again like Adendorff, he reported the presence of a massive Zulu force up on the plateau; but this time it was not 

moving east but rapidly advancing on the camp.  Even now the men of the NNH and the two companies of the 

24th were trotting to hold it back. 

     Pulleine was indeed in a dilemma: should he order the tents struck, call in his extended line, make some 

attempt to form defensive barricades by getting transport wagons into position - some of which were already in 

spanned ready for the journey to the new camp (10), and should he order that half his infantry that was busy 

packing up the camp back into the firing line?  Or should he disregard Shepstone’s report as a colonial officer’s 

preposterous exaggeration, and carry on with the packing of the camp, thus following Chelmsford’s orders.  If 

he carried out the first course of action, and the enemy merely turned out to be a skirmishing impi, by dropping 

the tents (thus providing defenders of the camp with a clear field of fire) (11), it would take hours to re-erect 

them to the stage where they could be properly struck and packed in the precise manner required by drill book 

regulations (it took one NCO and ten men to strike and stow one tent - and there were some three hundred and 

fifty to be struck before the camp could be moved).  Should Pulleine take all those measures to defend the camp, 

only to find it was indeed a false alarm, the delay would incur Chelmsford’s wrath and he, Pulleine, would 

become the laughing stock of the army (12).  In the event he did nothing. 

      The Zulu Army swarmed down from the Nqutu plateau, and the British firing line, far away from the camp 

and little more than a string of scattered skirmishers rather than men shoulder to shoulder as we have somehow 

imagined them to be.  Perhaps the standing tents concealed the firing line from the headquarters staff and 

plodding quartermasters doling out the ammunition, blocking from their view the peril and urgency of the 

situation and the imminent fate of their comrades. 

    And those fleeing from the firing line, hopeful of the camp’s protection, found it already overrun by the right 

wing of the Zulu Army which had entered, undetected from around the unguarded rear of Isandlwana Hill. The 

fighting and slaughter raged for little than half an hour.  The rest is history. 

     But wait, the learned reader will say, on what authority do you write that half the men of the 24th were, at the 

moment of the Zulu attack, packing the camp? 



     Lieutenant Henry Curling R.A.) was the officer in charge of the two 7 pounder cannon that day, until just 

after twelve noon when Major Stuart Smith (R.A) returned to camp from Isipezi Hill.  Curling and his guns, 

during the “Column Alarms”, had stood in line with the infantry for most of the morning - and he was one of 

only five imperial officers to escape from Isandlwana with their lives. Of the four other officers (13), three had 

briefly visited the firing line but Curling was the only one to have been in it continuously until it broke under the 

Zulu attack. 

     Very little has been written of him save to say the he gave evidence at the court of enquiry; and one historian 

has stated that he, Curling, suffered a nervous breakdown shortly after his escape which is incorrect.  Curling 

was, however, extremely ill and delirious with fever for a while but recovered within a few weeks. He was 

mentioned in dispatches in March, and promoted Captain in August of the same year serving in Zululand until 

the end of the war.  Subsequently, he again saw active service in the Afghan War of 1880 finally retiring as a 

full Colonel in 1902. (14) 

     Curling was also conscientious in writing to his mother, vividly describing the Battle of Isandlwana, within 

the confines of his own experience, on several occasions.  It is in these letters, written from about the 25 January 

to the 21 February, that he adds considerably to what we already know of the battle; 

At 7.30 I got the message to turn out at once and we got ready in about 10 minutes forming up by the 

1/24th on their parade ground.  The companies were very weak no more than 50 in each and there were 

only 6 of them in all.  We congratulated ourselves on the chance of our being attacked and hoped that 

our small numbers might induce the Zulus to come on…I suppose that not more than half the men left 

in the camp took part in its defence as it was not considered necessary and they were left in as cooks 

etc. 

 

     My contention is that the firing line was at half strength because the remainder of the men were busy packing 

up the camp.  Curling continues: 

When we were turned out again about 12, the Zulus were only showing on our left [the Nqutu Plateau] 

and we only prepared to defend the approaches to that side of the camp.  All the time we were idle in 

camp the Zulus were surrounding us with a huge circle several miles in circumference and hidden by 

hills from our sight.  When the action once began we saw nothing but what was going on in our 

immediate front.  None of us felt the least anxious as to the result for although they came on in 

immense numbers we felt it was impossible they could force a way through us.  When the order to 

retire came and we trotted up to the camp to take up a fresh position we found the camp full of the 

enemy and you can imagine our horror: there was no time to think and we galloped right through the 

Zulus losing all the men except the drivers and one or two gunners. 

 

       In his letters, Curling describes the battle many times and one feels that he does do in an effort to rid his 

mind of many horrific scenes: 

We could form no idea of their numbers.  They advanced steadily in the face of the infantry and our 

guns...The Zulus still continued to advance and we began to fire case but the order was given to retire 

after firing a round or two...when we got the order to retire we limbered up at once but were hardly in 

time as the Zulus were on us at once and one man was killed (stabbed) as he was mounting in a seat on 

the gun carriage. 

 

and again, 

We trotted off to the camp thinking to take up another position there but found it was in possession of 

the enemy who were killing the men as they ran out of their tents.  We went right through them and out 

the other side losing nearly all our gunners in doing so and one or two of the sergeants.  The road to 

Rorke’s Drift that we hoped to retreat by was full of the enemy so no way being open we followed a 

crowd of natives and camp followers who were running down a ravine.  The Zulus were all among 

them stabbing men as they ran...and finally the guns got stuck and could go no further. In a moment the 

Zulus closed in and the drivers who now alone remained were pulled off their horses and killed. 

 

       Two weeks after the disaster Curling still found it difficult to believe that it really happened and in 

particular how quickly the camp was overrun: 

The whole affair seems like a bad dream too terrible to be true.... The whole thing lasted such a short 

time, not more than ten minutes from the time we retired until the guns were taken that one can hardly 

realise what a terrible thing it was. 

  

       It is interesting that Curling mentions seeing both Melvill and Coghill at separate times and his encounter 

with Melvill indicates that the Zulu right horn had got into the camp before the order to retire was given to the 

firing line.  Curling comments that the guns were positioned “...about four hundred yards beyond the left front 



of the Natal Native Contingent Camp” and that, on the order to retire, the guns were limbered up and were 

trotted away finally galloping through the camp at the nek. 

     This would have been a distance of approximately 1,500yds taking about three to four minutes to cover.  Yet 

on arrival at the nek, Curling states that Melvill had already left with the colour. Curling, riding his own charger 

which, by his own account was a splendid animal which didn’t put a foot wrong and carried him all the way 

down to and across the Buffalo River without a fault. 

       I believe then that Curling’s letters reveal new evidence which, coupled with the tents not being struck and 

a lot of speculation on my part, offer a new solution to the causes of the disaster.  To summarise: 

 1.    The various movements of Zulu forces on the Nqutu Plateau as reported by the vedettes during the course 

of the morning, were not their dispersal to different positions but their deployment for encircling the camp; 

2.    Pulleine had not only been ordered to defend the camp but to also disassemble and stow it preparatory to the 

move to Isipezi Hill area.  Unfortunately each of these orders was counter-productive to the other and for the 

reasons already suggested, Pulleine gave the defence of the camp second priority, and consequently only half his 

infantry was deployed in its defence, the other half being inside the camp employed in menial tasks. Curling, in 

fact, mentions as he and the guns enter the camp that:  

it was in possession of the enemy who were killing the men as they ran out of their tents. 

 

3.    Whilst the unstruck tents (15) to a degree, obscured the perilous position in the firing line, the camp was 

actually taken by the Zulu right horn entering, completely unopposed, to the rear of Isandlwana Hill - hence 

Melvill having already departed by the time Curling arrived only a few minutes after beating a hasty retreat 

from the front of the camp.  Likewise, by the time the few survivors of the firing line also reached the camp, it 

had been overwhelmed. 

4.    And so who was to blame?  Collectively, the whole of Chelmsford’s army for it was possessed of an all 

prevailing over-confidence coupled with an unjustified disdain of the enemy.  It was not only Chelmsford and 

his staff officers who were so grossly opinionated - indeed, most believed that the conquest of Zululand was 

going to be a glorious adventure and a bit of a lark: the young volunteers of the Natal Colony had brought along 

their cricket gear; a festive atmosphere prevailed in Isandlwana camp and, perhaps typifying the general attitude 

of Chelmsford’s officers, there is a passage from a letter Curling wrote to his mother only four days prior to the 

disaster, 

The total number of troops that have gone into Zululand amounts to 13,000 a sufficient number to beat 

them ten times over . . . we are pretty certain to have few engagements before the Zulus give in and 

take to the bush. 

 

     Even the rank and file were equally confident, a confidence that endured almost to the moment of death.  

Captain Essex, one of the five Imperial Officers to survive, later wrote: 

I was surprised how relaxed the men in the ranks were despite the climactic tension of the battle.  

Loading as fast as they could and firing into the dense black masses that pressed in on them, the men 

were laughing and chatting, and obviously thought they were giving the Zulus an awful hammering. 

 

     More specifically, Lord Chelmsford was to blame for the reasons already stated, closely followed by Colonel 

Pulleine who failed to comprehend the imminent peril to the camp, and took no appropriate action to defend it 

whilst there was still time to do so - the action taken at Rorke’s Drift at short notice is an example of what could 

have been done.  And Colonel Durnford, who with his years of experience in Natal and his contact with the Zulu 

people, should have given the enemy credit for the thought that it might well attack the camp.  In failing to do so 

and leaving Pulleine and his command, Durnford must take a share of the blame - but certainly not all as was 

Lord Chelmsford’s intention. 
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afforded...” and a few days later, “It is only justice to the General to note that his orders were clearly not obeyed 

on that terrible day at Isandlwana Camp”.  

2. The letters are in the possession of Curling’s nephew, Wing Commander Jack Karran OBE who has kindly 

given permission for them to be quoted in this article.  I understand that the complete set of Curling’s letters 

spanning the years 1868 to 1880, are likely to be presented to the National Army Museum at a later date.  In this 

matter I am also most grateful to Tony Lucking of London, a close friend of Jack Karran’s and a frequent visitor 

to South Africa. 

3. Letter from Chelmsford to Sir Theophilius Shepstone date 21 July 1879.  Lord Chelmsford’s Zululand 

Campaign 1878 - 1879.  Edited by Jon P.C. Laband published by Alan Sutton Publishing Ltd for the Army 

Records Society, 1994. 

4. Letter from Chelmsford to Colonel H.E. Wood dated 23 November 1878.  Killie Campbell Library, Durban. 

5. Letter from Chelmsford to Colonel H.E. Wood dated 16 January 1879. Killie Campbell Library, Durban. 

6. Blood on the Painted Mountain (page 55) by Ron Lock, published by Greenhill Books, London 1995. 

7. Letter from Chelmsford to Col. Wood dated 23 November 1878. Killie Campbell Library. 

8. Carl Immanuel Muller, and officer of the Kaffrarian Rifles (later serving with Baker’s Horse), wrote an 

account of his experiences during the Anglo-Zulu War which was reproduced in a German Publication Die 

Eiche in 1957.  Muller states that when the Kaffrarian Rifles arrived in Pietermaritzburg in December 1878, 

Adendorff was offered a commission in a ‘native regiment’ which “he accepted, later excelling himself at 

Rorke’s Drift”.  One can speculate that Adendorff, fully appreciating what he had seen on top of the plateau, and 

appalled at Pulleine’s and Durnford’s response to the intelligence that he had brought them, kept his horse 

handy and successfully evaded the  Zulu right horn in his escape from the camp.  However, there can be no 

doubt that he was the only man of the many that passed Rorke’s Drift that afternoon who stayed to fight.  In his 

report of the 25 Jan 1879, three days after the battle, Chard specifically mentions that Adendorff “...remained to 

assist in the defence...”  Thus, possibly, Adendorff has the distinction of being the only man to be present at both 

battles.   

9. See map, prepared by Colonel H.E. Wood in 1880, of Zulu Army deployment, page 56, Blood on the Painted 

Mountain details of which as per (6) above. 

10. The accepted notion is that the wagons were in spanned ready to proceed to Rorke’s Drift in order to ferry 

back more supplies.  There are two good reasons for doubting this theory: 

(i) There was precious little left at Rorke’s Drift except rations much of which would be required by re-

enforcements marching through to catch up with the column 

(ii) If the wagons had been destined for Rorke’s Drift, why were they still in camp so late in the day?  

11. Colonel H.E. Wood (later Field Marshal Sir Evelyn Wood) the commander of No. 4 Column, took pride in 

the fact that on the bugle call “Alert”, the column’s tents could be struck and the whole force at its defensive 

positions within seventy seconds. From Midshipman to Field Marshal by Sir Evelyn Wood, published London 

1906. 

12. See Laagering and the Dunbar Factor in this Journal - Ed. 

13. The other four officers: 

(i) Captain Edward Essex, 75th Regt., Special Service officer, transport duties 

(ii) Captain Alan Gardner, 14the Hussars, Special Service officer. General duties 

(iii) Lieutenant W.F.D. Cochrane, 32nd Regt., Special Service officer, attached Durnford’s command as 

transport officer 

(iv) Lieutenant H.L. Smith-Dorrien, 95th Regt., Special Service officer, transport duties 

14. Details of Lieutenant Curling’s service career were kindly supplied by Lieutenant Colonel A.M. MacFarlane 

R.A. 

15.  I am indebted to Lieutenant Colonel David C. Stanley who introduced me to the W.O. publication Notes on 

Transport 1897 and kindly loaned me his copy. 

 


