
Skirmish at Bushman’s Pass 

(and who paid for the Picture?) 

By Ron Lock 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

     Just over a hundred and twenty years ago, high in the Drakensberg Mountains of Natal, a small force of 

British colonials were defeated by the amaHlubi: a painting, by a renowned artist, recorded the event for 

prosperity depicting the colonials firm and defiant. Ninety years later a preliminary sketch of the event, by 

the same artist, was discovered which portrayed a very different scene! Ron Lock examines the skirmish 

and debates who paid for the picture. 

     In the closing months of 1873 Langalibalele, chief of the amaHlubi, set the colony of Natal in a state of 

panic. His young warriors had acquired a small arsenal of modern rifles and, when ordered by a court 

messenger to present the weapons to the nearest magistrate for registration, Langalibalele, fearful of 

treachery and feeling severely insulted, stripped the court messenger thus proclaiming his open defiance of 

the colonial government. 

     With a black population vastly outnumbering that of the settlers, there were fears that Langalibalele 

would precipitate a general rebellion throughout Natal – indeed a wildfire of insurrection that could spread 

throughout Southern Africa. 

     Therefore, Langalibalele had to be apprehended and brought to trial without delay. However, there were 

few imperial troops stationed within the colony at the time and, to make matters worse, there was no 

cavalry at all – and, if the fleetfooted amaHlubi were to be caught, mounted men would be essential. And 

so the onus of punitive action fell upon the local volunteer units, of which there were a number scattered 

throughout Natal. 

     As the volunteer horsemen, supported by native auxiliaries, began to assemble, Langalibalele’s spies 

brought him timely warning. He quickly gathered together all the tribal cattle and young warriors and 

plotted their escape into Basutoland – a formidable journey that would taken them over the 10,000 feet high 

passes of the rugged Drakensberg mountains. 

     Lieutenant Colonel T Milles, Commandant of Natal, devised a plan of pursuit that would send native 

auxiliaries scurrying to block all the likely exits along the foot of the mountains, whilst two mounted 

columns made their way to the very top of the Drakensberg. It was hoped that Langalibalele, trapped 

between the converging horsemen, would retreat back down the mountain into the waiting arms of the 

auxiliaries. It was a forlorn plan based on complete ignorance of the terrain, for at that time the 

Drakensberg mountains were a remote wilderness of soaring peaks, shrouded in mist – and often snow: an 

entirely inhospitable place known to few men and virtually uninhabited but for a sprinkling of Bushmen 

cave dwellers.      

     The left-hand column of Milles’ invading force assembled at the little settler village of Fort Nottingham 

where Milles had made his headquarters. Comprising the Pietermaritzburg Carbineers and Karkloof 

Carbineers, totalling approximately eighty officers and men, supported by twenty-five mounted native 

guides, the force would prove to be completely inadequate for the task at hand. 

     All the Carbineers were ‘weekend soldiers’ (with the exception of their drill instructor, Sergeant 

William Clark) who supplied their own horses and equipment. Many were the sons of influential men in the 

colony such as Major Erskine, the Natal Colonial Secretary, and Theophilus Shepstone, the Secretary for 

Native Affairs. The force was commanded by Captain Charles Barter, an Oxford scholar, horse breeder, 

newspaper proprietor and a successful farmer in the colony since 1856 – he was, nevertheless, an elderly 

man whose advancing years were clearly marked by his long white beard. 

     On Sunday evening, the 2
nd

 of November, the Carbineers were about to turn in for the night when at 

8.00pm they were ordered to saddle up. An hour later, in rain and darkness, the troops set off towards the 

Drakensberg mountains which at that distance, had it been possible to see them, would have been little 

more than a blur on the distant horizon. The column had been ordered to rendezvous at the summit shortly 

after dawn: they would be woefully late. Nor was Barter still in command; before they rode out, Major 

Anthony Durnford, staff officer to Milles, had requested that he be given command of the column. 

Durnford, a Royal Engineer officer, was a thoroughly professional soldier but was yet to see active service 

and had only been in the colony for seven months – hence his anxiety to ride with the Carbineers in the 

hope of seeing some action. Durnford would, however, find it difficult to initiate a fight as he had been 

given strict orders that in any confrontation his command was not to fire the first shot – an order that was to 

have disastrous consequences. 

     By mid-morning of the following day, already several hours late for their rendezvous with the right hand 

column, Durnford and his men were hopelessly lost in a maze of cliffs and gullies far to the south of 

Giant’s Castle Pass, their intended route to the summit. (Unbeknown to them, thirty miles north, the right 

hand column was equally lost.) The packhorses carrying their spare ammunition, rations and supplies had 



long since bolted and by mid-afternoon, due to injuries, desertions and fatigue, the number of Carbineers 

had been reduced considerably. The native guides, however, remained intact and it was they who 

eventually stumbled upon the Hlatimba Pass that would lead Durnford to the top. Captain Barter has left a 

vivid description of the ascent: 

The scene before us was savage in the extreme. Down the bare side of the mountain hung ribbons of 

water, showing the spot to be the very birthplace and nursery of rivers; above, huge krantzes 

frowned, while the masses of unburnt dry grass, hanging like a vast curtain, gave a sombre and 

malignant aspect to the scene. How we slipped and struggled, fell to get up and struggle again, or 

lay panting on the ground, despairing of accomplishing the task, it would be tedious to tell…The last 

part of the ascent was terrific, among boulders of immense size, on sloping ground, offering no hold 

for anything but a naked foot. 

 

     During the upward struggle, Durnford, in his eagerness to lead, caused his horse to fall; both plunged 

down a gully, Durnford dislocating his left shoulder, cracking ribs and suffering minor concussion. By the 

greatest of good fortune, ‘Chieftain’, his Basuto pony, was uninjured. The first of the Carbineers reached 

the summit at sunset; the remainder, in ones and twos, both men and mounts utterly exhausted, arrived over 

the next few hours. But it was nearly dawn before Trooper Robert Erskine, with the assistance of two 

guides managed to drag the injured Durnford, slung in a blanket, to the crest. It was bitterly cold; the men 

were ravenously hungry and utterly dispirited. A head count of the Carbineers revealed that the force had 

been reduced by half whilst several of the guides had departed, under orders, to scout and find the missing 

pack animals. The column was in a sorry plight: it had been on the march for a day and a half without rest, 

it was almost a day late for its intended rendezvous, it had no rations or reserve ammunition, its commander 

was badly injured and it was more or less lost. 

     Undaunted by his injuries, or the forlorn predicament of his command, Durnford mounted ‘Chieftain’ 

and, in great pain, led his force north along the rim of the escarpment towards Bushman’s Pass.  Several 

hours later, as if by a miracle, they rode upon the exodus of the amaHlubi. Langalibalele, however, had 

long since made his escape. 

     What actually happened, and who was to blame for the debacle which followed, has been obscured in a 

maze of recrimination and accusations. But it is fairly clear that the Carbineers, having arrived out of the 

blue as it were, on top of the mountain where the amaHlubi least expected them, gave Durnford the 

advantage of surprise which was, unfortunately for his command, gradually dissipated in protracted and 

useless negotiation revealing the strong hand that he was trying to play as a bluff, devoid of one trump card, 

as indeed it was. 

     With the right hand column still miles away and lost thousands of feet below, Durnford and his men 

were hopelessly outnumbered. Hamstrung by the order not to fire the first shot, Durnford could not assert 

himself by punitive action and it did not take the amaHlubi long to assess the weakness of their enemy. At 

first the warriors had been cowed by the Carbineers and had halted as ordered, but before long they started 

to push through the thin line of men and horses that Durnford had deployed across the exit from the pass; 

then the amaHlubi began to jostle, jeer and mock whilst numerous marksmen took up positions on the cliffs 

overlooking the Carbineers. Durnford and his command were in extreme danger. Some of the men begged 

Barter to order a retreat whilst Elijah Kambule, Durnford’s interpreter, and a Carbineer trooper of his 

escort, advised him to immediately open fire, but Durnford, remembering his orders, replied ‘Would to God 

I could let you fire’ and moved away. 

     Sergeant Clark, the drill instructor, now added to the rising panic of the young troopers by declaring 

loudly that they would all be murdered unless they retreated. Meanwhile the amaHlubi became more and 

more aggressive, pointing their guns into the faces of the troopers, sharpening their assegais and brutally 

pantomiming how they would shortly be stabbing the white men; worse still, there was an attempt to drag 

Durnford from his horse. The situation was completely out of control and Barter, so the story goes, pushed 

through and advised Durnford that they must retire. Barter, like most of the Carbineers, spoke the Zulu 

language and was only too aware of the enemy’s intent. 

     The exact truth of what happened next will never be known as there are at least ten accounts, all 

differing, written by men present, ranging from official reports, presented within days, to reminiscences 

published fifty years later. 

     As far as one can impartially guess, this is what occurred: Durnford, appalled at the crumbling situation 

of his first independent command on active service, accusingly asked Barter if he could trust his men. An 

altercation followed which resulted in Durnford withdrawing the Carbineers from the pass and telling them 

that Barter had informed him that they could not be relied on – there was an immediate uproar with Barter, 

boiling with indignation, hotly denying he had said any such thing. Durnford then appealed to the men 

crying out ‘Will no one stand by me?’ Five troopers, Robert Erskine, Edwin Bond, Charlie Potterill, Robert 

Speirs and Charlie Raw immediately rode forward, the remainder of the men made no move and Durnford, 



greatly distressed, ordered a retreat with the five troopers who had volunteered forming a rear guard. The 

withdrawal towards the reserve troop, commanded by Sergeant Clark, was deliberately slow and 

disciplined until a single shot rang out from a concealed marksman followed by a well aimed volley. 

Immediately all was pandemonium and panic as the reserve troop bolted in the direction of the Hlatimba 

Pass. 

     Trooper Erskine was the first down: his saddle slipped and as he tumbled from his horse he was eagerly 

speared to death; next, Bond was shot through the head. Then down came Potterill’s horse, throwing its 

rider clear, but before he could take more than a few steps, three warriors were quickly upon him and he 

was killed. 

     ‘Ride for your life’ shouted Kambule the interpreter as hands grabbed and dragged him from his horse to 

be immediately slain. Durnford was about to receive the same treatment when, dropping his reins about 

‘Chieftain’s neck, he managed to pull his revolver free and, shooting left and right, killed two assailants at 

point blank range. ‘Chieftain’ plunged forward knocking another warrior flat on his back but Durnford was 

still in great peril; as he ran the gauntlet, reins flying and left arm swinging limp and useless, he was 

speared several times, fortunately superficial wounds until one deep thrust severed the muscles and tendons 

of his left elbow – then he broke free galloping in pursuit of his fleeing command. They left behind their 

dead: three Carbineers, two scouts and several horses. 

     It was a most ignominious rout, the repercussions of which would almost split the colony in two. 

However, within a couple of months a ‘face-saver’ appeared in the form of a fine water colour painted by 

the renowned artist-explorer, Thomas Baines. This portrayed the Carbineers, with Durnford and Barter side 

by side, in the best Victorian tradition and heroic pose, steadfastly facing the overwhelming numbers of 

amaHlubi. The Natal Mercury, of 7
th

 February 1874, described the water colour as depicting ‘…the most 

stirring episode in our history as a British colony’. This painting, coupled with a handsome stone memorial 

that would soon be raised in the centre of the Natal capital, Pietermaritzburg, led to an impression over the 

years that the action at the top of Bushman’s Pass was perhaps a colonial victory – or at least a gallant last 

stand. But before long the modest skirmish, and Baines’ modest water colour, were eclipsed by the 

monumental battles of the Anglo-Zulu war and the extravagant canvases depicting such stirring events as 

the battles of Isandlwana and of Rorke’s Drift. 

     During the ensuing years the whereabouts of Baines’ painting was lost and all that remained was a 

poorly copied photograph, reproductions of which became even poorer as they too were re-copied. Yet, 

unknown to anyone, there was another sketch by the same artist, of the same subject, that had hardly seen 

the light of day – a sketch that depicted a very different portrayal of the skirmish at Bushman’s Pass. 

     In 1968 the Natal Museum at Pietermaritzburg received a gift of a pen and ink sketch, attributed to 

Baines, done on thin paper, 11ins x 8¼ins. Here Durnford and his command no longer stand firm and 

resolute: the amaHlubi have fired the first shot and the panic stricken Carbineers are in full retreat. In the 

foreground, Kambule is being speared to death whilst warriors seek to capture Durnford; further in, the 

three young Carbineers are falling, mortally wounded, and in the background the rest of the column attempt 

to gallop away under a hail of fire from the surrounding cliffs. A dramatic change from the artist’s other 

work! 

     Baines, who was in dire financial straits at the time the picture was painted, was obviously 

commissioned to undertake the work as he submitted the preliminary sketch to his customer not only for 

approval but to seek background details.  Baines, during his lifetime had been a renowned and accurate 

recorder of historical events, but on this occasion, no doubt due in part at least to his financial position, he 

was prepared to distort what had truly happened. 

     Who could his customer have been? It certainly was not Durnford or the parents of the slain Carbineers 

– nor any of the unrecognisable backward figures. The remaining candidates, who are also prominent in the 

picture, were the two surviving troopers, Bucknell and Raw, and, of course, Captain Barter. 

     Graham Dominy, historian of the Natal Museum, has suggested that Theophilus Shepstone, Natal’s 

Secretary for Native Affairs, as the most likely candidate. Shepstone had much to answer for regarding the 

rebellion, and his son, George, was present at the pass. It would have been in his interest to present to the 

colonists a picture of glory and valour, which would give them some consolation for the ignominious defeat 

of their young volunteer soldiers. Indeed, Shepstone had every reason to commission the work and seems to 

be a most likely person to have paid for the painting. But there is one glaring inaccuracy that is 

inexplicable. In a work in which Baines strove for accurate detail, such as the correctness of aloes growing 

at the top of the pass, how could he have got Durnford riding a dark horse when all those present at the pass 

would have known ‘Chieftain’ was a grey? It is Barter with his white beard who rides the white mount! 

Here he is not portrayed urging Durnford to retire, but is in the fore, pointing towards the enemy. He, not 

Durnford, appears to command and astride the only white horse dominates the scene. Was it Barter who 

paid for the picture? Perhaps one day the painting will reappear and some clue be found as to who not only 



commissioned it but also had sufficient influence to distort, via Baines, the truth of a significant historical 

event. 

     It took almost 2,500 imperial troops, both white and black, finally to snare Langalibalele. After a 

mockery of a trial, he was sentenced to exile for life on Robben Island. His tribe was dispersed and much of 

its wealth in cattle confiscated. It was a year before the authorities decided to hold a court of enquiry into 

the debacle at Bushman’s Pass. Neither Durnford, nor the Carbineers received serious censure. Five years 

after the capture of Langalibalele, Durnford died heroically at the Battle of Isandlwana, the first battle of 

the Anglo-Zulu war. 

     At the beginning of the century Bushman’s Pass was renamed Langalibalele Pass; the lower section is 

now within the borders of the Republic of South Africa whilst the exit from the pass, where the battle took 

place, is just within the borders of Lesotho. It is still wild and remote and, within recent years, there was a 

notice at the bottom of the pass to the effect: ‘Hikers and climbers are warned to beware of marauding 

bandits who inhabit the high berg’. The notice has since gone and we hope the bandits likewise! It is a four 

hour stiff walk/climb to the site of the skirmish but well worth the effort. 

     It is interesting to note that Lieutenant Charlie Raw and Captain George Shepstone who accompanied 

Durnford to Isandlwana in 1879, both rode with Durnford’s Karkloof Carbineers in 1873; Raw as a trooper 

and Shepstone with the rank of Corporal. 

 

 

 

 

The Bushman’s Pass sketch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


