
ZULULAND: PART ONE 
First issue:  1888 
	 “Zululand” is the last entry in 
the global stamp catalogue, after 
“Zanzibar” and “Zimbabwe.” The 
exotic-sounding empire of Zululand  
has a fabled history that echoes 
across the centuries. Oh! The 
fearsome Zulu warrior. Oh! Shaka 
Zulu! Shakalaka! And oh dear: The 
slightly obnoxious campfire song that 
is impossible to forget:

   See him there, 
   the Zulu warrior 
   See him there, 
   the Zulu chief, chief, chief, chief… 
	 Zululand exists as much in 
myth and the imagination as in 

history. My stamp collection includes 
the first issues, in 1888, and extends 
through the end of the British colony 

just a decade later. Zululand became part 
of Natal, a state that itself went out of 
existence in 1910, when the Union of 
South Africa welded Brit and Boer 
territories into an alliance of white power 
that would endure for 80 years. 

	 Today the province of KwaZulu-Natal 
is one of South Africa’s showpieces, with 
national parkland and large reserves that 
draw tourists from all over. Visitors enjoy 
bush drives through the verdant valleys 
and high plateaus, with potential 
sightings of the rare black rhinoceros and 
other endangered species. 


Here is Zululand No. 1, issued in 1888. Navigating the 
journey back through history, from this nondescript stamp 
from Victorian England with its exotic overprint, back to 
the heyday of the Zulu empire with its rampaging warrior 
culture, is going to take some time. I promise you it will be 
an interesting time. 

This is an artist’s rendition of a charging Zulu impi  
(regiment)  that must have struck terror in the hearts 
of  enemy tribesmen, British imperial and colonial 
troops, and Boer farmers. These highly-trained, 
highly disciplined fighters, equipped with lethal 
stabbing spears and offensive blocking shields, 
conquered nearly all foes and built an empire that 
lasted for 70 years.  



	 

	 This essay is 
about stamps, not 
wildlife — but there’s 
really not much to say 
about Zululand stamps. 
There were only two sets 
issued during the 10 
years that Zululand 
lasted as a British 
colony. The first set 
(right) is simply the 
quotidian Victoria issue 
from GB, overprinted 
“ZULULAND.” The 
stamps aren’t cheap, but 
I’ve accumulated a 
decent collection. Same 
with the second set 
(right), which pictures a  
mature Victoria in profile, 
with a tablet below for 
the value. This design 
appeared on stamps in 
colonies from the 
Leeward Islands to 
Straits Settlements.  
Zululand received its 
own set because it 
happened to be 
spending its brief 
existence as a British 
Colony when this 
omnibus set 

commemorating Victoria’s 60 years on the throne was issued. 

	 This is the only set of stamps issued with “Zululand” in the 
design rather than as an overprint. Three other stamps are a pair of 
overprints from Natal (one illustrated above), and No. 14 (illustrated 
at left), a Natal revenue stamp overprinted for use as a postage 
stamp in Zululand. How do I know this? The Scott catalogue notes:  
“By proclamation of the governor of Zululand, dated June 27, 
1891, No.14 was declared to be a postage stamp.” 


Philatelic note: The stamp at the top — Natal one-half pence, overprinted 
“Zululand” — comes in two main varieties: with and without a period after 
“Zululand.” The one without a period catalogues at under $20; with the 
period, close to $60. It looks like I have the more valuable variety, with the 
period, don’t you think? 



	 I’ve taken the 
opportunity while researching 
and writing this essay to go 
to the online market for more 
Zululand stamps to add to 
my collection. I managed to 
snag three for reasonable 
prices (though wife Chris 
might not consider them 
reasonable). I now have more 
than half the stamps issued 
by this colony. Worth a few 
bucks, I hope. 

	 


Philatelic note: I paid $46 for the three Zululand stamps at top in this 
image. Sounds like a lot for three little pieces of paper, right? It’s 
pretty much the going price, however. Whoever said stamps were 
going out of style must not have visited the online marketplace 
recently!  (Pay no attention to the two Malta beauties below. As 
usual, I couldn’t resist picking up a couple more stamps from the 
seller; plus, they fill two key spots in my British Europe album. I paid 
$24.99 for the pair — again, close to the going rate.)

You didn’t ask, but here it is anyway: my album 
page with spaces for every Zululand stamp. I’ve  
added to the page the three new ones I just 
bought. Can you spot them? I now have 17 
Zululand 30 stamps. I may not get many more, 
since they are pricey. I don’t imagine I ever will 
own a one-pound stamp from Zululand ($550), 
not to mention a five-pound stamp ($750). … But 
wait! What’s with that space for a 20-pound 
stamp at the bottom? The catalogue doesn’t list 
anything more than the one-penny revenue 
stamp (No. 14), which was authorized for 
postage by the governor. Apparently the album 
designer didn’t know this, and included others — 
from one shilling to 20 pounds — all revenue 
stamps never authorized for postage by the 
governor. Tut, tut! 



	 I could end it here, but that would be hardly sporting. In 1888, when the 
first stamps appeared, Zululand’s story was about over: Just 10 years later, the 
colony would be swallowed up by neighboring Natal. Darn it, it’s just not right to 
broach the subject of “Zululand,” display a few late-Victorian stamps and be 
done with it. The meteoric story of Zululand must be told.  The comet sparked 
by the rise of Shaka (1787-1828) flashed across 19th century Africa, engulfing 
tribes, imperialists and Boer trekkers.  Zululand was similar to other Bantu 
cultures in many respects. What was new was Shaka, this brash, confident 
young Zulu leader, and his warrior culture. Other clans gave way, leaving the 
stronger Matabele, Basuto and Swazi nations; the Zulu empire soon dominated, 
expanding to cover a territory the size of Minnesota. Shaka’s code did not 
tolerate failure, and he eliminated  many — though to his ultimate peril, not all — 
of his rivals. 

	 This is an essay about stamps, yes, but it also is about Zululand. The  
story is by turns thrilling, maddening and horrifying. In offering you a quick-study 
history,  I will stick to reliable sources, watch out for myths, and view events 
though a lens that softens the hard-edged conventional narrative of colonialism 
and its legacy in western culture.

	 One thing is for sure: There was nothing soft about Shaka Zulu — 
including his love for his mother (see shocking details below).**

	 Shaka’s Zulu warrior culture deserves comparison with ancient Sparta.    

Leonidas and Cleomenes surely would have 
admired  Shaka’s prowess on the battlefield and 
the discipline and morale of his impis. His 
innovations in weaponry included a short stabbing 
spear for close combat, to complement the javelin-
like assegai. Shaka’s shield became a blocking 
weapon. The effective thrusting spear and blocking 
shield have been compared to the Roman legions’ 
gladius and scutum. Shaka’s warriors displayed 
stamina, discipline and motivation worthy of any 
Spartan or Roman phalanx. The fast-moving impi 
outpaced its rivals; the “bull-horn” formation, with 
its encircling flanks, dealt defeat after defeat to the 
enemy. 

	 Like young Spartans, Zulu youths were 
enmeshed early in the military early and subject to 
rigid control through their 20s and 30s. Instilling 
fear was a key to Shaka’s power, though he 
demonstrated early on a high intelligence and a 

capacity for moderation, even empathy in 
his concern for troop morale. However, There doesn’t seem to be an accurate life portrait of 

Shaka Zulu. This portrayal (above) at least was drawn 
during his lifetime, in 1824. Nevertheless it is riddled 
with inaccuracies, including the enormous, unwieldy 
shield and the puny-looking assegai. And where is 
Shaka’s trademark stabbing spear?



hIs record of brutality, casual cruelty, 
mass executions and summary 
judgments is shocking — to the extent 
you accept conventional evidence and 
sources. One reason his troops were so 
obedient was that anything less could 
mean death. That included faltering in 
battle. An interviewer provided this 
recollection from Shaka’s grand-nephew 
in the late 1880s:  “If a man was 
observed to show the slightest hesitation 
about coming to close quarters with the 
enemy, he was executed as soon as the 
fight was over. ,.. The result was, that 
though [Shaka’s] armies were 
occasionally annihilated, they were rarely 
defeated, and they never ran away.” 

	 


	 


At right is another fanciful rendering of 
Shaka Zulu. As far as I know, Shaka has 
never appeared on a postage stamp, in 
South Africa or anywhere else. 

	 


	 


	 


This magnificent specimen of young manhood 
purports to be Shaka Zulu, as interpreted in a large 
statue unveiled in 2010 at London’s Camden 
markets as part of a new entertainment complex 
devoted to South African cuisine and Zulu culture. 
Most agree that Shaka had a large, muscular 
frame. 



	 It’s a good idea to keep 
questioning sources when it 
comes to Shaka. The first written 
accounts of his life were from 
unreliable adventurers, including 
the teen-aged Nathanial Issacs. 
On learning of an upcoming 
essay on Shaka, one of them 
wrote to another: “Here you are, 
about to publish. Do make 
Shaka out to be as bloodthirsty 
as you can; it helps swell out the 
work and make it interesting.” 
Historian John Laband cautions 
that horror-stories of Shaka’s 
cruelty may be myths. Other 
historians link sensational 
accounts to the agendas of the 
imperialists, South Africa’s racist 
regime, as well as post-colonial 
guilt. Beware also a tendency to 
gloss over evidence of Shaka’s  
atrocities in order to emphasize  
his greatness as a leader and 
military commander.  

	 That said, here are a few  
anecdotes to get you going,  
believe them or not. (Some of 
this is drawn from “The Washing 
of the Spears,” by Donald R. 
Morris.)

	 — Shaka enforced celibacy among his warriors, and insisted they run 
barefoot over all terrain. Those who disobeyed were doomed. 
	 — Henry Fynn, among Shaka’s first European visitors, reported that during 
an afternoon audience the Zulu king had the unsettling habit of indicating with a 
hand gesture a member of his entourage and ordering his execution.  

	 — During a stayover in Shaka’s imperial kraal, Nathaniel Isaacs reported 
the king put to death 170 young men and girls on suspicion of adultery.

	 ** — When Shaka’s beloved mother, Nandi, died, the disconsolate king 
seems to have gone mad. According to Fynn, he ordered summary executions 
at random; incited a general massacre that claimed thousands of lives; interred   
his mother along with 10 girls, whose arms and legs were broken, to keep her 
company in the hereafter; ordered that no crops be planted, and that all 

In this take on Shaka Zulu, he looks more malevolent than 
handsome with his blazing eyes and his sneer. Did Shaka 
really look like this? Who knows? If you can believe his 
contemporaries, Shaka had a big nose, prominent front teeth, 
a protruding forehead and a speech impediment. A traditional 
Zulu praise song calls him Shaka the unshakeable … the bird 
that preys on other birds … the battle-axe that excels over 
other battle-axes in sharpness … the long-strided pursuer … 
the great hubbub …



pregnant women be put to death, along with their 
husbands. Eek!  (Did this really happen?) It is said 
that one brave Zulu, Gala, finally reminded Shaka 
that Nandi was not the only person to die in 
Zululand; Shaka, reportedly growing tired of the 
gore, relented. (One wonders: How much of this 
horrific violence was exaggerated, never carried 
out, or just made up?) 

	 Admittedly, these stories are hard to take. 
Morris writes of Shaka: “He moved through his 
daily routine surrounded by a retinue that included 
a group of executioners, who, a dozen times daily, 
bashed in the skulls or twisted necks at a flick of 
Shaka’s hand. The lives he snuffed out in this 
fashion were guilty of no great crimes; they might 
have sneezed while he was eating, or made him 
laugh when he was serious. … It went beyond 
cruelty, it ignored pain, and the people he killed 
meant no more to him than so many ants.” 

	 Life in pre-colonial Africa was at least as 
arduous and dangerous as during the imperial era that followed. Shaka’s record, 
taken with a grain of historical skepticism, is not radically different from 

accounts of his contemporaries. He 
started his rise to power with 
“strategic” assassinations. On Sept. 
2, 1828, Shaka in turn was killed by 
two step-brothers, one of whom soon 
killed the other, then executed more 
relatives as a precaution. In ensuing 
decades, the reigns of Shaka’s 
successors would be marked by 
wars, mass dislocations and death.  


COMING: PART TWO

The South African actor Henry Cele 
(1941-2007)  gave notable performances 
as Shaka Zulu. Cele (pronounced Kay-
Lay) starred in the TV miniseries Shaka 
Zulu (1986), and in the TV movie Shaka 
Zulu: The Last Great Warrior ((2001).

Artist’s fanciful depiction of Shaka’s assassination. From 
Morris: “Dingane and Mhlangana vaulted the fence and 
sank their assegais into Shaka’s sides as he stood there 
in surprise. Dumbfounded, he cried, ‘Children of my 
father, what is wrong?’ and then turned and stumbled 
for the kraal gate. He fell just beyond it …” 


