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MAT I \/NE.' 9 FOAO TO t-e-Ot..OR> 1 

A FEPRIEVE Frn 11-E !fECAflE? 

J.B .. Pelre:t 
University of Transkel 

• The- smal I· and possibly srrug world ot precolonlal Southern 

'African historians was rud&ly shattered ln 1983 by the• appear-ance­

or a brilliant polemic by Julian Cobbins entitled "The Case 

Asalnst the Mtecane.~• In a series of increasingly provocative 

papers and lectures, Cobbins cha I lensed the extetinliil conventional 

wisdom, t'irst·put forward by Oner-Cooper in 1966r that the 

Mfecane was a "revolutlonar-y, proceBs of chanse from a sinsle 

centre, "9 name •Y the rise- of the Zulu k inliildom. Oner-Cooper- was .. 

1TUch-conc:erned to stress -the At'rocentrlem of his perepective. 1lle 

Mt'ecane, he m5,lntainedr save the- lie to the view "that Afr-ican 

societies had no record of autonomoue development ... It [the 

Mt'ecanel WB-5 essential l.y a pr-ocees- of social•, pol 1 tical and 

mi 1-1 tary change, internal to African Boclety and taking pl8Ce 

with explosive rapidit~."• 

Cobbins. not only. rejected Cmer--Cooper.'s definU.ion of .. the . 

Ht'ecane, but he seriouBIY ~stioned whether the event had taken 

plcK:e• at al I. He. ar.s,iued. that tl:le. Hfecane• wa:s ,not an~internaUy,. 

self-~rated revolution occurring within northern Nsunl 

'· Un tor tt.JAate I y, it hae never been '1i) 11 shed. 

• J .D. OneF-Cooper,. D1e 2J.,1iu ACtermath <London, l..on.8fflllNI •. •1966>. • 
p.7. 

• Onec:--Cooper • p . 168 . 
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society, but·. a convenient al lbl, whereby succ:eedlr\il 51enerat.ioru, 

ot whi-t.e-hla.t.or..ians. rat..ional.ised.. and. legl tilnlSt..ed,~1 te seizure ot 

black -lande. l1=\e wars and dispoeseseions oft.he early ninet.eent.h 

century were z,et,. ln mot.iOA not by the rise oC. the .Zulu. etate, but 

by t.wo chains ot violence emanatlna rran Colonial aggression. ()-)e 

chain o.t violence, ln. the east, was. 1n1 tlated by flortU$i\Jese slave­

trading from Delawoa Bay, which l~ted directly on u-.e northern 

Ngunl. Another chain or violence, in.the west, W98•prarf>led by 

the labour needs ~t the-Cape Colony and augmented by the raiding 

actlvl tles or 1 ts armed and lllOUFlted =roeates-, t.h& Gr-lQJa. 

Most or Cobbing's argua-ents have appeared only ln an 

unp...ibl lshed and ineoqJlete term, and 1 t would be both u,'laCade:lnlc 

and unfair to attack a work-ln-proKrees. However, lt ls not an 

exaggeration- ta. say that the- ent.ire deb.a\e· oo the nature or 

sout.hecn African pr-ecolonial eocletle8 hais been paraly5ed by 

Cobbing' s intervention, and wi 11 continue t.o. remain iso U")-t,i I the 

crisis created by "the Cobbir\il hypothe8iis• has been re80lved. 

Fortunately, one ot his.articles has been p..t>llnhed, •n-.e H!ecane 

a8 Al 1bi; ~hts on 01 thakong and 11:>olorrpo, •• thereby makina 1 t 

possible tor serious hietorlcal debate to connenc:e .. I wl 11 

con~lne myself to those aspects ot •n-.e Mfecane as Allbl" which 

relate- to my own area ot special lsation~ naaely the Eastern. 

Cape/Transkei region. 1-uch or "Jhat follo"Js may seem negative and 

petty. It certainly lacks the broad sweep and wider political 

resonances "Jhich characterise ~log's \/Ork. fut it is 

(' 

•Joucoal oC ACctcan Hlotocv. 29 <1988>, pp.487-519. 
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eeeentlal .. I believe, after: eight years ot "the Cobbing 

hypothesle," to get the debate do-.m to. epecitice. And.it does. 

provide me with an oppcrtl..rlity to real!!lseee the career ot one ot 

the moet taecinatinQ and.understudied.-tieure& in the-hieto~y ot 

South Atr-ica1 Matlvane, the chief' of' the amaNgvane. 

Mat1vane ls one or the forgotten men or South African ... 

history, but his ultlmate failure doee not permit U8 to Ignore 

the power that vas hle In the days of his glory. Metiwane 

irrupted onto the Highveld about the year 1822. He crushed the 

Hlubl, defeated the Tlokva 80d compe--1 led Moehoeehoe to pey. him 

tribute. For- five years or more, he dominated the southern 

HJ1i1hveld in rruch the eame. vay as Shaka-,~lnat.ed..Nat.al .• 

Mat11,1ane, the f1WIJ}llf1Wll}c!I. bird vi th the red knees 
And- the -red eyee. He• , eddet ,ed. hie moutl:\. 
By drinking the blood or men. 

In 1828, for- reasons that aNt in dispute, Math,ane left the 

Hlghveld and crossed the western extreiiity of' the Orakenebera 

into the Tranekei region. On 27 AUQUSt 1828, he was utterly 

destroyed at the battle of' t-bholOITlX) by Uie con-blned forces or 

the 1nesrtx.l, Xhosa and. Mpondo k i nas , backed by the Br i t i eh army. .. 

Cobbing chose 11:>holOITlX) as a good case vherec~ the "teleological 

snd Af'rocentrlc asBUr1>tions- or. m!ec- .. theory (p.489>" 1111-Fit be 

tested. It ls as a test-cas& that I vlll be reviewing Matlwane's 

• Meebenzl, Hl:,tory of Math1ooc and the c,moNgyane Tribe oo told 
by MM:t>eozi to hla- klnamao Albcrt.Hlongyeoo.· Edited by-N.J. 
van ~armelo. Etmoloalcal Plbllcatlons, Vol VII. <Pretoria1 
Department of Native--Arfaire, 1938>, p.63. Hy own tranelat.lon, 
rather than Van ~armelo's rather euphemistic version. 
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road to l'bholOITlJ01 by means of it 1 hope to prociJc:e a concept of 

the Mtecane 1Jhich ls very di.tferent to Cobblna.'e. 

11 The H/5tory of Mat/wane 

Since It is-un~ikely that the-average reader .wiLl be a1Jare, 

of the rich African sources available for reconstructing the 

history of Mati1Jane, and since Cobbing - 1Jho is a1Jl!I.I'e· of at.. least. 

some of them - has concealed their existence, it seems necessary 

to introd.lce them to readers at some length. 

1. Pride of pl&c:e ITU.St undoubtedly go to the extraordinar-y 

oral tradition published in 1938 under the name,of the ffHistoi>y 

of Matiwane and the Bl1\BN81Jsne tribe, a.e told by Msebenzi to hiis 

k i nsman, A I ber t HI on1rJane-. 0 Msebenzi , a grandson. of Mat 1 \Jane•, 

was born about 1850, some twenty years after his illw,tricx.u, 

grm-adfather's death. His poet.le talents were recognised whl le he .. 

was st.111 a boy, and he was singled out by his father, the Regent 

ot the ~S"'ane,• tor training as a historlan.and.pra.iue--sinseF. 

About 1930, he paid a visit to his• literate nephev, Albert 

Hlonli\,lene, who -tr.anscribed the old man's .tradl tlons woc-d- tor' 

word. 1l1e text wae sutn,eq.Jently translated end footnoted by 

Government ettTiologlstr N.J. van \Jannelor and pu:>l !shed by. the-• 

Departnent or Native Affairs in Pretoria. 

• Ibid. 
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This mode- of ptbl ication, not i.r,ueual- ln,-the hllih Colonial 

periodr should;.not.. leed,.one:.t.o..~t.1QA.,t.h&-~1city of-. Ula--. 

"Hist.oc-y •of• Matiwane." 1ne text le eAt.lrely in ZUiu,. and iS.•IIIIX'e 

-·narrative- confirm· i te oral orlsina. It ls tul I oC r-epetl tlomr, 

poetic: 1!Tlfl8e0· 5ld archaic e:xpress-ioru,,. 81:ld:, inch.Jdet!t -12B .I lnes. ot. 

Matiwane's praiises. Van \Jarmelo, a Venda specialist, could not 

hava taboi<::ated any part·ot it, nor could he l"--..e,had.any 

conceivable motive· for: doins so. 

2. The next moe.t. valuable. source. ii,. •n-e, Story. et the­

'Fetcanl -Horde' by One et 1llellJ16elves,• published in the~ 
., . 

Ouar;tec!y Bevlew. 7 n-.e naz:rator. ls Moloja-,. a. rS'lk-Sld fl le 

soldier of Hatiwane. Unlike the "History o!·Hatiwane," this is 

not. an-oral- trad.1tion buL.an eyevitnetJs-. m:cat:nt- Moloja. t'ou&ht·:. . 

. a.galnet, Shaka's Zulus at. Ladybrii!Wld, and he.paf'tlcipated in-an 

expedition which r-econnoi bed the- -Tr~• thlr-yeer before• 

Matiwane's fatal. decision to .move south. He ~ not pretend to 

know- any.thing about- Mat.ivac,e hi11115el f·, or- about- the ccx.nci hr. of­

the. c:hietn,, but he gives viv.id and. credible ac:countn ot the 

events- which he personally experiericed. lhe. 0 text. was-.take,:i down 

•verl>atlcn by J .H. Or-pen, a Colonial'. oCficial vt th a long-standing 

interest• in. African hist.ocy .. Alt.hough, it has- been-. tranelated.·into. 

Entil lsh, it seeme to be an aca.u-ate rend! tlon, anct-OAe cannot 

think· of any, reaea:i-why the: tc-S\S.latoc ~lstlt. have..•.w.h1hed to .. 

dlstor.t the original. 

'care Qiactcclx -Bcvtew. 1-11 < 1ae1-2,. pp.267-275. 



3. A third ilfl)Ortant source le "A Little Li&ht trom 

Baeutoland" by Nenen1ah.-Hoohoe8hoe,. the eixth son. ot the iireat 

Sotho king. This text was pub I ished in Eniil ish,• but ls based on 

a series or articles- which tlrst appe!SUed,ln Sotho· in LeBel1nyano 

·kalesatho. Matlwane ls only one ot the chlefs dealt wlth In 

Nehemiah's kaleldoecopic narratlve. but the rererenc~s are all 

the more valuable for being lncidental and therefore obvlou~ly 

genuine. have not been able to coneult the numeroua Sotho 

reterencee to the history or Mat.iwane cit.ed by P.B. Sanders,• 

but, judging from Sande"s's text •. they seem- to be in general 

agreement with the other African sources detal led here. 

4. "A Story of Native-Va"s" by "an aged Fingo" named Platje 

Mhlanga•• le another eyevltness account, related by a Hlubi vho 

served tor a time 1n-Mat1wane•s army. This text ie relatively 

brief, but Is stlll of hlstorlcal lnterest as an lndependent 

confirmation or other sourcee. 

5. More problematic ls ~he account or "Tile Ameihlubl and the 

Amang'Jane" which V.C. Scully, the well-known magistrate and 

writer composed for a series of ethnic histories which appeared 

• Cape Monthly Magazine < 1880>, pp. 221-233, 280-292. 

"P.B. Sanders, Moshoeshoe, ChleC oC the Sotho <London, 
Heinemann, 1975>, p.30. 

''Cape Monthly Magazine, April 1877, pp.248-252. 



in The State.•• Scully's main informant was Dick S1manga, a half-

brother of Mat1wane, whom he interviewed in 1895. Alone of these-• 

five sources, this does not pretend to be a verbatim text and is 

liberally interspersed with Scully's own errbellishnents and 

assertions, some of them borrowed from G.M. Theal's questionable 

histories. 

\lhatever the defects of the above five texts, they share 

certain qJallties which tend to lend them credibility. In each 

case, the name of the original informant ls known. 111ere is no 

reason to believe that any of them has been biassed or distorted 

either internally by the informant, or externally by the white 

editor and translator. Finally, the texts are c~letely 

independent of each other and none of them, except Scully's, has 

been interfered with or influenced by any other text. 

Cobbing, however, makes no direct reference to any of these 

valuable sources. This is especially curious inasrruch as he is 

certainly aware of at least three of them. He refers to the 

archival documents which Van ~armelo appended to the History of 

Mati',lane. but he does not use the History itself. He 

disparages D.F. Ellenberger's History of the Basuto• 2 but he 

fails to mention that El lenberger's version of Matiwane's story is 

explicitly drawn from Moloja and Nehemiah Moshoeshoe. 111e cloeest 

that Cobbing ever comes to acknowledging the existence of any of 

••~.C. Scully, "Fragments of Native History," Parts IV and V, 
The state < 1909>. pp.284-292, 435-441. 

• 
2 London: 1912 . 
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these African sources is footnote 110, which states: 

I do not regard the- al legations either of Ellenberger 
or those in Van Yarmelo as reliable. There ls no 
evidence (of battles between the amaNgwane and the 
Zulu or the Ndebelel from the Zulu or Ndebele sides. 
'Zulu' meant any Nguni. 

It ls indeed an extraordinary turn of phrase to dismiss a 110-

page Zulu text, probably the finest oral tradition ever recorded 

in the Zulu language, as an "al legation." There might not be any 

evidence of battles-with the amaNgwane- from the Zulu or the 

Ndebe I e sides, though R. K . Rasrrussen wou Id d 1 sagree. ' • However , 

there ls plenty of evidence from the Ngwane and the Sotho sides, 

and it would be absurd to argue that Moloja, who was personally 

engaged in these battles,•• did not know whom he was fighting 

against. 

Even 1 f Cobb Ing does r-egard the f 1 ve texts aa unre 11 at> I e, • he 

has no right to conceal their existence. He has an obligation to 

discuss these texts and give r-easons for his assessment. Unwary 

readers may well be predisposed to reject the "allegations" of 

Van Yarmelo <seemingly an Afrikaner) and Ellenberger <a 

missionary> as unreliable. They should not, however, casually 

dismiss the evidence of five authentic and unchallenged African 

'• R.K. Rasrru:,sen, Migrant Kingdom. <London: Rex Col-l.ings.,. 1978>·, • 
p.55, states that "Ndeb&le-derlved evidence makes it clear 
that he (HatiwaAeJ fought - aflO. was defeated by - stbjects of. 
Mzi l ikazi." Unfortunately, I have not been eble to check 
RasnlJseen.'-s- references-. 

'• Molojar "Fetcani Horde,." pp.269-70. Every one-ot'. the t'tve 
eources mentions the Zulu attack on Matiwane. See also footnote 20 
below. 
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witnesses. 

I I Mat /wantt•' s Road to Mbhol oapo 

Cobbing- al legei, toward.e the end o( hie article (p.509), that 

"the- NS\.lane- were riret expel led (rom the Hzinyathi by thl:t-direc::t. 

or indirect attention o( the Delagoa Bay slavers." He o(!ers no 

evidence - indeed none exists .. - that. the Delagos Bay elavere ever> 

came anYtwhere near Matiwane, so we nuat exc:u:,e the "direct" part 

o( "direct or indirect attention• a:, a -rhetoric:ah (lourieh.· In 

tact, Cobbing has nothing new to :,ay about. Mat.iwene's origims in 

Nat.al except that he I ived on the Mzinyathi, wl:lich. ls a miistake. 

Matiwane's home was on the Vhite M!olozl (rom which he was 

dr.iven,- poiseibly by Zwide, before the emergence o( Shaka.- 1 • He"(led 

southwest to Ntenjwa in the foothills o( the Drakeneberg, the 

original home- o( the Hlubl and the Zizi. This !iret invaision­

initiated his career as a conq..ieror and an overlord. Hatlwane 

CC>fil:)el.led defeated. chiefs to give up their eldeet eone- BAQ. their 

!attest cattle ln return (or being left alone. n-.e men wer~ 

organised-· into a.Qe-regiments, but an ethnic. hierar.chy persisted, 

the Ngwane regarded the Hlubl as their "eervants.••• 

'"ll'le sources are-contradictory. 1l-.e Hlstocv or Matlwane refers.to a 
conspiracy between (our chiefs, including Shaka, Dlnglswayo and 
Zwide, to tall upon "that- little fly" (p.20>. Moloja refers, to an 
attack by Ndwandwe, the father of Zwide, p.268. 

1 •On-the relationship between Matiwane and his slbject chiefs, see the­
crucial texts in Hlstocv or Matlwane. pp. 22,46. On the Nswane 
view of the Hlubl as their servants, see Moloja, p.268, and 11,lanKZS, 
p. 250. 
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\/hen Shaka defeated Zwide and laid claim to sole authoC"ity in 

the noC"thern Neuni C"e&ion, Mat.iwaf)e C"eal i:,ed that he could no 

longeC" hold his SC"ound and he decided to pC"eser-ve his poweC" by 

C"~locatins it. He explained hi-a, motivation to one- or hie slbject 

chiefs, as fallows,•• 

I am C"etiring in oC"der to be fuC"ther C"emoved from 
Shaka, that he•·may ncit liilet ~t me while st.111 1Jel I fed, 
it 1Jere better.· that he reach m& 1Jhen t-unsry. I shal I 
cl int:> over the mountains and get to the top and settle 
theC"e. 

Strangely enoush, he said nothing about the direct OC" indiC"ect 

attentions or the Portu~e slaveC"s at Delasoa Bay. 

Cobbing maintains that the inteC"ests or Mat1wane and the 

otheC" "black gC"oups" on the Highveld weC"e essentially 

complementaC"y. "TI1e Nli',lane," he argues, "expanded moC"e ae a 

defensive organisation than an ot't'ern,ive one" (p.508). This view 

or Matiwane•s activities IJOUld certainly have eurpC"isecl 011ef 

Mpansazita or the Hlubi, 1Jhom Matlwane killed1 Oller Slkonyela or 

the Tlokwar whom he defeated; and Olief Moshoeshoe, who W8B 

t'oC"ced to pay him nyehelo prot~tlon money.•• It would also 

almost ceC"tainly have attended Matiwane-himselt, who enjoyed, 

belns praised as the flWa/afiWa/a bird whose lips were reddened by 

the blood of men. The recorded saylnss of Matiwane, such as "the 

nation I make war on sees hairless" [shaved heads beina a slsn of 

''History or Matiwane. p. 22. 

'• Sanders, Moshoeshoe. pp.29-30, 37-8. 
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mourning],•• do not evoke a chief or defensive and pac:itic 

disposition. Ve would do well to reme-roec that it is not only 

white sources, which depict the- Mtecane a:,- a time or unbridled 

and indeed praiseworthy ferocity. 

11--.e crux or Cobbing's arlll,ITlent.,. however, liee• not-with 

Matiwane's sojourn on the Highveld but with his decision to leave 

it. Cobbing can t'ind no direct evidence bearing on this q.Jestion, 

and resorts to speculation (pp.506-9)1 

Vhat at this stage- drove the NS\lane .!South? ... Before 
I undertook research t'or this article, the hypothesis 
that Gri~Bergenaar attacks from the west were 
responsible had occurred to me ... the Ngwane were t'ar 
more exposed where they were, west or the Caledon, ... 
1he contenp::,rary evidence tully backs this hypothesis. 
The cone I us ion is i nescapab I e. 1l1e Ngwane . . had the 
misfortune to run into the'Griq_Ja in the"Caledon 1Jho 
attacked them from the west t'or Mantatees and cattle. 

Ve will look at the Griqua in ci.le course. &Jt one is 

constrained to remar-k that had Cobbing conceived his hypothesis 

after doing his research rather than betor-e it, his results might 

we! I have been very ditt'erent. Jn particular, it' he had comrulted 

the five African traditions discussed in Par; I above, he would 

have found that they are al I <!8reed on the rea8008 tor Hatiwane's 

move south. 

Matiwane' s power on -the- Highveld remained uncha·l lensed until 

approximately February 1827, when it began to unravel with 

t'rightening rapidity. The first blow fell with the Zulu inv815ion 

of the Highveld, which is cont'irmed by all five traditions• and 

'"Scul \y, p.290. 
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by the French missionary. Arbou:sset.• • The be:Jt explan8tion f'or 

this.atti,ck. 15 that.. aiven by Nehemiah Moehoeehoe. whoee evidence. 

is al I the more trustworthy inasnuch as 1 t comes f'rom a 

disinterested outsider. Nehemiah Wl"i te:, th8t Sheka wae 6Llll'lTIOOed· 

by the Hlubi chief's Mehlomakh.Jlu and,Sidinane, af'ter:- Matiwane had 

killed their:- t'ather, Olief' Mpangazita. Moloja aivee a vivid 

pictur:-e of' the fishtina1 

The Zulus had crossed the Caledon. It was many day5 
since our· cattle wer:-e taken (by the Zulus]. Ve were as 
nurerOl.LS as "they; they and the cattle wer:-e scattered. 
Ve-had reached Viervoet CKolonyanal. The great 
regiment Cot' the amaN8"'sne> pr:-opoBed that we should go 
in a body. The regiment of' the white shields (the 
marr:-ied men> refused. They went on Calonel. TI-iey 
wanted to capture many (cattle]. Hol \/hen the f'ir:-st 
Zulu rushed a~ them shouting the h.JI labaloo, they 
f'led. Ve the Uehee [regiment], we fought at Lady 
Br:-and. Ve f'ousht well. Ve killed all the Zulus there. 
Ve wer-e tired out ... Ve met the Zulu ar:-my retur:-ning 
from cha!ling the- regiment et' the white ishtelds. n-iere 
we fought with them. Ther-e Dingaan himself' was stabbed 
in the chest by that smell party of ouris. He was 
!lervlng in that army of his br:-other:- Chaka. 

The amaNgwane held their ground, but they were unable to 

pr:-~ent the Zulu taking most of their cattle. Shortly after this 

incident, Matiwane began to think of' moving south. He sent tl./0 

r~iments, the UShiyi and the lntsirroi, to spy out the land of' the 

n-.eat>u. 

•• Moloja, pp.269-701 ,Sa.JI ly,p.4351 N. Moshesh,pp.224-S; 
Mhlansa.p.251; History or Mat1wane, pp.26-81 T. ArbouBset and F. 
□aumas, Nar:catlve or an Exptocatocv Tour to the Northeast or the 
Cotony or the Cape or Good Hope C !8461 reprinted Cape Town, Struik, 
1968), p.307. 
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Before they could return, however, the arnaNiiwene had 

:,uttered another, even more decisive :setback at the hands 01' the­

Sotho king, Mo:shoe:ihoe. Hatlwane had made his al I iance wl th 

Moshoeshoe the cornerstone 01' hie policy, but there were many 01' 

his councillol"'S who distrusted the Sotho leader. ~rs spread 

that Mo:ihoe:ihoe had doctored the- pl"'e:ients he :sent to Hatiwane 

\Jith a medicine that caused the NS\lane chle1' to love him. At the 

same tine, the councillor:, arsued, Moshoeshoe was conspiring with 

Shaka. nie Hlstorv of Matlwane relates the story or a 

delegation 01' amaNgwane who visited Mosl'loe8hoe, only to diescover 

a delegation tram Shaka already the"7:•• 

Vhen we 1'i I led our ht::mp:·-pl~ to prail!Je you CMatlwanel, 
we·heard Shaka's praiees beif!S recited pn tl';le othec, :side 
01' the 1'ence. That n&Jth.J of.yours abou~ whom we ~poke 
to you all theee days, where are our Iles now? 
Cre1'erring to Matlwane's refusal to believe that 
Moshoeshoe waes plotting against.html. \Je asked you1 \/hat 
does that n&Jth.J mean by continually standing over you? 

\/hen Matiwane still refused to take action against Moshoeshoe, 

the Nlil"'ane corrmanders called out the army on their own authority: 

Arm yourselves! For Matiwane has abandoned hls 
responsibilities! His rather ls riow that Moshoeshoe. 

n,e NS\lane armies advanced up the single.road leading to 

Thaba Bosiu, but the Sotho rolled boulders down on them, and they 

were defeated with great slaughter. More surpril!ling is the 

aessertlon in the History of Mat!yang. confirmed by Moloja, that 

Matiwane warned Moshoeshoe or the impending attack th.Js enl!luring 

''Histocv or Mat!yane, pp.40-41. 



the defeat of hls own army.•• Thls astonlshing story becomes less 

lncredlble once one understands that Matlwane was concerned not 

so rTUch vith helplng Moshoeshoe as wlth destroying hle own 

rebelllous generals. 

After this unnecessary defeat, Matiw~ gathered together the 

survivors and demanded to knov who had called out the army 

without his permission. &it the princes of the blood were eq..ially 

furious, and replie:d:•• 

111ey [those of royal blood] replied, "It [the armyl 
was called out by us, but as to those that you enquire 
about (killed ln battle] they were kllled by you, by 
you yourself ... " 

And the inc:1..lnas spoke in the same strain. They said, 
"As for you CMatiwanel, what hinders us from killing 
you? 'Do you think that amongst the sons of Masumpa 
CMatiwane's father] you are the only one, that we 
cannot make another son at' Masl.J/Tl)a chief? you despise 
us and liisten more to Moshoeshoe than to UIS." 

The relationship between Matiwane and the rebel regiments 

was stil 1 deadlocked when further troubles descended on him from 

outside. Chief Mehlomakh.Jlu had resuscitated Hlubi power, and 

defeated three Ngwane regiments at Moolmane Hoek. At the sane 

time,~ formidable new enemy; Hzilikazi, raided deep into the 

southern Highveld.•• 

Meanwhile, the scouting expec:11 tion had returned from the 

Transkei. They reported that the country was rich in cattle, but 

••H1stocv of Mat1wane. p.401 Moloja, p.272. 

2 "Htstocv oC Mat1wane. pp.43-5. 

2 •Moloja, p.272: Rasrrussen, p._ss. 



that they had not been able to capture any. Moreover the rigours 

of the journey had reduced them to such a state of lllne!!s and 

starvation that Matlwane did not dare to allow them to return 

,home until they had fully recuperated. For it is clear from the 

record6 that the decision to move south was Matlwane's alone, and 

that he forced the other ama.Ngwane to accept lt. 2 ' 

The great men, our fathers, said .. "Ve have been 
fortunate, 1o1e have conquered others, and settled in a 
country, let us stay and eat corn. Oiaka has come and 
turned back. Moellikatze has come and turned back. If 
they come another day 1o1e shall devise some scheme and 
fight them 1o1el I." ait the chief refused to listen. 

Mat i wane' s brother , Hawana, was even mor-e emphatic:• • 

There? \/here? Ve have come a Iona way, we are not 
going anywhere else. Ve have already built here. Has· 
this fellow eaten a sheep's lung? It is he who has 
been sent to destroy our nation. 

Such an insult could not be tolerated by Matlwane, 

especially in the llsht of his senerals' threat to "make another 

son of Masumpa chief." He sent an-army against Hawana, his own 

brother. After two days of fierce fist,tlna, the loyalists 

preval led and HawBAa was killed. Another-- brother, Macl-1 I ika, had 

already been killed for similar reasons. 27 

Resistance. to Math1ane's tyranny col lepsets after the death 

of Hawana and Meidl I lka. "Ve had better go," said Matlwane• a 

• • Moloja, p.272. 

••Hl~tACY AC Matlyane. p.30. According to Van Varmelo, eating a sheep's 
lung was supposed to turn a warrior into e coward. 

2 'Hl::ttAcY AC Matlyane. pp.30-44. 
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mother. "oc he CM&Uwanel l!s- certain to ki 11 l.18 al J ." 2
• And eo 

t.he· l!lfflaNgvane moved south to their eventual deetruction at 

11:)ho I oqx:>. 

11"le antswer to Cobbing.'s QJestion, "\/hat at thle et~·drove­

the Ngwane south?" ii, abundantly cl~ar. It Wi;IS none other than 

Chlet' Mat1wane-h1meel t. ~ains_t the evidence or his own l!lpies and­

the wiehee of his own people. It was Matiwane hlmeel r who drove 

his people south,-~·thou.gh he·had to kill his- own brothers first. 

Buffeted by external defeats and shaken by internal rebel lion, 

the fll,la)agwala bird with-the red knees clearly t'elt that the only 

means of rejuvenating his waning authority wes a brand-new start 

. j. in a pr-BAd--new country. 

It would not have been diftla.ilt to make this point- in a 

rTUch briefer space, but I have chosen to tell the history of 

Matlwane at length because it demonstrates the unusually rich and 

rewarding ex-tent of the At'rican sources which Cobbing has chosen 

to ignore. 1nese Bource5 demonetrete that an Atrocentric approach 

ls neither ideological nor teleological; on the contrary, it is 

the only approach which.ls permitted by the historical evidence. 

Matiwane'e movements cannot be explained merely ln terms of 

external enemies, black or white. 1ney can only be explained by 

an understanding of the internal dynamlce of the Nswane kingdom. 

But what of the "cont~rary evidence" which Cobbina 

maintains "fully backs" his hypothesis <p.508>? 

2 • Moloja, p.272, 
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The first point to make ls that none of the 1ntn.JS1ve 

"Mfecane" sroups which invaded the Transkel region before- 1827, 

referred to by Cobbins on p.SCX>, had anything to do with 

Mat 1 wane. The descent of t~ Cape Drakenaberg was an arciJow,. ~k 

which precluded the possibility of a llshtnins raid on the 

Transkei by any of the Hist,veld chiefdoms-. The Mfecane of the­

early 1820's had nothing to do with Matlwane, but was the work 

of wholly unrelated invaders who had entered Transkei directly 

from Natal. Reverend John Brownlee refers, for exat11Jle, to an 

attack by the "Ficani" on the Mpondo about the middle of 1824 at 

a place far distant from either- the ama.Ngwane or the British 

imperial ists. 2 
• 

The most famous of these invaders were the Bhaca, under 

their redoubtable chief, Madzikane.• 0 The March 1825 attack on 

the Theat:>u, to which Cobbing refers Cp.SCX>>, was most probably 

carr-ied out by the Bhaca. The raiders ar-e described as people 

"who never rear cattle, nor sow corn~ but slaughter and devour." 

This description fits the Bhaca, but not the amaNgvane. The 

location of the raiders, on the Tsomo river, and the date of the 

attacks likewise fit in better with what we know of Bhaca movements 

••George ~son, Travels and Adventures in Southern Africa, 
(1827; reprinted Cape Town: Van Riebeeck Society, 1967-8), 
Val.I, p.180. curiously enough, Cobbins fails to irention this 
reference. 

• 0 See A.M. Makaula, "A Political History of the 8haca from 
earliest times to 1910," M.A. Rhodes University, 1988. Also 
o.z. Makaula, UMadzlkane <Cape Town: Oxford University Press, 
1967). 
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at the time.•• It is also barely poeeible that the mysterious 

1nvaders·we~e,the Sot.ho---tspeaking Hoja, some of whom were driven 

out of the Tarka by a Boer comnando in 1824.• 2 Mooro31 's A-uti 

also raided Boer cattle.•• Ther-e- is no evidence anywhere- in 

-Cobblng's sources that the "Mfecane" of 1825 were the soldiers of 

Matiwane. 

\/hat of the Gri~rgenaa.r attacks from the west which, 

Cobbing suggests, drove Matiwane south into the Transkei? I do 

not pretend to any special expertise- on the Griqua, ai:\d it is 

beyond the scope of this article to examine the battle of 

Dithakong. Available evidence on the Griquas of 1827-8 indicates, 

however, that they posed very little threat to Matiwane if - as ls 

extremely uni ikely - they had any contact with him at al 1. The 

Dithakong alliance between Andries \Jaterboer, Bar-end Barends and 

Adam Kok was a one-off marriage of convenience, never again to be 

•' Madzikane was kl.I led fighting the Therrbu and the Owathi at 
Gq.Jtyini in Engcobo district. This occurred about the time of 
a solar eclipse that can be dated to 20 Decen-ber 1824. M. 
Rainier, "Madikane's Last Stand," (unpublished MS, 1982). The 
key text le a letter, \J.H. Rogers-Major Forbes, 27 May 1825, 
Records ot the Cape Co1onv. ed. G.M. Theal <London: 1897-
1905>, XX:11, pp.429--30. In addition to the passage q.ioted above, 
Rogers refers to the invader-s as people who burned their 
enemies alive in their h.J.ts..at night. Bhaca rebels nurder-ed 
O,lef Sonyangwe by this means. 

••~n, I, pp.179-80. \J.H. Rogers- Major Forbes, 27 May 
1825, Records of the Cape Colony, XXII, p. 430, states "they 
have a great dr-ead of fire arms and relate that some few of 
their tribe atterc:,ted to plunder- some people to the westward 
who had them ( f 1 re- arm5 > and were r-epu 1 sed." This fits the 
Hoja better than the Bhaca, but in any case it should be noted 
that this text hardly indicates a mass· expul-sion. 

• • Moloja, p.271. 
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repeated. 'Jaterboer and Barends remained ln the deepe:,t Northwe:,t 

Cape, h..lndreds of kl lometre:, removed from Matlwane, and Adam Kok, 

who settled at the abandoned mission station of Phllipton in 1826, 

was by far the weakest of the three. Kok':, hulrble request for a 

r-enewal of the missionary influence against which he had initially 

rebelled indicates his desire "to regain the advantalifeS of 

respectability and a settled existence."•• And, even though the old 

spirit of hJntins and raiding was not altogether q.Jenched, neither 

Ross nor Legassick mention any contact between the Griquas and a 

Ngunl-speaking people during this period. By 1827, Adam Kok's 

Griquas m.urber-ed no more than 60 fami,l ies, with 200 Kara and Sotho 

families subQ~dinate to them.•• Finally, it ls by no means a 

foregone conclusion that Adam Kok could have driven Hatlwane from 

the Hlghveld, even with horses and guns. Mzil"ikazi, who cru:,hed 

Barend Barends in 1831, was unafraid of gun:, and had nothing but 

contempt for the GriQJas and their ilk:•• 

They Cthe GrlQJasl were only a pack of thieve:,, and 
destitute of courage, for In no instance had they ever 
stood, or could stand, the brunt of battle. He )'"\ad 
alway:, destroyed and driven them with a har-ldful of men 
and the mere stripling:, of his army. 

•• R. Ross, Adam Kok's Grirua CCan'"bridge1 Unlver:,lty Press, 19761, 
p.21. 

••M. Leg~sick, "TI-le northern frontier to c.18401 the ri:,e and 
decl lne of the Grlqua people," in The Shaping of South African 
Society. 1652-1840. eds. R.Elphick and H.Gl l iomee. 2nd ed. (Cape 
Town1 Haskew Miller Longman, 1989), p.394. 

••Rasrrussen, pp.81-4. It ls also worth noting that Mo:,hoe:,hoe 
defeated the Kara and the Newlander:, on an open field ln 1850, even 
though these were accompanied by BOO Rolong and a British artillery 
unit. Sanders, pp.72-4. 
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The only army that he feered, Mz111kaz1 added, wa:, that of the 

Zulu chle!, D1_ngane. Ther-e le no reason to bel 1eve that Matlwane 

felt any different. 

Cobbins cl tes three spec1 rte p~eces of evidence 1n support of 

his contention that the amaNgwane were driven south by the Grlqua 

Cp.S08). Ve will examine each 1n turn. 

Cl> In 1829 Shaw was told by two of the prisoners taken 
at l'bqlompo1 '11,ey had·seen when far to the north some 
while people with horses, which we suppose to have 
~ some o·f the Gr 1 quas. ' 

One should note to begin with that it was Shaw rather than the 

prisoners who identified the "white people with horses" ae 

Grlquas. Mpinl, a grandson of Matlwane's brother who got the 

story from one of Moloja's contemporaries, told Van Varmelo that 

the amaNg\lane "were unfamiliar with guns but had already seen 

horses a few times on lhe Vaal. They had belonged to Boers."''. 

It ls therefore quite possible that the "white people" referred 

to were indeed white people. a.it even if the "white people" were 

Griquas, Shaw's informants said nothing about firearms or fight­

ing, which one might suppose were more memorable than horses.•• 

11,ey did add that "their nation are fond of Var, and for many 

years they had been moving over an 1nmenee extent of country and 

had conquered and plundered many tribes both of Caffres and 

Bootsh..Janas." This is hardly ln keepina with Cobbins's image of a 

''History of Mat1wane, p. 263. 

• • v. Shaw, The Journal of YI I I lam Shaw. Ed. V.D. Hanmon~Tooke. 
<Cape Town: Balkena, 1972>, p.160. 
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passive group of Africans trapped in the trane-continental cros­

fire of interrelated European plunder systems. Finally, one 

should note that the "prisoners taken at t1:>olompo" were prisoners• 

no longer. They had indeed been captured by the British troops, 

but, less than one year after their capture, they were free 

inhabitants of the Transkei. 

(2) Bannister heard from other prisoners that the 
NS\lane had been repel led by the Griquas about two 
years since, and twice they sought for a place to 
rest. 

Saxe Bannister (not Shane Bannister, as Cobbing calls him) was a 

British publicist who never went any,.ihere near 11:>holompo. His 

information came not directly from "other prisoners," as Cobbing 

states, but third-hand, from a British officer, who had heard it 

from some Khoikhoi, who had spoken to some prisoners. In 

considering this text, it is pertinent to quote some other 

extracts which Cobbing preferred to ignore.•• 

In discussing their origins, the prisoners reportedly said: 

They were first driven from their houses by Chaca 
several years ago; then repelled by the Griquas about 
two years since; and twice they had sought for a place 
of rest. The Tant>ookies, they assert, first attacked 
them without provocation. 

They gave the following description of the aftermath of the 

battle: 
[The Xhosa and the TI"lent:>ul fel I upon the women and 
children in the most inh.Jman manner imaginable A 
few men and nurrbers of women and children fell into 
our hands. Many have requested our protection, being 
afraid to remain as the Gaffres would kill them. I 

• • S. Bannister, t\J(nane Pol icy, < 1830; reprinted London: 1968>, pp. 
156-159. 
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hear the boers have taken several to the Colony, and 
the remainder were escorted by a party of cavalry into 
the track of the dispersed Maceesas ( le. amaNgwanel. 

At another point in his book, Bannister describes Lieutenant­

Governor Richard Bourke in the following terms: 

It ls 11T"4JOssible to describe a person better disposed 
towards the native people than Majo~ral Bourke .. 
His benevolent intentions are proved substantially by 
his pub! le acts. 

This ls the same-Major-General Bourke whom Cobbing malntalns seAt 

an army across the Kel and deliberately instigated a massacre, 

purely to extract labour for the Colonial. farmers. 

Cobbing cannot have it both ways. lf he accepts Bannister's 

authority concerning a GriQJa attack on the amaNgwane, then he 

must also accept, on the same authority, that Tshal<a attacked the 

amaNgwane, that it was the Therrbu not the British who initiated 

the battle of l't:>holCXTlJO, that the Ngwane women and chi lclren 

voluntarily accepted British protection, that.the Britieh 

soldlere escorted the majority of captives back to their people, 

and that Lleutenant~vernor Bourke was a sincerely h...mane 

lndlvic:i.Jal. Any one of these acmlssione would destroy his entire 

case. 

(3) Fioally, Stockenstrom referred to 'great atrocities' 
conmitted by Adam Kok's GriQJa on 'black fugitives' -
and he meant the amaNswane - in the upper Caledon. 

Stockenstrom did not identify the 'black fugitives' in question, 

and Cobbing has no right to state with such assurance that "he 

meant the amaNgwane." The passage ls taken from some unrevised 

autobiographical notes that Stockenstrom wrote in 1856, nearly 

thirty years after 1-1:>holCXTlX). It occurs at a point in his 
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narrative where he is trying to rationalise his harsh treatment of 

the Griq.Ja& and the- Khoikhoi .• • Q-'\ the very pase that Cobbina 

alludes to, Stockenstrom confuses Adem Kok's mission station of 

Philipolis with the Kat River mission ot Philipton. Elsewhere, he 

refers to the "Fetcani" of t-1::>holompo as a branch of the "Mantatee 

[le. Sothol hordes." In sho~t. the extract ls the casual remark of 

a confused and elderly polltlcian trying to justify himself. Since 

it ls far from certain that he was even referring to the 

ama.Ng,,.rane, .I think we may discard this text. 

In addition to these three unsatisfactory texts cited by 

Cobbing, there are two other references to contacts between the 

ama.Ngwane and the Griqua. TI1e first comes from \/.C. Scully's 

version of his conversation with Dick Slmanga:•• 

To westward lay the waterless desert on whose hither 
fringe dwelt the cunning yellow men who rode swift 
horses and spat death from le-on lubes. MatilMAe had 
met and been won,ted by the Griquas on one occasion 
when he led his haggard horde across the wide plains, 
in the hope of' being able to find a haven on the banks 
of the Vaal. 

Expressions such as "cunning yellow men" and "haggard hordes" 

demonstrate QJite conclusively that there ls more Scully than 

Simanga in the above passage, but even 1 f we fake 1 t at face 

value, it means only that the Grlq..ias blocked Matlwane's path 

••A. Stockenstrom, The Autob1oscaphy of the Jate Sic Andr-Jes 
Stockenstcom, Bart,. Ed. C.\/. H.Jtton. <Cape Town1 Juta, 1887>, 2 
Vais, I, pp. 213, 278-9. It ls also possible that Stockenstrom 
was thinking of an incident in which he supported a group of San 
against the Griqua leadership. See Ross, p.24. 

• • Seu I I y, p. 437. 
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westward; even Scully doe:, not :,usge:,t that the Griquas c.ha.sed 

Matiwane south. The· best clue to the occasional Griq.a reter-ences 

in the history or Matiwane is provided by the mieeionary Stephen 

Kay.•• 

This young man Ca former ,fol lower or Matiwenel 
inforrred me that he wae with the Mantatees, when the 
Matlhapees- and Gr1C1J&' attacked ar-1d ehot ea many or 
them near Lattakoo CDithakongJ. This fact, therefore, 
lnd.bltably shows that Matuwane'e force:, .. rorrred a 
branch of that powerful host. 

Kay's inference ts understendable, but·obviOU8IY incorrect. 

Matlwane never fought at Dlthakons. The value of the quotation ls 

to demonstrate that the young man in qJestion did not acc~y 

Matiwane all the way tram Natal but joined his army on the 

Hlshveld. Matiwane's army was, after all, a CO!TlJOelte entity or 

diverse origins which contained re,mants or all the nations which 

he had conqJered - Zlzi, Hlubi, and Sotho. I would suggest that 

the seat tered and i nsubs tan t1 a 1 re fer-encee to the Gr i qua or is in­

ate not with Matiwane or the amaNg...,ane proper, but with some ot 

his fol lowers who had fought asainst the Griq.Jae before attaching 

themselves to the Ngwane chief. The tenuowmess or the evidence 

no names, no places, no anecdotes - clearly indicates that 

the Griquas did not play a significant role in Ng._.ane hietory. 

It is not as it we lack an explanation for Matlwane's 

decision to depart from the southern Highveld. Shaka's army had 

defeated him, and his alliance with Moshoeshoe was broken. A new 

enemy, Mzi I ikazi, had appeared, just as an old one, Mehlomakhulu, 

••s. Kay, IcaveJs and Beseacches in CaCCcacla <London, Jorn Maeon, 
1833), pp.299--300. 
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was revlvlr,a. Ml!ltlwane had killed two of hls brothers out of 

jealousy, he h8d betreyed hls Ow'n soldiers to the Sotho kil"lli, and 

he held the remainder of hle fol lowers in subjection by fear 

alone. Ml!ltiw81'le did not need the GriqJas to p.1sh him out of the 

Highveld1 he had no reason to stay. 

Ill The British Attack 

Even if Matiwane's amaNg'Jane were not driven south by the 

Griqua, the possibility remains that Cobbing's second major 

hypothesis is correct, namely that the Bri tlsh attacked Matiwane 

at 1-tJholorrpo in 1828 for the express p.1rpoee of acqJiring 

labourers. "Driven into the Tranekel, the Ngwane were at once set 

upon by the British \/ho were raiding for "free" labour in the 

aftermath of Ordinance 49" (p.509). It ls therefor:-e to the 

behaviour of the British authorities that we no~ turn. 

Cobbing argues, on the basis of SUsan Newton-King's article 

on "The labour market of the Cape Colony, 1807-1828," .. that an 

acute labou~ shortage "threatened the whole British settler 

scheme, end with it economic development and '_defence' on the 

eastern frontier" (pp.493-4>. \Jl th the failure of atterpts to 

import white indentured labour, and with the prospect of slave 

abolition in the near future, the Cape Government proposed to 

meet the need by importing black labour from beyond the Colonial 

••See Economy and Society lo Fce::locustclal South Arclca, eds s. 
Marks and A. Atmore. (London: Longman, 1980>. 
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boundary. This was illegal in terme of existing legislation until 

the Governor paeeed Ordinance 49 "for the Adnission into the 

Colony .. ot Persons belonging to the Tribes beyond the Frontier, 

and tor regulating the manner of their E.rfl:)loyment as free 

labourers in the service ot the Colonists." Cobbins continues 

(pp.501-2)1 

Bourke urged London to agree to the Colony 'inviting' 
in not merely emaciated indiviruals .. but 'whole 
tribes.' a.it would they come? 

This was a grim moment for Africa. It was the first 
time in British colonial experience any,.,here that the 
dilenma of how to 'attract' free labourers, to work at 
very low wages and in perhaps appalling conditions, 
had to be faces. The passing of an Ordinance permitting 
'invitatione' was unlikely to have rruch effect. Later, 
more thorough strategies were devised and perfected 
in the Cape to force out free labour: .... But in 1828 
the only way to obtain 'free' labour was to send in an 
army and fetch it out. As soon as Ordinance 49 
permitting the issue of invitations was safely 
dratted, Bourke-seized on the news of the Zulu 
invasion as a pretext to send his armies across the 
Kei to bring out some more labour. 

It is my contention that Cobblns's interpretation of British 

policy ls just as erroneous as his argument that Grlq..ia attacks 

drove Matiwane south. I wi 11 begin by analysing the labour 

policies of the Cape Colony curing the adninistration of Acting 

Governor Richard Bourke. I will then question the contention that 

"the only way to get free- labour was to send an army and fetch it 

out." Finally, I will coo-pare Cobblns's version with the events 

leading up to the battle of Mbholoq:,o with the historical record. 

Br-itlsh capitalism had Ions outgr-own the smash-and-gr-ab 

phase of primi live acCU/1'Ulation by the time that Matiwane headed 

south. Those were the days when the ar-dent free trader-, \Jllllam 
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tl.Jskisson was President of the Board of Trade, and t.he laissez­

faire principles of Adam Smith was the conventional wisdom of 

Britain's conmerciaf ruling classes. As far as labour policy was 
I 

concerned, the anti-slavery movement was approaching its zenith, 
t, I 

and Britain was moving rapidly towards a code of social relations 

in which voluntary submission took the place of coercion, where 

masters were urged "to employ a system or encouragemant in 

vigorous exertion, Instead of the dark code or penalties against 

In South Africa, the new thinking was errbodled in the so­

called Co/T'misslon of Eastern Enquiry, appointed ln 1822, to root 

out the mercantlllst detritus of the former Dutch colonies.•• 

They produced a series of wide-ranging recomnendations designed 

to break the feudalistic hold of the Cape Dutch oliaarchy; 

to liberalise production, trade and land tenure;_and to create a 

rational and impartial bureaucracy capable qr aaninisterlng a 

free market economy. They vigorously conclellned all fore~ 1abour 

practices, believing that these rendered the Afrikaner masters 

Indolent and unenterprising and discouraged the Khoikhoi working 

••J.P. Kay Shuttleworth, quoted in M. Rayner, "Slsves, Slave Owners 
and the Bri tlsh State, the Cape Colony 180&-1834," ICS Collected 
Seminar Papers. Vol. 12 <1981>, p.16. The points that I am making 
above are conmonplaces of all recent writing on the abolition.of 
the slave trade. See, for ex~le, J.C. Armetrons and N.Vorden, in 
Elphick and Giliomee, Shaping, p.164. 

•• I have discussed the Corrmission of Eastern Enquiry and the 
Revolution in Goverrvnent in detail in J.8.Peires, "1lie British 
and the Cape, 1814-1834," in Elphlck and Gil iomee, Sbc,clng. 
pp.490-499. 
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classes. They lauded the achievements of properly salaried 

Khoikhoi ac-tisans, and confidently anticipated that fc-ee Khoikhoi 

1,1ould boost the economic prospec-ity of the Cape as soon as their­

disabilities were removed. 

Acting Governor Bourke, appointed precisely on account of 
I 

his kno1,1n \.lhig lie. liberal) sympathies, 1,1as fully cOITTT1itted to 

this "Revolution in Government."•• His closest associates 1,1ere 

the Cape's leading liberals, Reverend John Philip, l..anddrost 

Andries Stockenstrom and Judge Henry Burton. Ordinance 49, 1,1hich 

opened the Cape's borders to foreign labourers, and Ordinance 50, 

1,1hich abolished forced labour for Colonial Khoikhoi, 1,1ere the 

prod.Jets· of this pac-tnership. Since Cobbing h~~. sneered at the 

notion of "invitations" it is perhaps important to stc-ess -that 

these Ordinances were not intended as positive injunctions but 

were conceived as permissive legislation, situated 1,1ithin the• 

classical liberal framl:!1Jork or removing al I the artificial and 

unnatural l~iments which hindered the free operation of market 

forces. The two Ordinances 1,1ere pr01TUlgated within three days of 

each other , and 1,1ere certain _1 y in tended to operate in tandem, to 

free the Cape labour market from its dependence on forced labpur. 

Cobbins's interpretation of Ordinance 49 - that it 1,1as introd.Jced 

to facilitate the forced irrp::,rtation or servile black labour - is 

••Despite his title of "Acting Governor," Bourke's appointment was 
not meant to be terrporary. He· 1,1as only so nl!med because the· 
appeal of·his predecessor, Lord Charles Somerset, was still 
pending. See H. King,_ Richard Bourke <Melbourne, Oxford 
University Press, 1971). 
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1ncocrpl!lt1ble wt th the provtsiom, of Ordinance SO, which freed the 

Khoikhoi within the Colony from involuntary :,ervltude. It is not. 

reseonable to iruppose thet any colonial adninistration would 

undertake the risky and COIT'Plicated task. of forcibly recruiting 

untrained, untamed and linguistically incOO'l)rehensible foreigners 

in order to voluntarl ly relel!l!Je the docile and thoroughly 

domesticated labour force which it already had at its disposal.•' 

Cape Goverrvnent ofrtcials stationed on the .frontier whole­

heartedly endorsed the viewpoint that African labour should enter 

the.Colony voluntarily and without coercion. It ls significant 

that they gsve practical rather than moral reasons for their 

opinions.•• Landdrost Andries Stockenstrom of Graaff-Relnet was 

adamant that Africans should not be "decoyed" or "enticed" into 

the Colony, as forced labour was bound to desert and it would 

endanger the security of the frontier districts. Landdrost V. 

Mackay of Somerset East thought that "corrp'.Jlston is totally out 

of the C1,Jestion" and thst·e!Tl)loyers vho atte!Tl)ted coercior:i risked 

their lives. He issued orders that foreign labourers who wanted 

to leave their e!Tl)loyers should not be forcibly prevented from 

doing so. 

•' Bourke was under no pr~i,ure at home or abroad to pase Ordinance 
SO. Newton-King's argument on p.197 of Economy and Society cannot 
be sustained. 1ne reasons for the passage of Ordinance SO are those 
which she gives on p.198. 

••Newton-King in Sheplna. p.1941 V. Mackay-R.Plasket, 20 Feb. 1827, 
BCC XXXIV, pp.371-31 V.Oundas-R.Plasket, 10 April 1827, 8CC 
XXXIV, pp.395-8. 1ne only frontier Landdrost who approved of 
forced labour was the veteran J.C. OJyler of Uitenhage, who 
was diemissed shortly afterwards on the recarrrendation of the 
Ccmnlssloners of Enq.Jlry. 
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But the meet interesting opinion is that or V.B. Dundas, the 

Landdroet of Albany. Dundas administered the-district where the 

1820 settlers resided and the labour shortage was most acute. 

Drawing on his experiences- with the Mantatee Cie. Sotho-epeaking) 

refugees, 0unc:1as·c:1ec1ared that any form of indenture would cau.5e 

potential labourers "to resist and leave us." The relationship 

between settlers and Mantatees was rrutual ly beneficial. On the 

one hand, the Mantatees were were anxious to get cattle which 

they could no longer obtain in their own country. On the other 

hand, the settlers appreciated Mantatee labour, and their fear of 

losing it led them to treat the Mantatees relatively well. He 

himself employed Mantatee labour at a rate of· four cattle· per 

family per year, and he was fully satisfied with the results. Lke 

his brother Landclrosts, Dundas was convinced that it was abeolu­

tely i~sslble to police coerced labour in a frontier situation: 

~n satisfied with their treatment, they are 
cheer fu I , ob I lg 1 ng and obec:I i en t , and though hard 
labour .. is irksome to them, they have no objection 
to make themse Ives genera 1 I y use fu I : but on the . 
contrary, if the naturally hasty temper of the savage 
ls excited by ill.usage of any kind, they become 
sullen and resolutely indifferent ... they invariably 
leave their en-players, and frequently the Colony 
altogether. 

It was this same V.B. Dundas, a considered advocate of free 

labour, who was to lead the first coomando against Matiwane some 

eighteen months later. 
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\Je come no1,1 to the ~stion or whether- it was indeed ur51ently 

necessary ror- Bourke to send an army into Xhosaland to bring the 

labour- out. Cobbing has no dolbt that it was urgent in the extreme 

(p. 502) t 

A!J soon as Ordinance 49 permi-tt1n51 the issuing or 
invitations was sarely dratted, Bourke seized on the 
news or the ZUiu invasion as a pretext to send his 
armies across the Kei to bring out some labour. 

"As soon as Ordinance 49 .. was sarely dratted" is a OJr-ious 

rorrrulation. It irrplles that Cobbing ls aware or a hole in his 

argunent, nemely that Bourke's instructions to his "armies" <21 

June 1828) were issued before the prorrulgation or Ordinance 49 

(14 July 1828). Leaving this aside, however, Cobbing is clearly 

indicating that Bourke seized the rirst i:x>ssible oPi:x>rtunity "to 

bring out some labour." a.it did he? 

In ract, he did not. Bourke had received permission rrom the 

British government to recruit Xhosa labour as early as 26 October 

1826. Ordinance 49 had been "safely drafted" ever since 30 June 

1827 - mor~ than a year betore the battle or M:Jholo!Tl)0·.° Clearly 

the labour shortage, though chronic, 'Was not so urgent as all 

that. 

And that is not all. Ordinance 49 'Was already "sarely drafted" 

by 24 August 1827, when Bourke hlmselr arrived on the frontier In 

response to a war s~re unintentionally generated by Matlwane's 

••A.Bourke- Lord Batturst, 30 June 1827, 8CC XXXII, pp.53-4. 
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initial scoutina party.•• On his arrival, he found that.3,000 of 

0,ief Bawana's Therrt>u had entered the Colony ae refugees. Not only 

did the allegedly labour-h.Jngr.y Bourke fail to eneleve this first 

installment of Ngvane invaders, but he actively c~lled the 3,000 

Therrbu already in the Colony to depart from it inmediately. If the 

labour crisis was ae serious as Cobbins suggests, why did Bourke 

pass up this fine opportunity to acQJire The!rt:>u labourers? lhe 

Then'bu were regarded as "a q..iiet and inoffensive race, and for a 

long period or time.upon friendly terms with the Colony." To accept 

Cobblng's thesis ls to believe that the Colonial administration 

preferred the "fierce and less civilised" amaNgvane beyond the 

Colony to the "quiet and inoffensive" Therrbu already inside it. 

This ls absurd. 1ne fact ls that Bourke, like· the Governors who 

followed him, was more-concerned about the military security of 

the frontier than about the labour problems of the settlers. 

"Vould they come?" asks Cobbins, referring to black peoples 

'invited' in by Ordinance 49. Indications are that they certainly 

would. Even if one accepts that the Mfecane was set ln motion by 

the Portuguese and the GrlQJas, it would still be true that there 

were tens of thousands of starving, homeless and desperate ~pie 

roaming about southern Africa seeking work and refuge. Peace, 

security and four head of cattle per family per year does not sound 

1 1 ke a bad dea 1 , espec i,a I 1 y s i nee one cou 1 d a 1 ways run away from.· 

•• A.Bourke - Viscount Goderich, 15 Oct.1827. British Parliamentary 
Paper 252 or 1835, pp.21-22. Bourke further went out of his way 
to "convince- them [the Xhosa chiefs] or the necessity of 
defending their country against all invaders, and of the utter 
impossibility of receiving them into the Colony." 
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ill-treatment. Cattle-clientage was a corrmon practice among many 

southern African peoples; indeed it was the foundation of the 

Mfecane-kinsdoms of Moshoeshoe and Sekwati. In the early years of 

inter-racial contact before the 1811-2 Frontier Var, even though 

the Xhosa sti 11 possessed land in abundance, many of them wi 11 ingty 

served white farmers in exchange for cattle. As Chiefs Chungwa and 

Ndlarrbe, both noted opponents of white domination, put it in 1803, 

"the colonists were such rich people, that they (the Xhosa] should 

be glad to come among them and gain a day's wage now and then." 

After the 1811-2 Var, however, all Xhosa residing to the west of 

the Fish River were expelled; and a strict policy of "non­

intercourse" was adopted which effectively prevented white farmers 

from efll)loyins Xhosa labour until the passage of Ordinance 49.•• 

The labour shortage, to which Ne\olton-Kins and Cobbins allude, was 

to a very considerable extent artificial, and due to the Cape 

Government's refusal, for security reasons, to permit the Xhosa 

enemy within the Colonial gates. 

By 1828, the stick of increased Jandlessness and the carrot 

of imported corrmodities had corroined to make the Xhosa ever more 

will ins to enter Colonial service. Farmers hag very little diffi­

culty in recruiting Jabour, as this passage from a missionary's 

diary attests:•• 

••H. Lichtenstein, Tcavels ln Saytt,ecn Afclca. Trans. A Pll..1rll)tre. 
(1812-S; repr. Cape Town: Van Riebeeck Society), Vol. I, p.386. 
See also J.B. Peires, The House of Phalo (Johannesburg: Ravan, 
1981>, p.104; B. Maclennan, A Pcooec Pescee of Teccoc 
(Johannesburg, 1986), pp.59-61. 

• • Shaw, p. 141 . 
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\le have freq.Jent visits from Dutch Boors, who come in 
order to engage Caffres in their service, the 6ovt 
having lately is5Ued an Ordinance allowing the Natives 
beyond the Colonial boundaries to enter into the 
service of the Colonists. Here are three Boors here 
today for this pur!X)se-, and I have had to write passes 
for several Caffres who have agreed to go with them. I 
am sorry to say that Mama has been ind.Jced by their 
flattering promises to enter into the service of one 
of them, and will th.Js be removed from the means of 
grace. 

Three days later, the missionary again remarked that he was "busy 

writing passes for Caffres to go to the Colony." So many Xhosa 

voluntarily availed themselves of the op!X)rtunity offered by 

Ordinance 49 that the chiefs themselves objected to it, and the 

Conmandant of the Frontier called for an end to "the great influx 

of Caffres into the Colony at the present moment." Far from 

struggling to attract free labour, the Colony attracted more than 

it could safely manage, and Or-dinance 49 was susi:,ended in August 

1829, little more than a year after its pr-oclamation.~• 

Having established, first, that Bourke's administration 

genuinely preferr-ed free labour to coer-ced labour, and, second, 

that a sufficient, uncoerced labour supply was r-eadily available, 

we pass on to the events leading up to the battle of Mbholompo. 

My argument her-e is a simple one, namely that the traditional 

explanation of t-1:>holompo is essentially correct, and that the 

capture of r-efugees by Colonel Somerset was a by-pc-od.Jct of the 

battle rather than its cause. To establish this im!X)rtant IX)int, 

••stockenstrom, I, p.304; H.Somerset-\1.Dundas, 12 Aug. 1829, British 
Parliamentary Paper 252 of 1835; C.F.J. Muller, Die Oorsprong van 
die Groot Trek <Cape Town: Tafelberg, 1974>, pp.105-112 . 
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It is neceseary, albeit tedious, to go through the events item by 

item, contrestins Cobbins's interpretation with the evidence 

provided by the historical sources. 

Cobbing begins by asserting that "Bourke seized on the news 

or the ZUiu invasion as a pretext to send his armies across the 

Kei to bring out some labour" <p.502). He produces no evidence to 

support this interpretation, and he makes no effort to locate or 

~ate the instructions given by Bourke to his representatives on 

the spot, Major Dundas and Colonel Henry Somerset. Detailed 

evidence on this point ls, in fact, available in the Cape Archives, 

but Cobbing has never consu I ted l t. 

1l1e story begins with the arrival at Algoa Bay in May 1828 

of a deputation from Shaka to inform the Colonial authorities or 

his intention to attack the Mpondo and other Transkeian peoples, 

and to asa,ure them.of his friendly disposition towards Britain. 

Almost eimultaneouely, the Colonial authorities received informa­

tion from the missionaries in the rranskei that the ZUlu forces had, 

crossed the Mzimvubu river and were heading for the Great Place 

of Hintea, virtl.Jlll ly sd_jacent to the Colonial boundary.•• Fear-

ing another rnaeeive influx or Xhoea refugees, "Bourke instructed 

Major Dundas to vielt Hintsa and the other Xhoea chiefs, to 

••GH 19/3 Statement or James King, 10 May 18281 GH 19/3 V. 
Shrewsbury- H.Somerset, 12 June 1828. The Zulu deputation to the 
Cape, as wel I as their inva.sion of Mpondoland, are ~ly att~ted 
in Zulu and Mpondo sources. See, for exan"4)1e, C. de 8. 'Jebb 
and J. Vright <eds>, Jbc JME:, Stuart. Archive, Val 11 <Ptetermeri tz­
burg, University of Natal Press, 1979), pp.61, 1671 V.P. Ndamase, 
AmaMoondo1 Jbal 1 ne--Nt.lalo<Lovedale, Lovedale Press, n.d. >, p.9. 
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encourage them to "unite their force3 and oppose a resolute 

resistance to the invasion of their cOLD1try." Bourke wa~ most 

anxious to avoid any-fighting, however, and the chief purpose of 

Dundaa's mission was not to "bring out sane labour," but to 

secure a personal interview with Shaka and to persuade him to 

w i thdr-aw from the Transke i . \Jhen , even tua 1 1 y, Dundas did get 

involved in some fighting with Matiwane (see below), Bourke 

officially reprimanded him for it. 00 

Cobbing ignores all of this and proceeds <p.502): 

In July 1828 a conmando under the military cOfTYTlBndant 
of Albany, Major Dundas, h.Jrried to Vusani's Terrbu to 
prepare them for an attack on the Ngwane or Fetcani. 
Vh 1 1 e- the Terrt:>u were mob i 1 is i ng, Dundas rode on to the 
Mpondo and discovered that the 'Zulu' army was in fact 
that of H.F. Fynn and his fellow Natal adventurers. 

One might ~gin by noting that Major Dundas was not a military 

corrmandant, that Vusanl's real name 1.1as Ngubengcuka, and that the 

correct spel I lng of "Terrbu" ls "1nefrbu," but these are smal I 

matters. \/hat ls more ln~::x:>C·tant ls that Dundas's coomando did not 

turry to Ngubengcuka's n-ierrtiu to prepare them for an attack on the 

amaNgwane, nor did he leao,,e--them mobl I Ising. Dundars, in fact, 

went novhere near the 1nentx.J. at a 1 1 , but touched at H 1 ntsa' s and 

then headed straight for the Mpondo because he had.been informed 

that there was a Zulu delegation at King Faku's place. Faku 

informed Oundas that the Zulu had plundered his cOLD1t,y for a 

month and a half, and that he had accepted cattle from Shaka's 

ant:>assadors as a token of Mpondo submission to the Zulu king. 

>sro 4888 J. Bell-V.Dundas, 21 June, 27 June, 18 July 1828. 
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Faku did refer to "Henry Fynn and hi:, smal I party with Olaka's 

army,"•• but to state, as Cobbing does, that the army which 

attacked the Mpondo belonged to Fynn and not to the Zulu, is to 

state that Faku did not know whom he was fighting with, or whom 

he had negotiated ..,ith, or ..,ham he had submitted to." It 1:, 

quite clear from Faku's statement that he was attacked by a Zulu 

army, and that Fynn's party ..,as only a smal I adjunct to it. 

Cobbing continues (p.S02l: 

Dundas's commando then doubled back and reached Vusani 
again on 24 July. The white and Hottentot gunmen and 
the by now fully mobilized Terrtx.J moved east of the 
Mbashe and surrounded the NS',,lane villages before dawn 
on 26 July. The Terrtx.J clirrbed the ridges behind the 
imizi and drove the awakening victims onto the British 
guns .... There was now no realistic Fetcani problem 
to the east of the Terrou. 

One is puzzled by Cobbing's gratuitous reference to 

"Hottentot" gunmen, but again that is a minor point. More 

important is the fact that an examination of the evidence to 

which the above passage refers, makes it quite clear that it 

was the Thenbu king Ngubengcuka, and not Major Dundas, who was. 

•• History of Matiyane. p.243. Cobbing omits to mention both this 
phrase, and Faku's later- refer-ence to "Chaka's people, who had been 
accO!Tl)anied by a party of ar-med Englishmen." Both phr-ases clearly 
indicate that Fynn's gr-cup was an appendage to the main Zulu army, 
and nothing mor-e than that. 

"
7 Both Cobbing and myself r-ely on Dundas's r-eport of 15 Aug.1828, 

r-epr-inted in History of Matiyane, pp.241-9. 1 invite the reader to 
consult the or-iginal and decide which sumnary is the more ac::curate. 
Ndamase, p.9, confirms that the ZUiu invaded Mpondoland and that 
Shaka gave cattle to Faku, though he insists that this did not imply 
Mpondo subor-dination to the ZUiu. 
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quite 11 teral I y calling the shots. 1l1e Nswane' s own version of 

their arrival in Tilerrtx.Jland confirms this:•• 

Through these mountains we came to the country of the 
Abaterrbu. Tshaka had already been there. Ve found that 
the people of many villages had fled, and their cattle 
had been taken. Ve attacked the villages that remained 
and took many cattle. 

[Mhlansal 

After this, the amaNgwane and their chief Matiwane 
si~ly went on and on, making no halt unti I they 
reached Mbholompo. Vhen he reached the territory of 
other chiefs, and fOLD"ld that they had crops standing, 
he attacked and conquered them, taking their grain, 
th.Js becoming "the lazy one who consumes the grain of 
those who work hard" Cone of Matiwane's praises] 

CHtstocv of Matiwanel 

Ve descended these mountains again. Ve came towards 
the people of Kubena..Jka. Ve saw there peaceful people 
... Ve captured cattle in all directions, even to the 
Umzirrrvubu... 1l1e Terrbus called from a distance. Vait, 
in a month we shall be among you." We did not know 
they had gone to call whites. Ve settled down nicely. 
1l1e first time the Terrbus came alone to attack us, and 
they were not so many, and it was open country, and we 
killed them nearly all. 

CMolojaJ 

The Ngwane themselves th.Js confirm that they invaded the 

Therrbu country, attacked the.Tilerrtx.J and seized their cattle. One 

of Dundas's volunteers described the scene as "all desolation, 

al I dead men, women and children, cattle and dogs. Everything was 

laid waste, and the whole country burnt black."'• 1nere can be no 

•• Mhlanga, p.251; History of Mattwane. p.46; Moloja, p.273. 

,. "Extracts from the journal of Bertram Egerton Bowker," in Comdt. 
Holden Bowker, ed. I. Mitford-Barberton (Cape Town: 1-tJman and 
Rousseau, 1970), p.58. 

38 



doubt that the Thent,u were raced with a serious military crisis 

that w~ ~ite unrelated to the Cape Colony's labour problems. 

11,ey had no need to be mob i I i sed by Dundas or anyone e I se I they 

had already mobilised themeelves1•• 

1l1ere were f1 ve or six, the o I des t and most ifTl)Clr tan t 
among the CTI"lerrt:>ul people, who spoke. The invasion or 
their country by the Fickaniee, the loss or their 
cattle, the ~truction or their corn, the rrurder or 
their women, and their children carried awey rrom 
them, were the great. subjects or their harangues, and 
all in their turn urged a determination to resist, and 
that their insul t.ed country called for vengeance on 
the l n truders. -

Both Mponclo and Colonial sources show that it was the Thent>u 

kins, Ngubengcuka, and not Major Dundas, who 1.1as the architect or 

the anti-Mati1.1ane coalition. Oiief Victor Poto states clearly 

that his rorefather Kins Faku "was requested by Ngubengcuka to 

come and help him in the battle 'Ji th Mati1.1ane at 1-1::>olO!Tl)O. ""' 

1l1e settler Thomas Philipps, 1.1ho had a personal srudse against 

Dundas, placed ful I responsibi 11 ty on the ~ kins,., 

Major D. was deceived by the Tan-bookie Chier 
Vesanie and suffered himsel r and a 11 ttle ret.inue to 
be led by that scoundrel to slaughter innocent 
individ.Jals. • 

Even Reverend Kay, a severe critic or Dundas, lays part of the 

blame on Nsut>enscuka.•• 

""Report of V.8. Dundas, 15 Aug.1828, quoted in History or Matiyane. 
p.248. 

••v. Poto Ndamsse, p.10. 

·•T. Philipps, Philiioos, 1820 Settler. Ed. A. Keppel­
Jones.(Pietermaritzburg: Sh.Jter and Shooter, 1960), p.350. 

••Kay, p.328. 
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Statemer,ts, therefore, the most exaggerated were sot 
up by the different Chieftains with a view of inducing 
Government to send out an arrred force to their help. 

Cobbins maintains that "it is inconceivable that the Anglo­

Teni::>u fntel I fsence system did not know. that their victims were 

the Ngwane" (p.SOZn>. In fact, it is not so inconceivable as al I 

that. 1ne evidence of Mhlanga quoted above confirms that the 

amaNgwane had settled in country recently traversed by the Zulu. 

Faku had informed Dundas that the Zulu had headed towards 

Therrbuland. Dundas was self-admittedly confused by "the various 

and contradictory reports respecting Chaka which are daily 

received."•• Even more important is Mhlansa's revelation that 

Matiwane deliberately concealed his true identity.•• 

Matiwana did not wish his name to be known by those 
people. \.le were corrmanded therefore to call ourselves 
Masagadlana. 

Let us return to the role of the British in the battle of 

1-t:>holompo. It wi 11 be recalled that Acting Governor Bourke had 

sent Major Dundas on a mission to negotiate directly with Shaka 

or his anbassadors. He was still on that mission when he was 

contacted by Ngubengcuka's messengers who gave him "certain 

information respecting the advance of the Zoolas." En route to 

Ngubengcuka's Great Place <which, pace Cobbing, he had not yet 

visited>, Dundas was disturbed by Therrbu war-cries announcing 

••For ex~le, Dundas was informed by two young ThelTbu girls, 
prisoners of Matiwane, that "they were undoubtedly Chaka's people. 
History of Matiwane, pp.239,244,246. 

1 •Mh1anga, p.251. 
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Matlwane's advance. On hls arrival at the Great Place, 

D....tndas found approximately 5,000 Therrbu warriors already armed 

and aseerbled without any suggestion, let alone assistance, from 

himself. It was only at this point, that he assumed a leading 

role. Even so, Cobblng's description of the skirmish (p.502) ls 

suspect: 
The Terrt>u cllrrbed the ridge behind the Jmlzi and drove 
the awakening victims onto the British guns. About 
seventy Ngwane were shot dead and 25,000 cattle 
plundered. There was now no realistic Fetcanl problem 
to the east of the Terrt:>u. ~ 

It ls not clear why Cobbing refers to the "awakening 

victims," when the the battle took place well after dawn. The 

nl.llT'ber of 70 killed ls also probably an exaggeration.•• But, 

again, these are smal I matters. More important is Cobblng's 

statement that there was no longer a "realistic Fetcanl problem 

east of the Terrt>u," which 1~1 les that the. second, and more 

slgnlflcant, all led attack was launched agalns~ a beaten and 

defenceless enemy. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. Moloja rel~tes that 

only seven "bands" of the amaNgwane fought against Dundas, and 

that the mighty USh1y1 regiment remained entirely intact. The 

amaNgwane fol lowed up the retreating Thell"bu, attacked them, and 

recaptured all the cattle which had been lost. Moloja's 

statements are confirmed by Reverend Kay, who added:"' 

.. Dundas. in Hl~tory or Matiwane. p.239, refers to 10 am; a.Bowker, 
"Journal," has "daylight"; Moloja, p.273, has "early morning." 
Mhlanga, p.251, refers to the battle taking place- in the after­
noon.Bowker refers to 16 kl I led on each of the Therrbu and Ngwane 
sides. Kay, p.329, refers only to "several" shot. 

"'Moloja, p.273; Kay, p.330. 
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CMatlwanel vowed venseance against his opponents, 
declar-lng that. he would pay them a visit when they 
least expected him .. Fear and revenge, therefore, 
gave rise.to a h.Je. and cry, which p..it the whole of 
KaCferland in cOITITIOtlon. 

Revengeful or not, the amaNli\,lane now firmly e1Stabllshed 

them!5elves in the heart of Therbuland, near the sources of the 

Umtata river, where they began to erect dwellings and plant 

gardens. It ls in this context. that the battle of l't:lholompo w~ 

fought on 27 August, 1828. 11:)holompo was no gr-atuitous assault 

on a beaten enemy but a calculated attack initiated by the 1nelTbu 

kins Nsubenscuka in concert with his allies, namely the Gcaleka, 

the Mpondo and the Br-ltish. 

Having established this context, ther-e is no need to quarrel 

with Cobblng's description of the battle itself. The allies 

attacked the amaNgvane before da1Jn, attempt.ins no negotiation and 

giving them no opportunity to withdraw peacefully. The British 

cavalry swooped on the sleeping anE.Ngvane in their h.Jts, and 

continued to attack them as they str-uggled to escape. \Jhen some 

of the anE.Ngvane rat 1 ied and- tr-ied to make a stand, the Br-i tish 

opened up with cannons. Many fled to the neighbouring forest!!, 

some of which apparently caught tire, though there is no evidence 

to suggest that the British deliberately "raked the Ngwane escape 

routes" (p.502>. 1ne TilelTbu and Gcaleka armies participated 

unrestrainedly in the carnage:•• 

••Kay, p.332. Bannister, p.156-9. Another relevant extract ls quoted 
on p.21 above. 
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\Jhile the militar-y wer-e routing Matulolane and his 
warr-ior-s, they [the Xhosa] busily ~loyed themselves 
in dr-ivins off all the cattle they could find, and in 
1TJ.Jr-der-ing the women and children ... the field 
presented a scene indescribably shocking: old decr-epid 
men with their- bodies pierced, and,-heads alfl'll:;)&t ~- •· 
off"J pregnant females r-ipped open; legs broken, and 
hands likewise severed from the arm, as if for- the 
purpose of getting the armlets or- some other- trifling 
ornament. 

Al 1 of the sources used by Cobbins justify Somerset's 

decision to take possession of mor-e than 70 Ng1o1ane children in 

terms or the above atr-ocities. This may or- may not be true, but it 

is a I ittle besides the point. I have had previous exper-ience with 

Colonel Henry Somer-set's lying and self-ser-ving dispatches.•• It 

was Boer- practice, and Somerset's pr-actice also, to entice Boer 

volunteers to militar-y service with easy pickings in cattle and 

child ser-vants. I have little doubt that Somer-set allowed the Boer-s 

to take as many childr-en as they could get. 

My dispute with Cobbins concer-ns not what Somer-set actually 

did, but with the histor-ical significance that should be attached 

to it. Cobbins sees this r-aidins or children as "the pr-imar-y 

objective or Somer-set's conmando" <p.503>, as par-t or the •trans­

continental cr-ossfir-e or inter-r-elated Eur-opean. plunder- systems." I 

r-eject this, and I r-eject the idea that the Br-itish wer-e "raiding 

for- 'free 1 abour-' in the arter-math or Ordinance 49." Somer-set's 

Boer-s wer-e not r-aiding for- new-style "free labour" but for- olct­

style "for-ced labour-," as they and their- fathers had been doing 

••Petr-es, House of Pha1o, p.227 rn 95. 
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for decades. It was precisely this kind of labour relationship that 

Ordinance 49 was intended to replace. Even if Ordinance 49 failed to 

prevent the battle of 1-tJholorrpho, . it nevertheless cannot be 

label led as the ultimate cause of the battle. ~holompho was a 

contradiction of current British policy, and not its manifestation. 

IV A Reprieve for the Mfecane? 

Cobbing rejects not only the concept of the Mfecane, but 

even the very word itself. "~alker coined the word 'mfecane' in 

1928. ~alker's neologism, meaning 'the crushing', has no root in 

any African language" Cp.487). This is an astonishing claim. Any 

Xhosa dictionary will inform one that "imfecane" is derived from 

the root "-feca," meaning "to crack, bruise, break down the maize 

or sweetcorn stalks." 70 Contenp:irary English sources habitually 

refer to the invaders as "Fetcani" or "Fetcanie," and the word. 

"imfecane" appears in a Xhosa-language newspaper as early as 

1863.'' Tile word originally seems to have meant a military unit, 

as indicated for example in the statement of one Ngwane, "we sent 

out Fetcanie, beat the Tarrbookies often, and took their cattle." 72 

"lmfecane" refers to people who are crushing others, rather than 

to people- who are themselves crushed. It appears to be part of an 

extended metaphor, in which the marauding bands see themselves as 

••A. Kropf, A Kafflc::Eog)lsh Dictionary <Lovedale: Lovedale 
Press, 1899), p.100. 

''Tiicxrc:>son, I, p.180; History of Matlwane. p. 235. J. Mazamisa, 
"lzizwe za-Mamfengu," lrn;1al;;>a 1 (1863), p.171. 

••History of Matlwanc, pp. 235-6. 
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crushing their weal thy and Ineffectual opponents; In the words or 

Platje Mhlanga, "ladla 1,rpakata nodlza" <they con5UITled the corn­

cobs and the stubble as wet I l .'" 

It rrust, however, be conceded that the Xhosa use of the word 

"lmfecane" applies not to the historical event Itself but to some 

of the people who participated ln It. Thus a Hlubl descendant of 

Mehlomakhulu refers to this period as "ilmfazve yeMfecane" (the 

wars of the Mfecanel, rather than "the lMfecane." To that 

extent, the use of "Mfecane" as a portmanteau word denoting the 

whole of the historical event ls indeed a coinage, a neologism. 

But that does not necessarily imply that we should reject it. 

The term "feudalism" was unknown during· the feudal era. The 

term "Renaissance" was invented by Jacob Burkhardt in 1840. 

History, like any social science, should aim at generalisation, 

and if we can think of a suitable term and if 1Je can agree on its 

interpretation, we are certainly entitled to use it. The term 

"Mfecane" undoubtedly has its attractions. First of all, it is 

already well established in the historical literature. More 

i~rtant, it appears not only in Xhosa and Zulu, but ln Sotho as 

well. Finally, the term was used in its own time not as a synonym 

for a specific ethnic group, but as a generic term for any group 

of aggressive "crushers," regardless of their ethnic origin. 

••Mhlanga, p. 249. 
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As far as the interpretation of the term "Mfecane" ls concerned, 

the •old paradigm" ls quite adeq.Jately sunmed up in Onec--Cccper's 

phrase "a revolutionary change proceeding from a single centre."' 4 

This forrrulation is broad enough to encompass both Onec--Cccper, who 

sees the change as essentially political and military ln nature, 

and those influenced by mode of proci.Jction theory, such as Guy, 

Bonner and Hedges, who emphasise the social and economic 

transformation entxxiied in the regimental system. The single 

centre is not, of course, the Zulu kingdom alone but the whole of 

northern Nsu,lland. The concept of a single centre does not in 

any way exclude the influence of trade from Delagoa Bay or 

elsewhere. Primary sources as different as H.F. Fynn and Thomas 

Mbfolo have stressed the importance of Dingiswayo's links with the 

Portuguese, as have such diverse historians as Alan Smith, Henry 

Slater and David Hedges. All of these concur in viewing trade as 

an external factor which impacted on the internal structure of 

the Zulu state, transforming it into scrrething new and 

essentially different. 

Cobbing sees neither revolutionary change nor a single 

centre. All rhetoric aside, he is indeed proposing a new 

paradigm. He sees no dynamic initiative, no creative tension, no 

social transformation occurring within the African societies 

themselves. African societies are reci.Jced to the status of 

hapless and passive victims, mere billiard balls crashing into 

each other, propelled around the table by infinitely more 

• 
4 Onec--Cccper , p. 7. 
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cunning and sinister rorces. And in place or an internally 

generated trajectory, he proposes two chains or externally 

sourced violence: one proceeding rrom the Portusuese at Delagoa 

Bay, and the other rrom the British and their Griqua surrogates 

at the Cape. Let us not r~ce the debate on the Mrecane to a 

mere quibble about words. Let us choose between these paradigms. 

Given such a choice, I stand unequlvocally_behind the old 

paradigm or the Mfecane. 1 cannot accept an analysts that red.Jces 

the history or Africans in this country to the "meaningless 

gyrations or barbarous tribes" by means or systematically 

li:rnorlns all the evidence which comes rrom Arrlcan sources. 

Matiwane was a sreat leader who stood up to Shaka, dominated the 

Hlshveld. slaughtered his own brothers to maintain his power, 

forced his people into the Transkel by the strength or his will, 

and finally succ:urrbed to the overwhelmlng-nl.llTber or the rorces 

which his own dynamism had raised against him. The materi_al ist in 

me also notes that any political structure held together by 

purely military means ls necessarily brittle. Matlwane's brief 

and conrlict-rldden tenure or orflce did not see the kind of 

transformation or proructlve relations that melded other, more 

successful post-Mfecane societies into an organic whole. 

To make these points ls not to rail prey either to the naive 

ideal ism or Oner-Cooper or to the gross racial ism of Ibl: 

iccuptlon or the Kattie Hordes. It ls sl~ly to state the 

obvious inferences from a substantial body of historical evl-
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dence, which Cobbing has manipulated at will. For it rrust be 

clearly stated that it has only been possible ror Cobbing to 

arrive at his conclusions by acts or blatant omission <the 

Histocv or Matiwane and all the other oral traditions> and 

distortion (see, ror example, p.37 above on his contention that 

the Zulu army in Mpondoland was led by Fynnl. There is hardly a 

single statement any,..,here in his history of Hatiwane that can 

stand up to detailed examination. 

Historiographically, "the Hfecane as Alibi" can be situated 

somewhere between the Plrenne thesis and the Hitler diaries. At 

worst it is a fabrication, and at best it is a fantasy. lnasrruch 

as it has led us all to question our basic assumptions and to 

review the evidence whlch we had somehow taken for granted, it 

has done us good. lnasrruch as it has trapped us in a bi ind 

alley, looking ror colonialists behind every rubbish bin, it has 

distracted our attention rrom the history of Africans in South 

Africa and from our unfinished attempts to establish the material 

content and context of that history. Let the faddists, the 

lenmings and the kanikazes take flight in their ne1o1-look, ne1o1-

paradigm hot-air balloon, if they so desire. The rest of us ' 

1TUSt lose no time in getting the old paradigm off the scrap-

heap and back onto the road. It should be an interesting race. 
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