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PROLOGUE: CHIEF SANDILE ENCOUNTERS 
THE BRITISH EMPIRE

In the winter of 1860, Queen Victoria’s second son Prince Alfred 
embarked on a grand tour of British South Africa. When Sir George 
Grey, the Governor of the Cape Colony, invited Alfred to the Cape 
earlier in the year, his parents Victoria and Albert saw an opportunity 
to combine ‘his professional studies as an Officer in H.M. Fleet’ with 
the ‘acquirement of such knowledge of Foreign Countries as he may 
have opportunities of obtaining’.1 George Grey had his own object-
ives in mind for the tour, which he used to push through funding of a 
Table Bay breakwater against the opposition of Eastern Cape legisla-
tors and to campaign for the extension of British sovereignty in south-
ern Africa. One of the most celebrated encounters of the visit, between 
Alfred and the Xhosa chief Sandile, was planned by Grey to display the 
wondrous effects of British civilisation on a humbled foe and to dem-
onstrate British paramount in South Africa.

The figure of Sandile was used to symbolise the success of colo-
nial native policy and African docility even before Alfred encountered 
him. In Graham’s Town, Alfred was presented with a transparency of 
Sandile, ‘in his kaross, holding forth a branch, emblematic of peace, 
and trampling an assegai under his foot’ at the residence of the mis-
sionary W. R. Thompson.2 Sandile and some of his people, accompan-
ied by the Resident Commissioner Charles Brownlee, joined Alfred’s 
entourage on its way to Queen’s Town. Sandile greeted Alfred, who 
spent some time interviewing him, although no account of their con-
versation exists.

When asked by Alfred to go to Cape Town by sea, Sandile’s follow-
ers apparently begged him not to go. While this was dismissed by set-
tlers and the press as the childish fears of uneducated people, their 
concerns were well justified, given the history between the British 
and the Xhosa chiefs, including Sandile himself.3 King William’s Town 
Gazette, a settler newspaper, saw the invitation as an opportunity ‘to 
extend [Sandile’s] knowledge by visiting various parts of the colony … 
[and to] witness the [ceremonial] demonstrations made at Cape Town’ 
‘where he will behold many thousands assembled to welcome [the 
prince]’.4 Grey proposed the idea to the Colonial Office by arguing that 
‘the good feeling and confidence thus created between the two Races 
[by Alfred’s visit] should be fully matured’ by having ‘some of the lead-
ing Kaffirs’ travel to Cape Town so that they might have ‘an opportun-
ity of becoming tolerably well acquainted with our power, and modes 
of thought and action’.5 Both Grey and the Gazette understood that 
exposing Sandile to royal ritual and the modern splendour of Cape 
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Town and London was a means of securing his loyalty and obedience. 
For them, Sandile was a symbol, representative of British progress and 
expansion in South Africa.

At the opening of the South African Library and Museum in Cape 
Town, with the Xhosa chief present, Grey gave a long speech not about 
the violence and destruction that had characterised Britain’s relation-
ship with men like Sandile but about the glorious possibilities of civ-
ilisation and Christianity that awaited southern Africa. According to 
Grey, Alfred came from an island that represented, when Egyptian  
civilisation prospered, ‘almost the confines of the habitable earth, 
and was only peopled by hordes of painted and lawless savages’ 
‘slumber[ing] in savage barbarism’.6 Great Britain had risen over the 
centuries to become ‘the centre of Christianity and civilisation – from 
that great heart, the ceaseless pulsations of which scatter truth, swarms 
of industrious emigrants [sic], crowds of traders, and streams of com-
merce throughout the world’.7 The Britain of the past represented the 
Africa of the present in the hierarchy of civilisations. In this vein, Grey 
focused, in particular, on the issue of Western education, of civilising 
Africans and making them useful to Europeans.

This was the rhetoric of liberal imperialism, of an empire of liberty 
and free trade rather than one of violence and conquest. The vision 
of empire also reflects Grey’s ‘native policy’ of cultural assimilation, 
which he pursued during his tenures as governor in both New Zealand 
and the Cape Colony. In his own words, the policy of cultural assimila-
tion was designed to ‘induce [indigenous people] to adopt our customs 
and laws in place of their own, which the system I propose to introduce 
will gradually undermine and destroy’.8 The processes of converting 
indigenous people to Christianity and civilisation, through institutions 
such as Grey’s ‘Kaffir College’ called Zonnebloem, did not so simply 
represent a civilising mission, whereby well-intentioned British men 
and women could raise African civilisation as they had their own. It 
was part and parcel of the broader processes of destruction and neutral-
isation brought on by decades of frontier wars and millennial move-
ments, such as the Xhosa cattle killing of 1856–57, which helped make 
such cultural imperialism possible.

In his speech at the museum opening, Grey went on to describe 
the methods of this enlightenment, through the spatial expansion of 
European people and culture:

Those who have preceded us here as colonists [presumably the Boers] 
have done much to lay the foundation for such an attempt; they have 
already spread over a great extent of territory, large numbers of the col-
oured races have accepted the doctrines of Christianity and have adopted 
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some of the arts of civilised life, and many others are daily following 
their example in some respects. But still we are a small and scattered 
people, with many dangers and enemies around us and in our front.9

The rugged frontier settlers, ‘patient of fatigues and want, self-reliant, 
and many of them good and pious men’ stood at the vanguard of this 
mission.10 Grey had his eye on the ‘high plateau [that] exists in the 
interior of the continent, healthy and habitable for Europeans’.11 The 
progress represented by the opening of the museum, the spread of civ-
ilisation and the presence of Sandile was embodied in the person of 
Alfred.12 The language of the civilising mission was not always so 
directly tied to the more violent and expansionist tendencies of colo-
nialism, but in Grey’s case, it clearly was. He equated progress with 
cultural destruction and physical expansion.

Yet Sandile was not a passive symbol or prop of British propaganda, 
but someone with a long history of experiences with British rule in 
southern Africa. The idea that Sandile would experience the spectacle 
of imperial order and thus become a more docile subject ignored the 
long history of violence and British duplicity on the Eastern Cape. 
Yet in a letter Grey claimed was written by Sandile to the captain of 
Alfred’s ship Euryalus, John Tarleton, the Xhosa chief celebrated and 
honoured British rule in South Africa while describing his encounter 
with Prince Alfred:

The invitation [to travel to Cape Town] was accepted with fear. With 
dread we came on board, and in trouble have we witnesses the dangers 
of the great waters; but through your skill have we passed through this 
tribulation …. We have seen what our ancestors heard not of. How have 
we grown old and learn’t wisdom. The might of England has been fully 
illustrated to us; and now we behold our madness in taking up arms to 
resist the authority of our mighty and gracious Sovereign. Up to this 
time have we not ceased to be amazed at the wonderful things we have 
witnessed, and which are beyond our comprehension. But one thing we 
understand, the reason of England’s greatness, when the Son of her great 
Queen becomes subject to a subject, that he may learn wisdom, when 
the sons of England’s chiefs and nobles leave the homes and wealth of 
their fathers and with the young Prince endure hardships and sufferings 
in order that they may be wise, and become a defence to their country, 
when we behold these things we see why the English are a great and 
mighty nation.… And now great chief we end by expressing our grati-
tude that we have had this opportunity of seeing so much. From our 
hearts we thank you for your kindness and attention to us. We have been 
cared for in every way and all our wants supplied. The chiefs under you 
have shown us every kindness, and the people under them have acted 
to us as countrymen and brothers; this we more highly esteem as it was 
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unlooked for and unexpected. We feared we had come among a strange 
people who would look upon us as their enemies, but it has been other-
wise.… What we have here seen, and all the kindness received shall 
never be forgotten.13

A forgery or not, these sentiments conveniently reflect Grey’s vision 
of the royal tour rather than Sandile’s lived experiences under British 
rule.14

Sandile was well versed in British deception. The War of the Axe 
concluded in 1847 when the chief was invited by the British to negoti-
ate a settlement, only to be locked up and threatened with deadly con-
sequences if he tried to escape.15 He was the half-brother of Maqoma, a 
chief who had been publicly threatened and embarrassed by Sir Harry 
Smith, the Governor of the Cape Colony, in the aftermath of the war.16 
Smith had annexed their father Ngqika’s territory as Queen Adelaide 
Province in 1835. When Smith called Sandile to a meeting in 1850, 
the chief wisely refused to go and was subsequently deposed. Over the 
next decade, warfare with the British and a millennial movement that 
climaxed in the Xhosa cattle killing of 1856–57 ripped the fabric of the 
Xhosa societies apart. The South African historian Jeff Peires describes 
the Sandile Alfred met as a broken man who ‘existed as a mere cipher, 
drinking heavily and clinging ever harder to traditional customs’, not a 
likely candidate for the conversion imagined by George Grey.17 To add 
insult to injury, Sandile was required to tour ‘what were once his own 
dominions’ with Grey and Alfred.18 Royal rituals and imperial splen-
dour could not so easily excise the past.

In addition to attending the dedication of the new library and 
museum, Sandile was present at the most elaborate and celebrated rit-
ual of the visit: the ceremonial tipping of the first truck of stone into 
the bay, beginning the construction of the Table Bay breakwater. He 
was an object of attention for the crowd, with whom he briefly inter-
acted before the festivities began. It is unclear what exactly Sandile 
was supposed to get out of this ceremony. In his visit to the home of 
the Rev. William Thompson of the London Missionary Society, Sandile 
told the missionary, ‘Now I see how foolish I have been, in trying to 
resist such a mighty power, but I will do so no longer.’19 While perhaps 
no more reliable than the letter from Grey, since it passed through 
Brownlee’s translation and was recorded by the missionary’s daughter, 
this remark better reflects Sandile’s experiences with British rule. He 
had been battered and bruised by it, and no level of pomp and circum-
stance would convert him to the progress of British rule.

Sandile had no reason to trust the British, even with the royal son pre-
sent. In his performance of loyalty to the Queen, Sandile knew that he 
had to speak and act carefully. He interpreted the royal tour through his 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles V. Reed - 9781526123848
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:37:49AM

via free access



PROLOGUE

[ xv ]

own life experiences and acted in a way that demonstrates the instabil-
ities of metropolitan-produced narratives of benevolent monarchy and 
loyal subjects. It is also worth noting that, when Alfred and Sandile 
visited Zonnebloem College, George Grey’s ‘Kaffir College’ aimed at 
inoculating chiefs’ sons with a dose of British civilisation, the students 
were more excited to meet Sandile, as a symbol of resistance to colo-
nial domination, than to meet the son of the Great White Queen.20 This 
abused and broken chief could produce spectacles of his own making.

In the end, Sandile would indelibly corrupt his place in colonial 
propaganda. Nearly twenty years later, in 1877, the Ngqika Xhosa chief 
rose up against the British in support of the Gcaleka Xhosa king Sarhili 
in a conflict known as the War of Ngcayecibi (1877–78, also called 
the Ninth Frontier War). Besieged in the Isidenge forests, Sandile was 
killed in battle by loyalist Mfengu volunteers. As David Bunn has dem-
onstrated, Sandile participated in another kind of imperial ritual in 
death.21 His body was left to decompose in the bush for two days before 
British authorities collected it. As Sandile’s grave was about to be filled 
in, Commandant Schermbrucker gave a eulogy, a warning against dis-
loyalty to the Queen:

[Sandile] has been denied the honours which are usually accorded even 
by the enemy. Had he fallen on the side of his Queen … he would have 
been buried in a manner befitting his rank. This is the last chief of the 
Gaikas; let his life and death be a warning to you.… Instead of being lords 
and masters in the country they once owned, [Sandile’s followers] will 
now be servants.22

His was buried between the bodies of two British troopers in order 
to ‘keep the blackguard quiet’.23 In life, his symbol was used to exhibit 
the effectiveness of liberal imperial rule in southern Africa, a power-
ful chief humbled by the power of the British and the generosity of 
the Great Queen. His encounter with Prince Alfred was interpreted in 
vastly different ways by his followers, Sir George Grey, and the settler 
press of South Africa. In revolt and death, he represented the conse-
quences of challenging this imperial order. Sandile’s rebellion may have 
failed, but he repossessed the meaning of his life, revealing the disson-
ance between the symbols and practices of rule in southern Africa.
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