Visit to Rorke’s Drift





Friday 19th January


We arrive at Johannesburg international Airport in the morning at just after 9am, having flown for 11 hours, and are met by my Uncle Les,  his wife Lynette and daughter, Caroline. We make our way to his house in Benoni, which is “10 minutes away” – more like twenty! The temperature is in the mid-twenties which makes a pleasant change from the freezing temperatures we left behind in the UK (they had to de-ice the plane at Heathrow!).





The difference in the cultures is difficult to spot at first glance, but becomes more apparent the more time we spend travelling towards the family’s house in Benoni. There are many people walking along the roads, but every one of them is black – White people, it seems, do not walk the roads! 





When we arrive at the family house, we are rested, introduced to my cousins Greg and Alison, swim a little and imbibe a well-deserved beer. We spend the day catching up on twenty years and go out in the evening to Lynette’s brother’s restaurant in the town – an exclusively white establishment. This doesn’t particularly perturb me, but does invite the question of what problems are lying under the surface in this seemingly normal country.





Saturday 20th January


Our plan today was to go directly to Rorke’s Drift after having hired a car. This plan changes a little as the day progresses, as we all feel as if we could do with a day of complete rest before advancing on Rorke’s Drift. Matt and myself take a trip to a local flea market and browse the local art and crafts. The bargains that present themselves are too much to resist and trinkets are bought by the dozen! I am particularly proud of a Zulu mask that I purchased, handcrafted and painted. The people here are friendly to the point of annoyance, and I am finding myself having to break out of the English habit of being polite and standoffish. This place positively encourages interaction.





The mix of races is a complete opposite of the restaurant the previous night. Everyone, it seems, has similar interests in this market and there seems to be no real tangible antagonism of any kind. I must admit to a certain degree of expectation of what I would find in this country, and I must endeavour not to try and bend South Africa to fit my pre-conceived notions of what it would be like.





We visit a pub with Greg, my cousin and then spend the evening at the large Casino/Leisure centre near by. Again, I am struck by the friendliness of the people, and particularly impressed by the prices of the drink!





Sunday 21st January


We leave for Rorke’s Drift at the unholy hour of 8am. This, it turns out, is a good idea as the journey takes over four hours. We travel down through Nigel, Standerton, Newcastle and Dundee to finally reach the road to Rorke’s Drift. Now, we were under the impressions that this would be a tarred road. It was far from. The boulders that we were driving over were threatening to seriously dent the car, and our pockets via the excess payments! 





After travelling for around 8km, we came across a T-Junction, where we turn left and prompted came upon a herd of cattle being herded by a young woman with her chest out. Now, to western men, this was a little odd. It’s one thing coming across some cattle, but women in the west simply don’t walk around with their breasts out. We were certainly now in Zululand. I was struck by the confidence that she walked around with, and well she should, as there is not actually anything wrong with the practice, simply our perceptions. 





We move on, getting closer to Rorke’s Drift, and can now see Oscarsberg in the distance. The anticipation is quite unnerving. Suddenly we are upon the sign, “Rorke’s Drift”. We are here! 6,500 miles to come to a dusty group of buildings in a remote part of South Africa. People would consider us a little detached (I suppose that’s nothing when compared to 800 miles to take one photo of Dalton’s grave!). We briefly stop, and then continue on towards Fugitive’s Drift, a further 8km away, as we plan to come back later that day. As we move further into the area around Rorke’s Drift and Fugitive’s Drift, the landscape gets more beautiful and the people are remarkably friendly. The road dips gently down into a valley, then up towards a gate. As we approach, a man walks out to open it for us, we are now entering the Fugitive’s Drift Game Reserve. We go along the track, admiring the views that are presented to us and eventually pull up at Fugitive’s Drift Lodge. We are greeted by Sheila, who warmly welcomes us to the Lodge, and shows us to our rooms. An fact unknown to me was that H.R.H Prince Charles stayed here in 1997 on a tour of the area. 





After a brief rest, we lunch and then are told we are to visit Rorke’s Drift to have a tour that afternoon. Our guide will be David Charles. We climb into a Land-Rover and are driven by David to Rorke’s Drift, all the while listening to the excellent “Day of the Dead Moon” series of cassettes by David Rattray, owner of the Fugitive’s Drift Game Reserve.





This quickly takes on the feeling of a religious experience. Finally, I am going to see Rorke’s Drift with my own eyes, and sit where those brave men fought and died. It fulfils the brief. The talk given by David was riveting and graphic. The bravery of the Zulu’s was well recalled and the opportunity to experience the actual distances and place was unsurpassed. For example, the run that Hook took when ferrying the injured from the hospital wore me out the first time I did it, and he did it many times, under fire!





After two hours, we are tired but happy, and have experienced Rorke’s Drift for ourselves. We plan to come back again and take photos and walk around the site on our own.





We return to the Lodge, looking forward to a hearty meal and are surprised to meet Martin Everett, curator of the South Wales Borderers Museum, someone who has been very helpful with the website. After discovering who we all were, we enjoyed an evening of long discussion, even though the electricity only lasts for four hours!





Monday 22nd January.


This morning, we have planned a walk down toward the River Buffalo to look at Fugitive’s Drift, where lieutenants Melvill and Coghill were killed, and the colours lost after the battle of Isandhlwana. Our guide today is Emmanuel Xolani Mkhize, a Zulu who has grown up in Rorke’s Drift. He is full of interesting information, and it really is quite something to hear the story of the saving of the colours from Isandhlwana whilst surveying the actual area! We then walk the final steps that Melvill and Coghill took themselves up a sharp incline, to their final resting place. The monument on this hill has the immortal words, “For Queen and Country. Jesu Mercy”. They must have thought they were safe, after having crossed that torrent of water, only to find themselves in the midst of a throng of Zulus. The colours themselves were washed down the river, and recovered some weeks later. Both Melvill and Coghill were awarded the VC for this gallant action. The very fact that these men managed to make it up this hill was impressive enough, let alone have ridden from Isandhlwana. I think I can safely say that we were all pretty tired after the climb, and Melvill and Coghill did it whilst injured!





In the afternoon, we were privileged to be taken on a tour to the site where the Prince Imperial, the last in the line of the Boneparte’s, was killed. It is indeed an interesting story, and one which surely deserves more publicity. In my opinion, it would certainly make an excellent story for a film! On our way there, we once again listen to the “Day of the Dead Moon” tapes, which inform us of all the surrounding events that lead up to the taking of Ulundi by the British, and the aspects of the story you do not normally hear. All the while, the people of KwaZulu Natal are making an impact on us with their unparalleled friendliness, yet obvious poverty. This, to westerners, is hard to understand. How, in this material world, can one be happy without having money and possessions? Well, these people manage it. That is not to say for one second that their poverty is acceptable, just that it doesn’t define their state of mind – Quite astonishing.





Once the story had been told by our guide, Steve, we returned to the Land Rover. Now, there was a small hamlet of huts around the memorial, which was itself in a remote area near Nqutu. The people who live in these huts are paid by the government to look after the site, and bring the visitors book out to anyone who visits. We duly signed the book, and on our return to the Land Rover, Steve produces a small box of flap-jacks. Now, I can take or leave flap-jacks, but if you could have seen the children running for a flap-jack, it would have moved you as it did me. They held out both hands, and jostled for position in order to receive their allotted piece. Steve later told us that biscuits and cakes are a once-yearly occurrence,  hence the small amount of frenzy. It was a gesture that the guides give, but it seemed so pathetic to see the desire that they produced, considering our expectations in the west. How we take so much for granted.





We were all touched by this, and spent the ride home fairly subdued. This trip is producing some serious food for the grey matter!





In the evening, a number of officers from the Royal Regiment of Wales, currently stationed in Germany, arrived. They were staying for just one night, after having spent 10 hours at Isandhlwana. They would be visiting Rorke’s Drift the following day. It was, of course, a particularly important date for these men, as it was their comrades who fell at the battle of Isandhlwana, and defended the post at Rorke’s Drift. I shall find it hard to forget the toast that was made later in the evening at the quite fantastic meal – “To the immortal defence!”





Tuesday 23rd January.


We awoke early this morning to travel to Isandhlwana, a site rich with history, and also the site were some 1,400 men perished. Once again, we were lucky enough to be taken on this tour by Steve, who drove us first across the Buffalo River where Lord Chelmsford’s column crossed the river, and then onto Sihayo’s Kraal, the site of the first encounters between the Zulu and British armies.





We then drove on towards Isandhlwana, and first drove up to the hill where the Zulu’s came down into the camp. The view of the battlefield was amazing. We then drove down and through the gate that enters the battlefield and drove along the road that skirts the mountain. A lone Union Jack flies here, with two empty flag poles either side. All around us were small groups of white stones, piled into mounds, known as Cairns. They seemed to be everywhere, and marked the spot where British soldiers fell and were buried. There was also a small cluster of memorials that could be seen.





We parked the Land Rover and started to walk up the side of the mountain. We found a tree with some shade to sit under, as even at 9.30am, it was getting pretty hot. By about midday the temperature would be almost 35 degrees C.





We then proceeded to hear the sometimes very moving story of the battle of Isandhlwana. The very fact that we were sitting there, on a day not unlike the one that the battle took place on, indeed 122 years and 1 day after the battle, made it all the more special. We heard how Chelmsford went off in search of the Zulus, and split his force, and how the 20,000 strong force of Zulus was found resting in a nearby valley by Major Raw and his men on a scouting mission. The story then unravelled for us, in front of our eyes, and at each moment we were able to see for ourselves exactly how and where the Zulus had approached and how the British had reacted.





One particularly moving account told how an officer, Younghusband, was to find himself on the side of Isandhlwana, with Zulus rapidly approaching from all sides, with seemingly nowhere to go. Seeing that the inevitable was at hand, he came down and shook hands with each of his men. On seeing this, the Zulu commander who was himself advancing up the hill, told his men to stop, and allowed Younghusband to shake hands with each man, and then issue the command to advance. The men then ran at the Zulus, most falling at that moment under Assegai. Younghusband however, made it down the side of the hill to the ammunition cart, and fought the Zulus off, at first with volleys of rifle file, and then with his bayonet. The Zulu accounts tell of this brave man fighting with such gusto that he was thought to be the “first white warrior”. He was eventually killed by a single musket shot to his head. He fell, but instead of letting him lie where he was, the Zulu Warriors placed him on a shield and carried him to be with his men, on the side of Isandhlwana. The shield was found under his body later. This was a real honour afforded by the Zulus, and one which show their respect. The Zulu culture still reveres him today, as they named an animal as a “spirit animal” after him, a small bird. This honour is not normally bestowed, but it seems, he earned the right in battle. 





We heard how, unlike many stories I have heard, the Zulus were proud to have fought such a brave group of soldiers, and honoured them by spearing their dead bodies (a typical custom normally applied to Zulu warriers) as if to say “You may be dead, but you still fight as a warrior”.





The Cairns we had seen seemed to grow in numbers as the morning went on, and I must admit to shedding a tear or two whilst hearing the story. 





We drove back to the Lodge, and lunched. My Dad, Martin Everett and myself then went back down to Rorke’s Drift, in order to get proper photographs of the memorial to the Zulu Warriors and the Rorke’s Drift monument. I also went up Oskarsberg to stand where the first Zulu was spotted, a place which is marked by a Bell today.





We also visited the museum, which is well stocked with interesting pieces. All the while, children were going about their school and work.





We then returned to Fugitive’s Drift Lodge, and rested a while. David Rattray then took a group of us on a two and a half hour walk around the reserve. We were lucky enough to see Zebra and Impala, as well as a huge selection of flora. We eventually emerged onto a rocky outcrop overlooking the Buffalo River, the views from which were spectacular. The hills disappeared slowly into the distance, and we spent a while spotting animals on the other hills we could see. 





One interesting point I would make is that we in the west use phrases like “awesome”, ”fantastic” etc, but I am sure that we don’t know the meanings until we experience a trip like this one. Even if your interest wasn’t in the battles, you would have walked away a richer person. That is, I believe, what happened with Matt.





We spent the evening regretting the fact that we would be leaving the next day, and saying goodbye to everyone we had met and become friends with.





I also managed to purchase a few books I had been looking for, for a while.





Wednesday 24th January


After having spoken to one of the guests at Fugitive’s Drift we decided to take a trip via Ladysmith to Spienkop. A mountain upon which one of the more famous battles of the Boer War took place. Many men perished and just as many were injured in this battle. There are a number of rather macabre trenches into which British men were buried after the battle. A picture exists, but is a little too disturbing to publish. My Dad was particularly interested in this site as many of the men who fought here were from the Lancashire Regiment, the barracks of whom was directly opposite his house in Warrington when he was a child. 





We didn’t know beforehand, but it was the 101st anniversary of the battle on this very day. It was windy, but sunny and we all spent quite some time reading the memorials and walking around the site. There is a well done tableau which goes through the events that led to the battle, and this proved most useful as we really knew nothing of the events surrounding Spienkop.





It should be noted that anyone trying to find this memorial and coming from Ladysmith should cross the N3 motorway, using the N11 (which turns into the R616) and drive for approximately 6km. Do not take the first sign you see, which is before you cross the N3, as we did, as you will end up on the wrong side of the mountain and end up driving for and hour to get back to where you started!! I must admit this was my fault.





We then drove back to Benoni via the N3 motorway. The scenery was spectacular and I even managed to pay a quick visit to the smallest Church in the world!





After having got a little lost on our way back, we spent the evening recovering from the drive, and my Dad and me preparing for the flight the next morning to Port Elizabeth, to visit Dalton’s Grave.





Thursday 25th January


Our flight, with British Airways, left Johanneburg International at 7.30am, 45 minutes later than scheduled, and landed at Port Elizabeth, 800 miles away at 8.45am. We then got a taxi, with a chap called Adrian who turned out to be 5th generation from the original settlers that settled Port Elizabeth. He offered to take us on a guided tour, which we decided to take at 1pm that afternoon.





We had some breakfast, wandered around a while and then met with Adrian, who took us all around the city, all the while explaining the different parts of the town. It is a remarkably European city, with very clean streets and the sea lapping at a pristine beach. We visited the only memorial in the world for Horses, and then went to the Russell Road Cemetery, where we finally visited James Langley Dalton’s final resting place. As the main force behind the plan to defend Rorke’s Drift, this was a special moment for my Dad who has spent quite some time visiting the memorials of all those VC winners from Rorke’s Drift buried in the UK. I found this quite a moving experience, and was pleased to have suffered the flight to come here. The grave was well tended and had recently been painted, so it was in very good order.





We then left and spent the evening in the Hotel, thinking of the days events.





Friday 26th January


Our flight left at 6.30am, and we were back in Johannesburg by 8am. We spent today relaxing and recouperating from a pretty taxing schedule. In the evening we went out to a local restaurant, where seven of us ate, all for £35.00 – That included wine and beers too!!





Saturday 27th January


Today, we planned to go to Pretoria, and set off at 10am. We first visited the house of General Jan Smuts, one of South Africa’s more famous Presidents, and until recently the name-sake of the airport at Johannesburg. The British Royal Family stayed here a number of times, and photos from the period just after the war were all over the house.





We then went to a former army barracks, used during the Anglo-Boer war, where the National Servicemen’s Monument is. It cuts an imposing figure. The views of Pretoria from this hill were quite spectacular.





We then went into Pretoria, and found a restaurant for some food. Not before seeing the house where Winston Churchill was imprisioned during the Anglo-Boer war. He subsequently escaped however.





We then went to see the Houses of Parliament in Pretoria. A fantastic building with splendid views of the city. Quite metropolitan really.





We then drove to Church Street to see where Kruger was buried, and advanced home.





This being our last night, Matt and myself indulged in some entertainment at the Casino. A jazz band was playing in one of the bars and we sat there ‘til the wee small hours in the morning drinking Brandy and smoking fine Cigars! What a country!





Sunday 28th January


Woke up with a stinking hangover. Spent the day nursing this. Sat around a lot, swan a bit, ate some food that was cooked on the Braii (barbecue for us brits!) and prepared for the long flight home. This was to take off at 9pm, so we left Benoni, having said goodbye to the family’s 6 dogs, and drove to the airport for 7pm.





After some fond farewells, and promises to return, which will be kept, we went to the gate and boarded the Virgin flight to come home. This arrived at Heathrow at 6am the following morning, and life returned to normal… At least that’s what everyone else may think! 





