
Interview with author and battlefield guide Ron Lock 

Journal Editor Adrian Greaves interviewed Ron Lock in KwaZulu-Natal 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

I am starting off with the usual question, how did you first become interested in the Anglo-Zulu War? 

 

Well, I can safely say that it was not due to “seeing the film Zulu”. It was a long time before that, back in England. In 

the late 1930s my father was the local secretary of the Disabled Ex-Servicemen’s Association and we had a frequent 

visitor who was much older than the run of ex soldiers calling at our home. A neat looking gentleman with a row of 

medals that he wore with pride on this civilian overcoat. This was Mr. James who, instead of having fought in France 

had fought the Zulus in Africa – much more of a romantic affair to a young boy. He always had a tale for me, and I 

much regret that I have no idea which regiment he served in. 

 

Probably due to him I assembled a collection of toy soldiers, Zulus and Redcoats – but as far as I can remember they 

fought their own Isandlwana amongst the rockery in our garden and were soon no more! 

 

 

So, having buried your toy soldiers what then? 
 

I have always collected things, so there was a period of picture cards called “Battles for the Flag” and the acquisition of 

a couple of rusting assegais – I wonder what tales they could have told and from what battlefield the souvenir-hunting 

Redcoat had first acquired them? 

 

 

And the next step? 

 

I suppose it was National Service. I spent two years with the Mounted Troop of the Royal Military Police living next 

door to Buller Barracks and often trained at the Evelyn Wood Gymnasium. I also competed twice in the British Modern 

Pentathlon Championships alongside of two other competitors, young cadets from Sandhurst, by the names of Smith-

Dorrien and Dawney. So even in Aldershot there were names and things evocative of the Anglo-Zulu War. 

 

 

How did you first get to Africa? 

 

I joined the Kenya Police during the time of the Mau Mau Emergency serving in the Rift Valley Mounted Troop. It was 

a far cry from the spit and polish of Aldershot. We lived very rough. And at the end of it everyone got a medal, the 

ribbon became almost identical to the “Zulu War” medal. It came as a wonderful surprise! About the same time the 

book Shaka Zulu by E.A. Ritter was published which inspired interest again. 

 

 

And from Kenya to South Africa? 

 

We (my wife and four daughters) moved down in the late 1960s and I soon made the acquaintance of Fred Herbert, a 

great military historian and Anglo-Zulu War enthusiast. As a young man, back in the 1930s, Fred used to spend his 

annual two weeks holiday camping at Isandlwana. At that time it was a remote and difficult place to get to. He was an 

amateur archaeologist and had acquired an impressive collection of relics from the battlefield. Eventually most of these 

were presented to the Talan Museum. We formed a little club called the Battlefield of Natal Society (BONS). There 

were only about a dozen members and two or three times a year we would visit some battlefield or other. It would be 

one member’s responsibility to research the battle and lecture to the others. The other members were naturally highly 

critical so it was a good grounding for the future as a battlefield guide! 

 

I remember on one occasion, in the early 1980s, arriving at Isandlwana to find what are now the Orientation Centre 

buildings deserted and derelict. And St. Vincent’s Church vandalised. There were still relics laying around from broken 

show cases, including a rocket head and the brass Natal Police memorial plaque. We bundled all the items into the car 

boot and I am pleased to say that eventually everything got back to where it belonged and is now on display at 

Isandlwana. 

 

 

How about your book, Blood on the Painted Mountain, what prompted you to write it? 

 

I found Hlobane fascinating. It was the last battlefield that BONS tackled. It was difficult to get to and little had been 

written about it. We spent two days floundering around in the mist and rain and never got as far as the plateau. But in 



my imagination I could see these 600 colonial horsemen and their native allies looting cattle only to be stunned with 

horror at the sight of the encircling Zulu Army! It is equally as dramatic as Isandlwana and the area of Devil’s Pass little 

bigger that the confines of Rorke’s Drift. I started to research the battle with the idea of writing an article but it grew 

into a book! 

 

 

Have you another book in mind? 

 

Yes, rather in the back of my mind at the moment! I have completed quite a lot of the research so I suppose I must start 

soon. But, at present, apart from being a battlefield guide, I am enjoying writing investigate articles on various incidents 

and characters of both the Anglo Zulu and Boer Wars. Articles that are sometimes controversial but which will 

hopefully inspire debate. There is still much to be discussed and discovered about the Anglo Zulu War and much 

enjoyment to be had in the process. 

 

 

Can you think of any particularly memorable incident as a battlefield guide? 
 

Yes, on rare occasions I do Durnford’s engagement of 1873, with Langalabele’s warriors at the top of Bushman’s Pass 

which is 10,000 feet up in the Drakensberg Mountains. Before leaving Giant’s Castle Camp one has to report to the 

office. Here we found a notice pinned to the door: “Climbers and hikers are warned to beware of armed bandits who 

inhabit the high ‘Berg”. That got the adrenaline going! But, perhaps the happiest occasion was when approaching 

Isandlwana, a lady in the tour said that family lore had it that her great-grandmother was buried at Isandlwana! Well, 

I’ve hears the same about great-grandfathers but this was a new one and I was more than sceptical. However, as soon as 

we debused the lady espied the little graveyard next to St. Vincent’s Church and, sure enough, the first grave was that of 

her great grandmother, an officer’s wife who had died there in the 1880s. That sort of thing gives me much pleasure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


