
The Epic Of Isandlwana And The Cover Up
One of the most remarkable and tragic events in military history, the Battle of
Isandlwana in 1879, holds a dark secret that has intrigued historians for decades.
This epic clash between the British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom, which resulted
in a shocking British defeat, is not just a story of bravery and sacrifice. It is also a
tale of political intrigue, incompetence, and a subsequent cover-up that
threatened to hide the truth from the world.

The Background

In the late 19th century, the British Empire was expanding its influence across
Africa. The Zulu Kingdom, located in present-day South Africa, posed a threat to
British ambitions. Sir Henry Bartle Frere, the High Commissioner for Southern
Africa, decided to take action and issued an ultimatum to the Zulu king,
Cetshwayo, demanding that he disband his army. When Cetshwayo refused, the
stage was set for an inevitable conflict.

The Battle Commences

On the morning of January 22, 1879, a British force led by Lord Chelmsford
crossed the Buffalo River, prepared to face the Zulu warriors in battle. The British
were confident in their superior weaponry and military tactics, underestimating the
fierce resolve and strategic brilliance of their opponents.
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The Zulu warriors, armed primarily with spears and shields, launched a
devastating attack on the British forces, catching them completely off guard.
Although the British had superior firepower, their formation was vulnerable, and
their supply lines were poorly organized.

The Battle of Isandlwana quickly turned into a bloodbath. Approximately 1,300
British soldiers were killed, while the Zulus suffered an estimated 1,000
casualties. The defeat was a serious blow to the British Empire and sent
shockwaves throughout the world.

The Aftermath

In the aftermath of the battle, a sense of panic and shame engulfed the British
authorities. Lord Chelmsford, eager to shift blame away from himself, claimed
that his subordinates were responsible for the defeat. British officers, desperate
to save face, engaged in a cover-up that would hide their lack of preparation and
incompetence.

Attempts were made to manipulate the narrative surrounding the battle. Stories of
bravery and heroism were exaggerated, while instances of misconduct and poor
decision-making were conveniently forgotten. Documents were altered or
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destroyed, key witnesses were silenced or discredited, and official reports were
carefully crafted to paint a more favorable picture for the British forces.

The Truth Unveiled

For decades, the true extent of the British failures at Isandlwana remained
hidden. It wasn't until the late 20th century, with the release of previously
classified documents and the diligent work of historians, that the cover-up began
to unravel.

The role of Lord Chelmsford in the defeat was thoroughly examined. His overly
aggressive tactics, failure to adequately scout the area, and lack of cohesive
communication all contributed to the devastating loss. Furthermore, it became
apparent that his subordinates were ill-prepared and lacked experience, leading
to poor decision-making on the battlefield.

The heroic acts of individual British soldiers were not denied, but the overall
narrative that portrayed the British forces as the victims of overwhelming odds
was debunked. The truth revealed a different story, one of arrogance, ignorance,
and a disregard for the capabilities of the Zulu warriors.

The Legacy

The Battle of Isandlwana serves as a cautionary tale of imperial overreach and
the consequences of underestimating one's adversaries. It also highlights the
power of a cover-up and the lengths to which those in positions of authority will
go to protect their reputations.

Today, Isandlwana stands as a memorial to the fallen soldiers on both sides of
the conflict. It serves as a reminder of the human cost of war and the importance
of seeking the truth, no matter how uncomfortable it may be.



The epic clash at Isandlwana was not only a military defeat for the British Empire
but also a failed attempt to hide the truth. The tale of bravery and sacrifice that
emerged from the battle was overshadowed by a cover-up that sought to protect
the reputation of those in power.

However, it is through the tireless efforts of historians and the release of classified
documents that the truth has come to light. The true story of Isandlwana serves
as a reminder that history should never be rewritten for personal or political gain.
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“A densely detailed account of the 1879 Zulu defeat of the British . . . portrays a
complex and interesting segment of British/African history.”—Library Journal
 
The battle of Isandlwana—a great Zulu victory—was one of the worst defeats
ever to befall a British Army. At noon on 22 January 1879, a British camp,
garrisoned by over 1700 troops, was attacked and overwhelmed by 20,000 Zulu
warriors. The defeat of the British, armed with the most modern weaponry of the
day, caused disbelief and outrage throughout Queen Victoria's England. The
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obvious culprit for the blunder was Lieutenant General Lord Chelmsford, the
defeated commander. Appearing to respond to the outcry, he ordered a court of
inquiry. But there followed a carefully conducted cover-up in which Chelmsford
found a scapegoat in the dead—most notably, in Colonel Anthony Durnford.
 
Using source material ranging from the Royal Windsor Archives to the oral history
passed down to the present Zulu inhabitants of Isandlwana, this gripping history
exposes the full extent of the blunders of this famous battle and the scandal that
followed. It also gives full credit to the masterful tactics of the 20,000 strong Zulu
force and to Ntshingwayo kaMahole, for the way in which he comprehensively
out-generalled Chelmsford.
 
This is an illuminating account of one of the most embarrassing episodes in
British military history and of a spectacular Zulu victory. The authors superbly
weave the excitement of the battle, the British mistakes, the brilliant Zulu tactics
and the shameful cover up into an exhilarating and tragic tale.
 
“A must for anyone interested in the Zulu War. Highly recommended.”—British
Army Review
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