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The Ndebele state was r u le d  by K hum alo kings who had e m e r g e d  

f r o m  the N duandwe. T h e y  p r o b a b ly  w ere not a b so rb e d  by  the Zulu at 
any t im e .  During the Zulu -N dw andw e w a r s  o f  1818-20  the Khumalo 
w ere e je c te d  and one o f  th em , M z i l ik a z i ,  c a m e  to dom inate a m ix e d  
band o f  m a r a i d e r s  in s e a r c h  o f  m o r e  p eace fu l  p a s tu re s .  T h e y  -  how 
m any is  not known -  m o v e d  w est  o f  the D r a k e n s b e rg  into the upper 
Vaal v a l le y  during the e a r ly  1 8 2 0 's .  In about 1828 they c r o s s e d  the 
Vaal,  north into the m o d e rn  P r e t o r i a  reg ion .  In about 1832 west into 
the m o d e r n  R u sten berg  a re a .  And between 1837 and about 1841 they 
m ig ra te d  in two separate  g ro u p s  to the M atopos  re g io n  o f  what is 
now Z im b a b w e .

During th ese  w and erings  the or ig in a l  Nguni had a b s o r b e d  m any 
Sotho b y  m a r  iage and ca p tu re .  On the M atop os  high ve ld  Kalanga, 
R o z v i ,  o th er  'Shona ',  as w ell  as Sotho and Venda grou ps  w e re  a b so rb e d .  
The N d eb e le ,  as th ey  w ere  c o m in g  to be ca l le d  (the m ea n in g  is  still  
unexplained) v /ere  cu ltu ra l ly  som ew h at e c l e c t i c ,  although l in g u is t ica l ly  
and in o th er  c e n s e s  too  a p r o c e s s  o f  N g u n i- isa t ion  took  p la c e .  Still,  
cu ltural and e th er  d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een  the N debe le  and o th er  Nguni 
states a re  p a i t l y  to be a ccou n ted  for  by the s p e c i f i c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
o f  the a s s im i la n ts .  But so fa r  no s e r io u s  r e s e a r c h  has been  done 
into this f ie ld .

M z i l ik a z i  was one o f  the g r e a t e s t  f ig u r es  throw n up b y  the 
m f e c a n e . Maybe the g re a te s t .  The N debele  state was M z i l ik a z i ' s  
state and had nothing to do with T sh aka.  M z i l ik a z i  was an independent 
and outstanding innovator. '  He ru led  f ifty  y e a r s  to  T sh a k a 's  ten. He 
s o lv e d  his  ow-i m i l i t a r y  and o r g a n isa t ion a l  p r o b le m s  in his own way, 
though within the context o f  h is  own Ndwandwe-Nguni thought pa ttern s .  
Unlike the Zulu k ingdom  the N d eb e le  one was f o r  o v e r  twenty y e a r s  
h ighly m o b i le  and the new m i l i t a r y  o rgan isat ion  adapted i t s e l f  to this 
c i r c u m s t a n c e  Though quite d i f fe re n t  in evo lu tion  and h is to ry ,  the



Zulu and N debele  k in gdom s share  a co m m o n  te r m in o lo g y  in m an y  

in s ta n ce s .  This haB led  to m u ch  con fu s ion .
M zi l ik a z i  ru led until h is  death in S ep tem ber  1868. A f te r  a p o w e r  

s tru gg le  betw een  his son s ,  L oben gula  b e ca m e  secon d  king o f  the 
N d e b e le .  He ru led  until h is  death in about 1894 after the in vasion  o f  
'M a ta b e le la n d '  by  the B r i t is h  South A f r i c a  Com pany . In 1896 L o b e n g u la 's  
son, Nyam anda, was m ade king, though that y e a r  a lso  the N debe le  w ere  
f in a l ly  con q u ered  by  B r i t is h  im p e r ia l  and B SA C  s e t t le r  t r o o p s .  The 
whites took all  the N debe le  land and 80% o f  their  catt le .  Not until the 
1970 's  has any s e r io u s  attem pt b een  m ade to  get the 'an d  back .

N debe le ,  o r  rather  M z i l ik a z ia n  p o l i t i ca l  pattern  have m a n y  c le a r  
s im i la r i t ie s  with those o f  o th er  Nguni s ta tes .  So le t  us keep an eye 

x open  f o r  con trasts  co n c e a le d  under identica l  term in o logy .  At the top 
was M z i l ik a z i  (or  L oben gu la ) ,  the n kosi , the grea t  m an . His p o w e r s  
w e re  e x te n s iv e .  The king ru led  ju d ic ia l ly ,  r a is e d  arnabutho, co o rd in a te d  
s tra tegy ,  d is tr ibuted  ca p t ives  and catt le ,  a l lo ca ted  1 id, e l im in ated  

opponents i f  he could, t r ie d  hard to m ake it ra in  -  but anyway a ssu m e d  
a quasi r e l ig io u s  function, with the shades o f  his a n c e s t o r s  e leva ted  
into su p e r io r  national s p i r i t s .  A ll  th is ,  as w e l l  as r ional fe r t i l i ty ,  
found its f o cu s  in the annual nxwala  c e r e m o n ie s  in J »  >yary and 
F e b r u a r y .  If  you stayed aw ay f r o m  the nxwala without g ood  e x c u s e  it 
was a token  o f  re b e l l io n .

The k in gdom , or  the land ( i l izw e )  was d iv ided  ir*o  what we m ight 
as w e ll  ca l l  ch ie f ta in c ie s ,  u nder  ch ie fs .  C hie fta incy  am ong the 
N debele  was denoted as e i t h e r  u m u zi  w en k os i  (settle ent under the 
k ing), o r  i s ig a b a  (su b d iv is ion ) .  Th ere  was nothing n ore  e x a c t .  We 
have to invent the te r m in o lo g y  as we go along as the N debe le  frequ en tly  
did without. P e r h a p s  th ere  w e r e  s ixty  o r  seven ty  iz ig a b a  under L o b e n 
gula. Within the is ig a b a  w e r e  m a n y  ch ie fs  (iz in du n a ), but u su a l ly  o n ly  
one b ig  ch ie f  (induna enkulu) who within the context o f  the is ig a b a  had 
extensive  p o w e r s .  T h ese  w e r e  the grea t  fa m i l i e s ,  ti e M afus ,  M asuku s , 
Ndiwenis, M lotshas  and o f  c o u r s e  K h u m alos .  Chieftainship was 
h ered itary .  E ld est  sons b y  the great w ives  th e o r e t i c a l ly  s u c c e e d e d  and 
Usually did . The chiefs  w e r e  a ided  in the goverrane  o f  the is ig a b a



f

b y  a sort  o f  cou n cil  o f  b ig  m en  ( iz iku lu ) f r o m  the lo c a l i t y .  The chiefs  

sat in ju d ic ia l  ju dg em en t with the adv ice  o f  this cou n c i l ,  the inkundhla. 

E v i l - d o e r s  w e re  rou nd ed  up by a c h ie f ' s  p o l i c e  gang, the iz ib o n d a . 
S o m e t im e s  gangs f r o m  the roya l  capital cam e as w e l l ,  and c la sh e s  
cou ld  take p la c e .  C h ie fta in cy  p o l i t i c s  w e r e  as ex c it in g  and in tr icate  
as national p o l i t i c s ,  as m y  own studies  in G odhlw ayo  show ed . Sadly, 
fe w  studies o f  individual Ndebele ch ie fta in c ies  have b een  m a d e .  This 
m u st be a m a jo r  though in c r e a s in g ly  tenuous goa l .  The ch ie fs  too  had 
ce r ta in  (I m ean  u n certa in )  p o w e r s  o v e r  the d istr ibut ion  o f  capt ives  
(abathunjiw eyo) and ' s t a t e '  cattle  (see  b e low ).  A  g ood  p r o p o r t i o n  of 
d i r e c t ly -o w n e d  cattle  found their  w ay into a c h ie f ' s  ow n ersh ip .  These 
he fa r m e d  out, s i s a 'd  to su b je c ts .

Many o f  the b ig  ch ie fs  t r a v e l le d  p e r i o d i c a l l y  to the ro y a l  capital,  
say  M hlahlanhlela  o r  Bulawayo, w here  c o l l e c t i v e ly  they f o r m e d  the 
k in g 's  a d v iso ry  co u n c i l .  Those  in the cen tre  as they w e re  im ag in a t iv e ly  
ca l led :  the u m pakath i . The umpakathi p lay ed  a c r u c ia l  r o l e  in the 
determ in at ion  o f  national p o l i c y .  T h e y  sat in ju dgem en t.  Both M z i l i -  
kazi  and L oben gula  w e r e  p e r fe c t ly  s tron g  enough to dom inate  the 
um pakathi , but freq u en tly ,  e s p e c ia l l y  L oben gula ,  p r eten ded  to have 
th e ir  hands f o r c e d  b y  the ch ie fs  in o r d e r  to avoid  be in g  the open  
in st ig a tors  o f  unpopular  c o u r s e s  o f  action . Both k ings w e r e  genuinely  
w il l in g  to be p e r su a d e d  b y  the ch ie fs .  Until the Rudd C o n c e s s io n  there 
is  an im p r e s s iv e  sm o o t h n e s s  about m ost  d e c is i o n -m a k in g  in the 
N debele  state . The king would th row  p e r s is t e n t  E u rop ea n s  to the 
izinduna who knew how to deal with them . T h ey  w e re  a su sp ic io u s  
cunning, intelligent f o r  the m ost  p a r t ,  w o r ld ly -w is e  group o f  m e n  who 
cou ld  handle m o s t  things excep t  a rm e d  in vasion .  Then the king 
suddenly found h im s e l f  e f fe c t iv e ly  a lone.

In the umpakathi a longside  the t e r r i t o r i a l  ch ie fs  w e re  m e m b e r s ,  
m ale  m e m b e r s  o f  the r o y a l  fam ily  -  the b r o t h e r s ,  u n c le s ,  cou s in s  o f  
the king. Note too that m o s t  o f  the ch ie fs  w ere  re la ted  to the king 
through m a r r ia g e ,  e i th e r  the k in g 's  or th e irs .  These  roya l  re la t iv es  
had th eir  own v i l la g e s  in side  the outly ing  ch ie fta in c ie s ,  but w e re  
co n s id e r e d  too  s u p e r io r  to rule in the ch ie f ly  se n se .  How this  convenient 
p ie c e  o f  id e o lo g y  d e v e lo p e d  is  not known. But the roya l  m a le s ,  whilst



not ruling ch ie fta in c ies ,  did p lay  an unusually  im portan t p a rt  in the 

c o l le c t iv e  d ec is ion -m a k in g ,  and w e re  often important in the army.

Royal K hum alos  w ere  a lso  behind the r eg u la r ity  o f  the ra ins  in N o v e m b e r  
and o rg a n ise d  the n xw ala . On the other  hand, roya l  m en  who d e v e lo p e d  
real or  imagined person a l  ambitions for  the crow n  w e r e  got r id  of.

T h ere  are  m any e x a m p le s .
In v iew  o f  the ro le  o f  roy a l  w om en  in the Zulu amakhanda, and 

b eca u se  o f  the gen era l  am bigu ity  o f  the e v id e n ce ,  the p r e c i s e  function 
o f  roya l  w om en  is  an im portan t  one to g ra s p .  But so  fa r  I have not 
s u cc e e d e d  v e r y  w ell .  L ob en gu la  had s c o r e s  o f  w ives ,  s i s t e r s ,  aunts 
e tc .  The b ig  w ife ,  L o z ig e y i ,  had p o l i t i ca l  in flu ence .  The roya l  w ife ,  
one o f  M z i la 's  daughters n am ed  X w ali le ,  neither had any any in fluence 
nor did she prod u ce  an h e ir .  The m oth er  o f  N yam anda, Mbida, p lay ed  
no po l i t ica l  part  apparently .  Yet royal w om en  wer-> sca t te re d  around 
the ch ie fta in c ies ,  having status there .  The ch ie fs  kept an eye on them. 
They had their  own v i l la g e s ,  capt ives  and cow s .  In some v i l la g e s  th ere  
w ere is igod hlo  for  roya l  w om en .  Som e o f  the o ld e r  w r i t e r s  a ssu m e d  
this was the rea l  m a c h in e r y  o f  po l i t ica l  authority in the k in gdom , but 
I doubt it. A ll  the signs a re  that, apart f r o m  a few important women 
such as L o z ig e y i ,  the state was dominated by men. But further  r e s e a r c h  
would be w e lc o m e ,  e s p e c ia l l y  on the i s ig o d h lo .

Let us return  to the u m u zi  w en k os i . the ch ie fta in cy .  Note in this 
context the te r m  umuzi m ea n s  la rg e  area  o f  se tt lem en t.  Inside w e re  
many, perh aps  hundreds o f  v i l la g e s ,  a lso  s e tt lem en ts ,  and th e r e fo r e  
ca lled  im i z i . Som e e a r ly  w r i t e r s  ig n o re d  the f l e x ib i l i ty  o f  the w o r d  
and dream t o f  towns s e v e r a l  m i l e s  in d ia m e te r ,  all  h eav i ly  m i l i ta r i s e d .  
N eed less  to say such m o n s t r o s i t ie s  did not e x is t .  The v i l la g e s ,  im iz i  
(or s o m e t im e s  im iz a n a ) , w e r e  fo r  the m o s t  part ir~ iz i zam ath an ga , 
l i t e ra l ly  'p r iv a te '  v i l lag es  o f  o r d in a r y  p e o p le .  The / w e re  fa m ily  
vi l lages  surroun ded  by a f e n ce ,  with a s s o c ia te d  p la c e s  f o r  cattle  and 
grain s to ra g e .  The head o f  the fam ily  was the ow ner  o f  the v i l la g e ,  the 
umniniu m za n a . e x a ct ly  as with the Zulu. F r o m  the ranks o f  the 
ebaniniumzana cam e the a d v i s e r s  o f  the b ig  ch ie f .  G e o g ra p h ica l ly  
within the ch ie fta incy  w e re  ce r ta in  p a rts ,  t e r m e d  i z igatshana (little  
subd iv is ions) ,  o v e r  which one o r  m o r e  abaninium zana

f



m ight have e x t r a  p o l i t i c a l  weight. Such m en  r e f e r r e d  to th e m s e lv e s  
as izinduna too .  As f o r  J e ff  Guy then, one man with two t i t le s .  But the 
N debele  might take a th ird .  As an induna he was a subord inate ,  he lper ,  
nurse  ( ? )  o f  the se n io r  ch ie fs ,  and in this  ca p a c ity  was te r m e d  u m l i s a . 
A fte r  E u ropean isa t ion  took p la ce  u m l is a  rather  than um ninium zana 
was c h osen  to tran slate  the s p e c i f i c a l l y  E u ropean  con cep t  o f  'headm an '.  
In v a r ia b ly  Ndebele  m a le s  r e f e r r e d  to th e m se lv e s  p o s i t iv e ly ,  which 
is  why in the l i tera tu re  th ere  w e re  so m any izinduna and so few 
a b a l i s a .

In this way a rough  p o l i t i c a l  h ie r a r c h y  can be sketch ed  f r o m  
king and roya l  fam ily ,  down through the induna enkulu , to the u m n in i
u m z a n a . M il i ta ry  o rg a n is a t io n  we w il l  leave aside ju st  fo r  a m om en t .

The e c o n o m ic  s tru c tu re  o f  the k ingdom  was as s im p le ,  though 
it is equally  im portan t to get the e m p h a se s  and deta il  r ight.  The funda
m en ta l ,  f i r s t  e c o n o m ic  a c t iv ity  was the prod u c t ion  o f  g ra in .  T h e s e  w ere
m a in ly  the m i l le t s ,  a m a b e le . inyaouti and r a p o k o . The ev id en ce  that

*
e x is t s  s tro n g ly  su g gests  that this cultivation  was cen tred  in individual 
v i l l a g e s ,  e a ch  f a m i ly 's  planting, reap in g ,  feeding b e ing  g o v e r n e d  by 
the u m n in iu m zan a . A u th or ity  m a in ly  lay  with the o ld .  F ie ld s  w ere  
sh if ted  at in te rv a ls .  P r e s u m a b ly  the induna enkulu would arb itrate  
o v e r  land disputes  and a l lo ca t io n .  I say  p r e su m a b ly  b e ca u s e  th ere  is 
v ir tu a l ly  no ev id e n ce  f o r  p r e -1 8 9 6  land a l loca t ion .  We m u st a lso  find 
re fuge  in the u n s a t is fa c to r y  clich< that the king ow ned the land. When 
indiv iduals  o r  even fa m i l i e s  w ished  to shift their  h o m e s  f r o m  one i s i - 
gaba  to  another,  o f  w hich  th ere  a few  e x a m p les  im ply in g  it happened 
freq u en tly ,  it is  m o r e  l ik e ly  that p e r m is s i o n  would have been  sought 
f r o m  the ch ie fs  ra th er  than troub lin g  the king. Both m en  and w om en  
w o rk e d  in the f ie ld s .  I su sp ect  the con cept  o f  the Nguni man disdaining 
w o rk  in the f ie ld s  is  a m yth . So did s laves  -  but the N debele  w ere  
a g r ic u lt u r a l is t s ,  w hilst  not talking m u ch  about it. T h ey  did not feed  
o f f  the Shona. E ven  ch ie fs  w ork ed  in  the f ie ld s .  So d id  the s o ld ie r s  
the am ajah a , who took  h o m e - le a v e  in the planting season .  The Shona 
w e re  planting at the sa m e  t im e  so  de fen ce  was not im p a ir e d  m u ch .
So fa r  I have no e v id e n ce  o f  a tr ibute b e ing  paid  to the induna enkulu ,

w hich  is  not to say  it d id  not happen. Gifts p r o b a b ly  w e re  m a d e .



C erta in ly  such  tr ibute in g ra in  e tc .  was pa id  to the king. Spec ia l  'k in g 's  
f i e ld s '  w e re  planted in ea ch  i s ig a b a , and w e re  h arvested  f i r s t .  E x a c t ly  
how the c o r v l e s  fo r  these f ie ld s  w ere  o r g a n is e d  is  not known. But they 
ex is te d .  It is  on these  c o r v t e s  that any th e o ry  o f  c la s s  exp lo ita t ion  fo r  
the N debe le  is  going  at least  p a r t ly  to be founded. If  I had m o r e  f ie ld*  
w ork  t im e these are the a re a s  I would  now e x p lo r e  h ardest .

The next m a jo r  e c o n o m i c  co n c e r n  was c a t t le - r e a r in g .  We can 
v ir tu a l ly  in terchange  any p a ra g r ap h  a s s e s s in g  the s ig n if ican ce  o f  
cattle f o r  the N debele  with any other  Nguni grou p ,  though the o b s e s s i o n  
is  at l e a s t  p a r t ly  in the m in ds  o f  th e ir  h is to r ia n s .  Still,  the N debele  
did l o v e  th e ir  cattle , thought and dream t o f  l ittle  e l s e ,  ex cep t  the gun, 
which, naturally ,  in the end th ey  exch a n ged  m a in ly  their  cow s f o r .  The 
whole k in gdom  was o r g a n is e d  to p r o te c t  both the cow s and the f ie ld s ,  
and b y  cow s  1 m ea n  the g r a z in g  a r e a s .  Raiding was p e r t ly  d e s ig n e d  to 
s tea l  the cattle  o f  o th ers ,  e x p ro p r ia t in g  the lo t ,  i f  p o s s ib l e ,  not the 
su rp lu s ,  w hatever  that m e a n s .  Inside the k in gdom  and the tr ib u tary  
a r e a  (o f  w hich  m o r e  b e low )  a season al tran shu m an ce  took p la c e ,  when 
in the w in ter  the s o ld ie r s  and h e r d e r s  took co w s  down fo the m iddle-  
ve ld ,  e . g .  the Um zingwani v a l le y ,  f o r  the sweet g r a s s ,  u h atsh i . Th is  
need  to p r o te c t  cattle  in vu ln erab le  f r o n t ie r  re g io n *  in w inter  u n der lay  
N debele  re la t ion s  with n e ighbou ring  p e o p le s .  National ten s ion s
in c r e a s e d  d r a m a t ic a l ly  when the national h e r d  was th reaten ed ,  as

/
during the lu n g - s i c k n e s s  o f  the e a r ly  1860s, and the f ■stematic e x a c 
t ions  o f  the B S A C  during 1 8 9 3 -5 .  Much o f  the v io le n ce  in the h igh -  
v e ld  o r ig in a te d  with catt le .  A fte r  1893 the E u ropean s  p r o g r e s s i v e l y  
d e s t r o y e d  the N debele  s y s t e m  b y  d e s t ro y in g  its  ca tt le -ow n in g  
m e c h a n is m .

This  m e c h a n ism  is  in te re s t in g .  T h ere  w e r e  at l e a s t  two dist inct  
con ce p ts  o f  cattle  o w n ersh ip .  F ir s t ly ,  in a c o l le c t iv e  se n s e ,  as a 
nation. Under M z i l ik a z i  a national h erd  had b een  es ta b l ish e d .  A  la r g e  
p e r c e n t a g e  o f  ra id ed  cattle  f o r  exam ple  b e c a m e  des ign ated  in this  w ay 
as k in g 's  catt le ,  o r  reg im en ta l  catt le :  i z in k o m o <lf o n k o s i . ir in k o m o  

zebutho r e s p e c t iv e ly .  (N B. th ese  term s a re  synonyms. ) T h ese  the 
king d is t r ib u ted  to the i z i g a b a . The ro le  o f  the izinduna in this p r o c e s s  
is  not known, though d ir e c t  d is tr ibu t ion  b y  th em  w as  r e g a r d e d  as



i l leg a l  in th eory .  Such cattle  appear to have gone equally  to the needy 
and the loya l  and to the s u c c e s s fu l .  They w ere  in al ienab ly  the nation 's .

The m i lk ,  m an ure  and o c c a s i o n a l ly  m eat f r o m  these an im als  induced 
m an y o u ts id e r s  to  s tay  and share  the k in g 's  bounty . In return  they 

fought fo r  h im  and p r a i s e d  his  n am e. It u sed  to be a ssu m ed ,  la r g e ly  
as a re su l t  o f  B S A C  p rop a ga n d a  and a g en era l  tr u s t i f i ca t io n  o f  'bantu 
catt le  ow n ersh ip  s y s t e m s '  that all N debele  cattle  w ere  co m m u n a lly  
ow ned  in this way, and th e r e fo r e  u lt im a te ly  the k in g 's .  But this  was 

not the c a s e  at all.  A d d it iona lly ,  th ere  w e re  p r iv a te ly  ow ned  cattle , 
izinkomo zamathanga. C h ie fs ,  s u c c e s s fu l  w a r r i o r s ,  izanusi  etc. 
tended to  have the la r g e s t  h erd s .  The king h im self  had by far the 
la r g e s t .  S u ch  k in g 1 s c o w s  w e r e  r e a l l y  k in g 's  c o w s ,  unlike the 
p r e v io u s  c a te g o ry .  One man 's  cow  was dist inguished  f r o m  his 
n e ig h b o u r 's  and f r o m  ' reg im en ta l /k in g  ' s ’ cattle  within the ch ie fta in cy  
by a sys tem  of  iz im phawu. earm arks. Such co w s  a man could  do 
what he l iked  with. He might a lso  be f ined  with them fo r  s e r io u s  
m isdem eanours .  F o r  t r e a s o n  his w hole  herd would go. But above  
all iz inkomo zamathanga w e r e  for  lob o la ,  a u se  to w hich  the k in g 's  cows 
w e r e  n ever  put. (Again  I mean communal cow s .  The king paid lob o la  
to the ch ie fs  f o r  their  daughters  f r o m  his pr ivate  h erd ,  as did any other man. 
P r iv a te  cow s thus p r o d u c e d  w ives  o f  rank, and l a r g e r  v i l la g e s ,  m o r e  
s o n s ,  and m o r e  f o l l o w e r s ,  and guns, and m o r e  co w s .

And they had to  be  lo o k e d  after  and h erded  w here  the g r a s s  was 
g r e e n .  P r iva te  cattle  w e re  frequ en tly  s i s a 'd  out b y  a wealthy m an  to 
f o l l o w e r s ,  even  s la v e s ,  who -  as in  the oth er  Nguni s y s te m s  -  u ti l ised  
the fru it  o f  the co w s  but n ev er  a ssu m e d  o w n e r sh ip .  Such cattle r e l a 
tion sh ips  w e r e  o f  c o u r s e  p o l i t i ca l  r e la t ion sh ip s  binding m en  tog eth er ,  
and they  frequen tly  l a s t e d  fo r  g e n era t ion s .  H e r d e r - o u t  and h e rd e r  
fa m i l i e s  would have c o m m o n  h is t o r ie s  and the ch i ld ren  would g r o w  up 
to g e th e r .  In m any c a s e s  s i s a 'd cow s  would f o r  p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e s  
b e c o m e  the h e r d e r ' s ,  though he, o r  in som e c a s e s  she, cou ld  be dep r ived  
o f  them  fo r  b r e a c h e s  o f  loya lty .  The son  o f  a s lave took o v e r  the cows 
his  father had h erd ed .  Note that the two ow n ersh ip  s y s te m s  w e r e  c le a r ly  
sep a ra te d  even  when cattle  o f  s e v e r a l  d i f feren t  statuses  w e re  herded  
tog e th e r ,  e g .  in w in ter  p a s t u r e s .  This was the m ain  way in w hich



s la v es  aq u ired  a c c e s s  to c o w s .  The h e rd e r  might u nder unknown 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  be given  a ca l f  in full,  mathanga ow n ersh ip .  Was this 
c la ss  exp lo ita t ion  o f  c o m m o n e r  by  ch ie f  as J e ff  P e i r e s  s u g g e s t s ?  1 
would h ere  s im p ly  at lea s t  s t r e s s ,  I hope without b e c o m in g  too  

r o m a n t ic ,  the e lem ent o f  s y m b io s i s .  Certa in ly ,  e ld er ly  N debele  In fo r 
mants o f  c o m m o n e r  status tend to be n osta lg ic  about those re la t ion sh ips  
o f  the ir  los t  p a ra d ise .  But that might be equally  m is le a d in g  in v iew  o f  
what they had to put up with in the twentieth century .

In 1894 the BSAC abo l ish ed  pr ivate  ow n ersh ip  f o r  a t im e on the 
spurious ground that it was both  ra re  and im p o s s ib le  to de f in e .  It was 
s im p ly  an expedient to steal e v e r y o n e ' s  catt le ,  not just the 'k in g ' s ' ,  
i . e .  com m u n al  cow s which the B r it ish  G overn m en t rek d i ly  a l lowed to be 
p a s s e d  to the whites 'by  right o f  con q u est ' .  Thus pr iva te  N debele  
cattle  a lso  ended up in South A fr ica n  b u tch e r ie s ,  s tock ing white f a r m s ,  
and w o rs t  o f  all , as gifts to c o l la b o r a t o r s  during 1894-6 .  It was a 
language the Ndebele  u n d erstood  on ly  too  w e l l .  In 1896 th e ir  r e sp o n se  
was to r i s e  and kill as many w hites  as p o s s ib le  in an attempt to 
save the few remaining cattle , which, after the outbreak  o f  r in d erp est ,  
the E u ropean s  w e re  determ ined to shoot.

Cattle h erds  had both to be built up and defended. So had the •
land holding. So too  had the k in g 's  law and the k in g 's  p e a c e .  The 
dan gers  o f  po l i t ica l  reb e l l io n  and s e c e s s i o n  had to be gu arded  against, and 
B o e r s  and la ter  go ld  p r o s p e c t o r s  kept at a r m s  length. Tr ibute  had 
to be e n fo r c e d  and trading l i c e n c e s  had f in es  c o l le c t e d .  Punishm ent 
expedit ions  had to be desp atch ed .  These n e c e s s i t i e s ,  as w e l l  as the 
founding o f  the whole s tru cture  w e re  on ly  a ch iev ed  by M z i l ik a z i ' s  
m i l i ta ry  expedients ,  e s p e c ia l l y  the p a r t icu la r  w ay that he r a is e d  a m a - 
butho. P r a c t i c a l l y  all the Nguni states  had amabutho o r  at lea s t  w ere  
aware o f  the concept .  The w ay  N debele  ' r e g im e n t s '  w e re  r a i s e d  and 
evo lved  h ow ever appears to have been  unique, so  it is  w orth  attention.

A s  P r o fe s s o r  W ilson  o b s e r v e s ,  m u ch  Nguni te r m in o lo g y  has a 
variety  o f  s e n se s .  The N debele  ibutho iB a g ood  e x a m o le .  It could  
for  exam ple  r e fe r  to an actual a r m y  o f  m en  on a raid .  It cou ld  a lso  be 
men f r o m  a given area  who when ca l led  out to fight would be so 
co l le c t iv e ly .  T h ese  usually  o ld e r  m en  would have to m a r c h  o f f  to



co l le c t in g  points and await the k in g 's  o f f i c e r s .  I f  away overn igh t they 

would  s leep  in g rou p s  c a l le d  am axh iba . A f te r  the b u s in e s s  the m ature 

m en  would go h om e  again i f  they  w e r e  lu ck y  with a cow  o r ,  better  still ,  
a ch ild  capt ive .  Such amabutho w ere  th e r e fo r e  t r a n s i to r y .

In another m o r e  im portan t sen se  the king r a is e d  amabutho f ro m  
young m en  o f  the k in g d om  who did not return  h om e .  The k in g 's  
m e s s e n g e r s  would c o m b  the v i l la g e s  fo r  candidates  o f  the r ight age and 
strength . The r e c r u i t s  would be trained , subdiv ided , and o v e r  a p e r io d  
o f  y e a r s  be u sed  as p o l i c e  and s o ld i e r s ,  a lso ,  though in c iden ta lly ,  as 
k in g 's  l a b o u r e r 's .  T h e y  would h erd  cattle  f o r  e x a m p le .  Such r e c r u it s  
f o r  a t im e  o c c u p ie d  m i l i t a r y  en ca m p m e n ts .  A s  In E u ropean  arm ies ,  
the w om en  got in: g ra n d m o th e rs  cam e to cook ;  young w om en  ca m e  as 
p r o s t i tu te s .  T h ere  is  no extant d e s c r ip t io n  o f  such an en cam pm en t  
away f r o m  the k in g 's  capita l as E u ropean s  did not go into th em . They 
m u st  have been  untidy e p h e m e r a l  s tru c tu re s .  In w inter  the ibutho 
would  break  up and g r o u p s  go ca tt le -h erd in g ,  e s ta b l ish in g  m u ch  s m a l le r  
s h e l t e r s ,  the fam ous  a m a la g a . Som e o f  the com m u nal cattle would  be 
a l lo ca te d  to the ibutho f o r  k eep s ,  hence the title  iz in k o m o  z eb u th o .
T h e r e  is  -to e v id e n c e ,  but su r e ly  a le v y  o f  gra in  m ust have been  m ade 
f r o m  so m e w h e re  to k eep  t h e m ?  If so ,  then a whole o rg a n is a t io n  o f  
g ra in -g ro w in g  fo r  r e g im e n t s ,  its harvestin g  and d is tr ibu t ion  has 
e s c a p e d  d e s c r ip t io n .  S om ew h ere  m e n  must have b een  w o r r y in g  about 
c o m m is s a r ia t  p r o b le m s .

Many o f  the am abutho can be t r a c e d ,  th e ir  dates o f  f o r m a t io n ,  
th e ir  ch ie fs  and g e o g r a p h ic a l  h is to ry ,  though th ere  is  m u ch  l e s s  detail  
for  the e a r l i e r  on es .  Inqobo f o r  example was r a is e d  in the 1860s,
Imbizo in 1871, and Insuga in about 1883-4. T h e re  was no exact  
re g u la r i ty ,  though re g im e n t - r a is in g  appears  to have a c c e le r a t e d  
in times of national d an ger .  S e v e r a l  w ere  r a is e d  between 
1887 and 1892, In them the martial sp ir it  was l i t e r a l ly  c u l t i 
vated .  T h e re  w e re  no Ndebele  p a c i f i s t s .  V e r y  high s tan dards  o f  
d is c ip l in e  and punishm ent ex is ted .  The p s y c h o lo g y  would have been 
fr igh ten ing  f o r  us had we to step out o f  our co m fo r ta b le  r o o m s  into the 
past. Having gone th rou gh  the mill,  the ijaha, young w a r r i o r ,  becam e 
iq a w e . e x p e r ie n c e d  w a r r i o r .  F r o m  this s ch oo l  e m e r g e d  s o m e  o f  the



next g en era t ion  o f  ch ie f ly  fa m i l i e s .  F ou n d ers  o f  e a r l i e r  ch ie fta in ce s  

such  as Godhlwayo w ere  o ften  great s o ld i e r s .  As an iqawe g r e w  o ld e r  

the king said he cou ld  m a r r y  and have ch ildren ,  which was a way o f  
saying  he could  stop be in g  a fu l l - t im e  s o ld ie r .  The wife would  com e  
back  to the ibutho n e v e r th e le s s ,  w hich  s tarted  having a s p e c ts  o f  the 
n u r s e r y .  The w a r r i o r  w ould  in t im e  b e c o m e  an iqawe and an 
um ninium zana  as he built h is  own v i l la g e .  It is  e a s i e r  to  r e p re se n t  

this  p r o c e s s  d ia g ra m a t ic a l ly ,  but this  i s  inadequate. We have to 
v is u a l ise  the b a r r a c k s  b re a k in g  up, con so l id a t in g  i.:s h o ld  on one 
p a r t icu la r  v a l ley ,  p r iv a te  v i l la g e s  p r o l i fe r a t in g ,  n n r e la t ion sh ip s  
b e ing  e s ta b l ish ed .  T h ere  would be a grea t  book d e r c r ib in g  one such  
tr a n s fo r m a t io n  if  on ly  the e v id en ce  w ere  ava ilab le .  Suddenly the 
ch i ld re n  w ere  grow in g  up, the ch ie f  was o ld  and had lo t s  o f  w iv e s ,  
and the king would send his  m e s s e n g e r s  f o r  the next ibutho. In this  
way am abutho, at lea s t  m a n y  o f  them, had continuous h i s t o r i e s ,  and 
d i f f e r e d  f r o m  a g e - s e t s  w hich  b rok e  up. The o r ig in s  o f  th is continuity  
are  a m atter  o f  doubt, and whether the o b s e r v a b le  e v o lu t ion  o f  L o b e n -  
gu la 's  amabutho during stable  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  was iden tica l  to the 
c a r e e r s  o f  M z i l ik a z i ' s  e a r l y  amabutho during t im e  o f  m ov em en t,  is 
a lso  not known.

The king was c l e a r ly  making a le v y  of  men f r o m  the outlying 
iz ig a ba . A  le v y  o f  women w a s  a lso  being made, though they 
would  have gone in any c a s e .  The outlying ch ie fta in c ie s  did not 
co l la p se  though, b eca u se  on ly  a smallish p ercen tage  of  th e ir  young 
men went o f f  in the end. Ibutho- r a is in g  was psrm anently  i r r e g u la r .
Not a ll  young men went. T h e r e  w e r e  exem ptions .  Som etim es 
men w e re  permitted to re tu rn  home. They w e re  a l low ed  back 

to plant. H e irs  would s t i l l  s u c c e e d  to p r o p e r t y .  But it im p l ie d  m u ch  to 
and f r o in g ,  and a lso  a th orou gh  m ix in g  o f  p e o p le .  \ged p a ren ts  would 
go  o f f  to the sett lem en ts  o f  th e ir  son s .  S o m e t im e s  sons  would  c o m e  
back  to look  after them . D aughters  would  run o f f  to an ibutho to be 
with a m an they  had fa l len  in lo v e  with. P aren ta l  authority  fought in 
vain. Indeed, the id ea  o f  the fa m i ly  m u st  have bec :i  diluted. The 
h istory  o f  the N debele  is  to  be w ritten  around the s u c c e s s fu l  c h ie f 
ta in c ies ,  not c lans.  How the Kalanga and R o z v i  o rg a n isa t ion  was



o

m o d i f ie d  during the p r o c e s s  o f  b e ing  sw a llow ed  (see  b e lo w )  is  even  

m o r e  m y s t e r io u s ,  l a r g e ly  b e ca u s e  no one has studied these peop le  

h i s t o r i c a l ly .  P e o p le  w ere  now m en  o f  the king, and o f  the ch ie f ,  as 
w e ll  as o f  their  fa th ers .

T o  d is m is s  such  co m p l i c a t e d  happenings as 'ex p lo ita t ion '  o r  
'e x t r a c t io n  o f  s u r p lu s '  is  s im p ly  ducking the i s s u e s  in vo lved .  The 

m ain  p r o b le m  is  that th ere  is  stil l  too  l ittle  ev id e n ce  to be able to 
d e s c r i b e  ex a c t ly  what was going on. E ven  with the in fo rm ation  at 
hand th ere  is s t il l  m u ch  am biguity .  In the N debele  k in gdom  h ow ev er ,  
it is  c le a r  that individual fa m il ie s  la b o u re d  f o r  the king, e ither  by 
contributing  to c o r v l e s  o r  b y  y ie ld in g  the labou r  o f  th e ir  sons  for  
am abu th o . What they gave up to the ch ie fs  is  not so  c l e a r .  In return  
they got cattle s o m e t im e s ,  capt ives  m o r e  r a r e ly ,  s e cu r i ty  and ju s t ice  
in v a r ia b ly .  It was a su f f i c ie n t ly  good  barga in  to attract m ig ra n ts .
The con tra st  betw een  the l iv e s  o f  the wealthy and those o f  the l e s s  
w ealthy  was m u ch  l e s s  than that betw een  urban  w o r k e r s  and 
ca p ita l is ts  in n in e teen th -cen tu ry  E u ro p e .  How the com p e t i t io n  for  
wealth and p o w e r  betw een  the king and grea t  ch ie fs ,  betw een  the la tter  
and the little  c h ie fs ,  betw een  them  and the o r d in a r y  abanin ium zana , 
and f o r  authority w ithin the fam ily  betw een  the la tter  and th e ir  w ives ,  
s la v e s  and ch ildren  f its  into con cepts  o f  c la s s  s tru gg le  is  a su b jec t  
s t il l  to be r  e se a rch e d .

A s a debating h y p oth es is  I have a lre a d y  su g gested  that the a m a 
butho w ere  p r od u c t ion  units, expanded 'w o r k  p a r t i e s '.  The oth er  
p r o d u c t iv e  unit la y  within the u m u z i , that is  the v i l la g e ,  th is p rod u c in g  
the author ity  o f  the u m n in iu m zan a . S im i la r ly  the k in g 's  p o w e r  d e r iv e d  
f r o m  his con tro l  o v e r  m en  in  am abu th o . It was an idea  w hich  was 
attacked, .though I n o t ice  J e f f  Guy is  saying  m u ch  the sam e thing fo r  
the Zulu . I t ' i s  an id e a  I advance again. Some p e o p le  have r e s is t e d  
the v ie w  o f  the ibutho as a p rod u c t iv e  unit . T h ere  is  a d i f f e r e n c e ,  
they say , betw een  e x t ra c t io n  through ra id ing  and p r od u c t ion .  A ll  I 
w il l  r ep eat  h ere  is  that quite apart f r o m  d ir e c t  s e iz u r e  o f  catt le ,  
ca p t ives  e t c . ,  the amabutho w ere  p r o d u c t iv e  in both the acq u is it ive  
and p r o t e c t iv e  s e n s e .  Without these de fen ce  f o r c e s  the N debele  
would  have quick ly  s u c c u m b e d  to fo r e ig n  e n e m ie s  and p r o d u c t io n



itself ,  would have halted. The amaiaha w e re  as  much d ir e c t  p r o d u c e r s  
aa the women in the f ie lds ,

So far  I have m en tioned  the individual v i l la g e s ,  the i m i z i , tha 
ch ie fta in c ie s ,  the iz ig a b a , the am abutho . and b y  im p lica t ion  the k in g 's  
p la ce ,  en k o s in i , a town on a d if feren t  s ca le  and stru ctu re  f r o m  e ither  
the ibutho en cam pm ent o r  the la r g e s t  um uzi zam athanga o r  pr ivate  
v i l la g e .  In o th er  w ord s  the o ld  id ea  o f  the N debe le  state be ing  an 
a g g lo m e ra t io n  o f  huge reg im en ta l  towns is  not tenable .  V a r io u s  types  
o f  se tt lem en t e x is te d  independently  and s im u ltan eou s ly ,  ev o lv in g  and 
shifting in th e ir  d if ferent  p a ttern s .

T h e re  w ere  yet o th er  p a t tern s ,  but b e fo r e  m en tion in g  th em , there 
is  one further  quest ion  a s s o c ia te d  with amabutho and < i t t le m e n t .  W ere  
the re g im e n ts  grou ped  tog e th er  into d iv is io n s  k la  Brj.  »h a rm y ,  and 
w ere  these  four d iv is io n s ,  n a m e ly  am n yam a, am h lop e , igapha and 
am akanda. f o r m a l  m i l i t a r y - c u m - t e r r i t o r i a l  su bd iv is ion s  o f  the k in g d o m ?  
V ir tu a l ly  all p r e v io u s  w r i t e r s  f r o m  Maund on w ard s  a s su m e d  this to 
be the ca s e .  But it is , in th is  w r i t e r ' s  v iew ,  a s e r io u s  m isd e scr ip t io n .  

They w e re  ce r ta in ly  not f o r m a l  m i l i t a r y  u n its .  G e o g r a p h ic a l ly  they  
e x is t e d  though. A m nyam a for  example was a g e n e r i c  n am e g iven  to 
se tt lem en ts  in the upper U m zingwane va l ley ,  betw een  the Mulungwane 
and M atopos  ra n g es .  A m akanda (nothing to do with Zulu am akanda) 
e m b r a c e d  ch ie fta in c ies  to the ea st  o f  the Mulungwane >long the u pper  
In s isa .  A m hlope  was to the n orth  o f  the M a top os ;  and igapha to  the 
w est ,  north  and ea st  o f  the o t h e r s .  T h ey  appear to ha >e been  e a r l i e r  
amabutho w hich  f o r  s om e quite m y s t e r io u s  r e a s o n  gave th e ir  nam es  
to a re a s  in the M atopos  re g io n .  A ll  four o r ig in a te d  south o f  the 
L im p o p o .  Undoubtedly th ere  w e r e  se tt lem en t and b io  1 re la t ion sh ip s  
betw een  la te r  ch ie fta in c ies  a n d /o r  amabutho and these e a r l i e r  am abu th o . 
Why th » ?e  p a r t i c u la r  four should have been  s in g led  ou is  not ob v iou s  

n e v e r th e le s s .
The N debele  ch ie fta in c ie s ,  the state that is ,  c lu s te r e d  togeth er  

in the r e la t iv e ly  r e s t r i c t e d  a re a  o f  about 4 000 square n i le s  in the 
shape o f  an egg ,  with the rou nd ed  end to the sou th -w es t  on  the w a te r 
shed  be tw een  the Shashani and Gwai r i v e r s ,  its  po in ted  end rea ch in g  as



fa r  as the Gw elo  and Ingwenya r iv e r s ,  its n orth ern  edge sk irt ing  the 

Shangani vaLley and ts e ts e  fly a rea ,  its southern edge the upper Insisa  and 
Nuanetsi r i v e r s .  The po inted end was an extension  o c c u r r in g  about the 1860 

The total population  o f  this  centra l  state is con je c tu ra l ,  m y  own c a lc u 
la t ions  f r o m  e a r ly  E u ropean  ce n su s e s  g iv ing  a f igure o f  5 0 -70  000. This 
fa l ls  w e ll  short  o f  m o s t  c o n te m p o r a r y  E u ropean  g u e s se s  though.

This  a rea  o c c u p ie d  by  the cental k in gdom  was a lm os t  p u r e ly  
co in c id e n ta l ly  p r e v io u s ly  o c cu p ie d  by the R o z v i -d o m in a te d  Changam ire 
' e m p i r e ' .  Th ese  R o z v i  g rou ps  w ere  con q u e re d  and a b so rb e d  b y  the 
N debe le  during the 1840s. T h ose  who r e s i s t e d  w ere  f o r c e d  to f l e e ,  as 
was M am bo T ow ech ip i  who ended up fa r  to the east  in the u p p er  Sabi 
v a l le y .  T ow e ch ip i  was f in a l ly  captu red  in 1866, g iven  a l e c t u r e ,  and 
sent back . O ther R o z v i  f le d  to the Belingw e and Mpateni re g io n s  to 
the so u th -e a s t .  N o n -R o z v i  p e o p le s  who had pa id  tr ibute to the m a m b o s ,  
f o r  exam p le  the Nyubi o f  the M atopos  v a l le y s ,  w ere  a lso  a b s o r b e d  and 
pa id  tr ibute to M z i l ik a z i  instead. T h ese  p eop le  w ere  sw a llow ed  whole 
and in the end N d e b e le - i s e d .  T h e ir  ch i ld ren  w e r e  r e c r u i t e d  into am a-  
butho, g rew  up speaking Sindebele and p ie r c e d  their  e a r s .  Som e of  
th e ir  leader.s b e c a m e  iz indu na ; their  w om en  w e re  taken as w iv es  by 
the Nguni and Sotho. How far  R ozv i  v i l lage  o rg a n isa t ion s  w ere  left 
intact is  not known. Unlike the Tum buka in the Ngoni a rea s  h ow ev er  
the R o z v i  a c cep ted  'k a f f i r i s a t i o n ' .  T h ey  b e c a m e  N d eb e le .  The 
N debele  f r o m  down south r e g a rd e d  th em  as in fe r i o r s ,  t e r m e d  them 
'h o l i ' .  No one knows what this m ea n s .

The populat ion  o f  this  centra l  N debele  state can  thus be div ided 
into s e v e r a l  g rou p in gs .  T h e r e  w ere  those o f  pure Nguni d e sce n t ,  and 
th ose  N d e b e le - i s e d  S o th o  who c r o s s e d  north o f  the L im popo with 
M z i l ik a z i .  Th ere  w e r e  a lso  som e Sw azi.  T hen  th ere  w ere  R o z v i ,  
o th e r  'Shona ' e s p e c ia l l y  the Kalanga, as w ell  as m o r e  Sotho a ss im ila te d  
in the M atop os .  F in a l ly  th ere  w e re  capt ives  - abathunjiweyo. Rather,  
f in a l ly  th ere  w ere  in nu m erable  vo lu ntary  m ig ra n ts ,  including a group 
o f  F in g o s  under the M a z iz i s .  Th ese  brought with them their  sk il ls  
(W i l l ia m  M a z iz i  b e c a m e  L o b e n g u la 's  ch ie f  isanu si)  and cu ltural 
e n r ich m e n t .  The m ix  s e e m s  to have been  fa r  m o r e  p o s it iv e  than among 

M b e lw a 's  Ngoni as D r  Vail  d e s c r i b e s  them.



Did th ese  groupings  c o r r e s p o n d  to c a s t e s ,  as m any w r i t e r s  have 
a s s e r t e d ?  T h is  is  s t il l  a c o m m o n  m isc o n c e p t io n :  that th ere  w e r e  the 
th re e  c a s te s  o f  Z an s i ,  Enhla and Holi .  The f i r s t  thing to  s t r e s s  i s  that 
Z an s i  s im p ly  meant s o m e o n e  f r o m  down south, and Enhla one f r o m  the 
top ,  i. e. f r o m  north  o f  the o r ig in a l  Nguni a re a  in Zululand and Natal,  
Z an s i  w e r e  thus Nguni,  and Enhla Sotho. T h ey  w e re  g e og r ap h ic a l  
e x p r e s s i o n s  denoting tr ib a l  o r ig in .  They w e r e  n ever  ca s te  t e r m s .  
N atu ra lly  the Nguni, co n tro l l in g  the state, r e g a r d e d  th e m s e lv e s  as 
s u p e r io r .  By fa r  the m a jo r i ty  o f  the great ch ie fs ,  though not a l l ,  w e re  
Nguni.  T h e s e  Nguni fa m i l ie s  did tend to o c c u p y  the p os it ion  o f  an 
a r i s t o c r a c y ,  and in te r m a r r ie d  with an eye to e c o n o m ic  e x c lu s iv e n e s s  
and r a c ia l  purity .  Ch ie fs  s e l e c t e d  m a r r ia g e  p a r tn e r s  c a r e fu l ly  f r o m  
a n a r r o w  group o f  f a m il ie s .  T h ey  w ere  as in bred  as sealpoint S ia m ese  
cat l in es .  T h ese  fa m il ie s  a re  s t il l  a s ton ish in g ly  unpolluted by non-  
Nguni b lo o d  to this day. P h y s i c a l l y  the e ld e r ly  w om en  a r e  quite 
d is t in c t ive .  But I think a ru ling  c la s s  rath er  than a r ig id  ca s te .  T h e re  
was m uch  in te r m a r r ia g e  a c r o s s  the b lo o d  d iv is io n s ,  though it is  true  that 
s lave  u su a lly  ended up by m a r r y in g  s la v e ,  and N d e b e le - i s e d  R o z v i  
s o m e o n e  f r o m  the R o z v i  o r  Sotho. L oben gula  had op en ly  to  p r e a c h  
the v ir t u e s  o f  c r o s s - m a r r i a g e  to  bind the nation tog eth er .

A ro u n d  the cen tra l  k in gdom  was 'the tr ib u tary  s ta te ' .  T h is  is  an 
a r t i f i c ia l  con cept  which c o v e r s  the n o n -N d eb e le  l iv in g  on f r ien d ly  
t e r m s  with the N d eb e le ,  w h ose  m a jo r  duties w e re  to a id  the N debe le  
g r a z e  th e ir  cattle  and support the king in w ar. T h e y .o c c u p ie d  p r e c i s e l y  
the a r e a  w hich  p r e v io u s  e x p e r ts  d e s c r i b e d  as a s c o r c h e d - e a r t h  belt .
They didn't lo o k  hard enough. Such tr ib u tees  se ld om  l iv e d  c o m fo r t a b ly  
as th ey  w e r e  e ither  sandw iched  betw een  the N debele ,  and further  away 
an t i -N d eb e le  c h ie fd o m s ,  such  as the Ngwato to the scu th -w es t  o r  the 
K o l o l o / L o z i  in  the n o r th -w e s t ,  o r  fa ced  with the tem ptation s  o f  
com p le te  in depen den ce .  C h iv i ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a Shone (M hari)  ch ie f  
in the sou th -ea s t  was both c o m p e l le d  to pay  tr ibute  and re se n te d  it.
The N d eb e le  ra ided  him p a r t ly  to punish h im , p a r t ly  to li ft h is  ca tt le ,  
part ly  to  preven t him r e c e iv in g  guns f r o m  the B o e r s  and Venda. If 
he had subm itted  none o f  this  would  have happened. S im i la r ly  in the 
far  n o r th -e a s t  the H era  ch ie f  Hwata was a ls o  brought back  to



Mhlahlanhlela  and warned . By 1868 Hwata was fo rgett in g  his  tr ibute 
and was ra id ed  again. He was an acute em b a rra s s m e n t  to M zi l ik az i  
b e c a u s e  o f  his  con n ect ion s  with the P or tu g u ese .  S im i la r ly  too  the w e l l -  
e s ta b l ish e d  tr ibutee  N em akon de (L om agun di)  was outbid by the P or tu g u ese ,  
and was m u r d e r e d  by  the N debe le  in 1891 f o r  forgett in g  to send his 
p r e se n ts .

You es ca p ed  this  so r t  o f  in t im idation  if  you paid tr ibute. C lo s e r  to 
the N debel^  the tr ibu tees  had no c h o ice  except to f le e .  F e w  did. They 
w e r e  left in p ea ce  as long as tuey sent tokens o f  a l leg ian ce .  . S om etim es  
they  r e c e iv e d  N debele  g o v e r n o r s .  F or  example, the N debele  ch ie fs  of 

N qam a in the upper Tuli  sent agents am ongst the B irw a ,  a Sotho group 
l iv ing  to the south in the Jahunda H ills  (m od ern  Gwanda area ).  The 
B irw a  started  p ie r c in g  their  ea rs  and b e co m in g  m art ia l .  In the west 
the Kalanga w e re  grou ped  tog eth er  into v i l lag es  such as Usaba and 
Lulwana. S om etim es  they  r e c e iv e d  N debe le  r u le r s .  M ore  often  they 
continued under their own l in es ,  the ir  ch ie fs  b e co m in g  m ore  N debe le  
than the Zansi.  The w e s te rn  Kalanga rea ch ed  the king through the 
Sithole ch ie fta incy  o f  A m a g o g o  on the upper Kham i, and Gampu Sithole 
q u ick ly  b e ca m e  an o v e r p o w e r fu l  sub ject .  In the north the Shangwe 
o f  Sileya and Inyoka r e c e iv e d  v is it s  f r o m  Inqobo and sent a tr ibute  o f  
to b a cco ,  fn the n o r th -e a s t ,  Chiwundura and Gambiza (Shona) a l l ie d  
with the Khumalo o f  M bam banjeni.  In the east the M hari o f  1 m em a, 
in contrad ist in ct ion  to th eir  re la t iv es  in Chivi, herded  _attle fo r  the 
N debe le  o f  Nxa. One o f  the N debe le  g o v e r n o r s ,  Nitomiyapi is stil l  
w e ll  r e m e m b e r e d  today. The ch ie fs  o f  N x p  aided the peop le  o f  N hem a 
against N h em a 's  enem ies  further  east, a situation which led d i r e c t ly  
to the A n g lo -N debe le  war o f  18Q". In the south -east  the N debele  ch ie fs  
o f  G odhlwayo, the Mafus. dom inated Venda, R ozv i  and L em ba  grou ps ,  
in an a r c  between tue m o d e rn  towns o f  West N ich o lson  and Shabani.

Who -  as parasit ing o f f  w h o m ?  Take the last exam ple .  The 
Gounlwayo Ndebele  w ere  able to herd out their cattle in Mpateni.  The 
L em b a  supplied them with cop per .  Men f r o m  the Dum buseya im ita ted  
their  m i l ita ry  ethos and supplied  them with troops .  Som e supplied  the 
king with skins, others with iron  h oes .  In return they w ere  left in 
p ea ce .



The re la t ionsh ip  cou ld  not have been en t ire ly  unh apr ,  s in c e  v ir tu a l ly  
100% o f  the N debe le  tr ibu tees  r o s e  with the N debe le  against the E u ropean s  
in 1896. This l in e -u p  had nothing to do with a r e l ig io u s  netw ork  as 
R a n g er  suggested . Was the tr ibu te  e c o n o m ic a l ly  s ig n i f i c a n t?  It may 
have b een ,  but itff intention was aufond p u t i c a l .  Loben gula  was s o m e 
t im e s  so  de lighted  when w aver in g  tr i )  utees re tu rn ed  to the fo ld  that he 
sent them  p r e se n ts  in return, .ch o f  the tr ibute  was s y m b o l i c .  B irw a 
tr ibute  was to k ill  a cow  in n aour o f  the lo c a l  N debe le  g o v e r n o r .  The 
N debe le  w e re  e c o n o m ic * ) '  /  just about s e l f - s u f f i c ie n t  and ce r ta in ly  did 
not depend on tr ibute ,  which is  not to say the king did not a p p rec ia te  
In yok a 's  t o b a c c o  Paym ent o f  tr ibute  was a s u re ,  indeed  the only 
in su ra n c e  against ra ids .  It was a p r o te c t io n  ra ck e t ,  but the v i c t im s  
paid  up, and th ere  w ere  advantages .  Do not con fu se  the levy ing  o f  tr ibute  
with ra id ing . The two w e re  in e s s e n c e  a lte rn at ives .

A s  m en tioned  the g e o g r a p h ic a l  extens ion  o f  the t r ib u tary  state 
c o in c id e d  with the area  o f  N d e b e le  w inter  cattle  graz in g .  Or put the 
o th er  way, the N debe le  u t i l is ed  the p a stu res  o f  sa fe  tr ib u tees  such  as 
N hem a f o r  th eir  own cattle . It was cattle  s i s a 'ing c a r r i e d  out on a 
t r ib a l  l e v e l ,  s in ce  the tr ib u tees  frequ en tly  supplied  the h e r d e r s  too .
A s  with the slaves, in side  the N d e b e le  k in gdom , the tr ib u tees  gained 
c a lv e s ,  m an u re ,  meat. N d e b e le  im pis  w e r e  p la c e d  at their  d isp osa l  
f o r  help against l o c a l  en e m ie s ,  A  vast f r o n t ie r  opened up which advanced 
and ebbed. N debe le  w a r r i o r s  w e r e  jo in ed  by n o n -N d e b e le ,  e. g. the 
D um buseya ,  in their  ra iding . P a t r o ls  w e r e  out continuously .  Some y e a r s  
the f o c u s  was in one d ir e c t io n ,  o th er  y e a r s  another.  E u ropean s  c e a s e d  
to be able to  d ist inguish  betw een  N debe le  and N debe le  im ita to r s .  Behind 
the am ajaha ca m e  spy n etw orks  and then hunting p a r t ie s .  A s  a ccu ra te  
news p a s s e d  back to the cap ita l ,  the kings d e c id e d  w h ere  punishment 
ra ids  w e r e  n e c e s s a r y  and o r g a n is e d  the amabutho to c a r r y  them out.
At the ou ter  l im its  N debele  a r m i e s  r e a c h e d  as fa r  as southern  
B otsw an a , southern  Z am bia ,  the lo w e r  Z a m b e s i  be low  K a r ib a ,  the 
S a l isb u ry  a re a ,  and as far as the ' b o r d e r '  with the G aza  in south 
e a s tern  R h od es ia .  F o r  the h eartland  in the c e n tre  a r e la t iv e ly  p e a c e 
ful en v ironm ent was a ch iev ed  w hich  on ly  E u ropean  con qu est  was to 
d es t ro y .



F in ally ,  trade . A f te r  all it waa not all v io le n c e  and theft. Another 
o f  the o ld e r  viewa waa that the N d eb e le  didn't know how to  t r a d e ,  and 
w ere  not susceptiblfe to  the enticem enta  o f  E u ropean  trad e  gooda. 
Nothing cou ld  be fu rth er  f r o m  the truth. A n oth er  myth waa that the 
N debe le  a co rn e d  the gun. See recen t  writ inga o f  R a a m u a sen  and 
Mudenge. Thia ia alao quite untrue. The  N debe le  w e r e  o b s e a s e d  with 
guna and am m unition  e v e r  aince the 1820a. L ater  they  wanted c loth , 
and other  thinge auch aa beada. Aa  much junk p a sse d  f r o m  Shoshong 
to Bulawayo^ and fro m  th e re  to the outlying c h ie fta in c ie s ,  as to any 

oth er  A fr ica n  s o c ie t y  in the nineteenth century . Any taboo  the N debe le  
m ay have had about s e l l in g  their  co w s  was q u ick ly  o v e r c o m e  by  the 
dem and fo r  f i r e a r m s .  E u rop ea n s  so ld  guns w orth  two guineas f o r  
cow s  worth s ix  at M afeking. The N d eb e le  t r ie d  to u s e  the f i r e a r m s  
ao a cq u ir e d  in o f f e n s iv e s ,  but n ever  had enough am m unition  to  be  able 
to d is c a r d  the a s se g a i .  T h ey  began to  d r e s s  in E u ropean  c lo th es .  The 
b e a td re sa e d  ch ie fs  had o ld  ja ck e ts  f o r  im portant o c c a s i o n s .  M any o f  
them in vested  in a lch oh o l  f i r s t .  S om e tr ie d  to s e l l  the ir  daughters  to 
the vyhites f o r  brandy  o r  a musket.  White t r a d e r s  ou tn u m bered  
m is s i o n a r ie s  by ten to one . They p u r c h a se d  gra in  and sheep f o r  their  
own sup plies .  The N d e b e le  began  p r od u c in g  s p e c ia l ly  f o r  them . The 
quantities w e r e  p r o b a b ly  too  sm all  to  support any th e o r y  o f  u n d e r 
d ev e lopm en t  though. T h e  king u sed  his status to get the best  b a rg a in s ,  
and ex p e c te d  to  se l l  h is  c o w s  at a ro y a l  p r i c e .  A s c a le  o f  c o m p a ra t iv e  
p r i c e s  was es tab l ish ed ,  and s lum ps and b o o m s  f luctuated. A b o v e  all  
the N d e b e le  so ld  th e ir  la b ou r .  E u ropean s  a lw ays n eed ed  help with 
w agons  and guides. T h e  N debe le  would w ork s ix  months f o r  a gun.
T h is  in c luded  the Nguni, who w e r e  shy o f  d e r i s o r y  w ages  ra th er  than 
o f  w ork .  By the 1870s N d eb e le  w e re  w orkin g  in the d iam ond m in es  
in the K im b e r le y  area .  I f  you t r a v e l le d  the ro a d  betw een  K im b e r le y ,  
Shoshong and Bulawayo you met N d e b e le  going  north  o r  south to  find 
w ork  o r  return ing  with the p r o c e e d s .  Much ban d itry  took  p la ce .  When 
th ey  got h om e ,  i f  th ey  did , the v i l la g e  would c e le b r a t e .  W hether part 
o f  the w ages went to  the izinduna I haven 't  been  ab le  to  d i s c o v e r .  You 
would  alao see  la r g e  h e r d s  o f  N debe le  catt le  be ing  d r iv en  south to  the 
s laugh ter  h ou ses .  W hen the whites o c c u p ie d  M ashon aland  in 1890



N debe le  catt je  w ere  traded in Sa lisbury .  N debe le  labour f lo ck ed  into 

Mashonaland in 1890-3. The E u ropean s  at that t im e had a p re ju d ice  
in their  favour in contrast to the ' l a z y '  Shona. A fte r  1894 the N debele  
b e c a m e  ' la z y '  and good  fo r  nothing too .  The N debe le  did not like 
the new era  o f  f o r c e d  labour w hich  fo l lo w e d  the conquest.  But there 

was no a n t i -w ork  ethos o r  w ork sh y n ess .
We will leave  the N debe le  w orsh ip p in g  their  var iou s  G ods .  The 

Nguni com m u n ica ted  with Unkulunkulu and Somandhla, the Sotho with 
M lim o  and the Kalanga, Venda and R o z v i  either with their  m hondoro  
or  the M w ari  cult. Som e N d e b e le  w e re  even con v erted  to C h ristian ity ,  
with e s p e c ia l ly  T h om as  M organ  T h om as  rep ort in g  so m e  s u c c e s s  at 
Shiloh in the ea r ly  1880s. It would  be a go lden  f ie ld  f o r  re l ig io u s  
h is t o ry  but so far it has not been  touched. We are  left with myths and 
n onsense .  ■ ■

• 0


