The coast of Natal remembers the name of John Ross in its
major highways, buildings, bridges and recently the College
n Richard’s Bay has been graced with his name. The question
arises: who is John Ross? and why has he merited this dis-
tinction? Primarily he is honoured for his immortal and ardu-
ous return journey to Delagoa Bay in 1827.

Regrettably we know very little about John Ross or his heroic
journey. His journey has been chronicled by Graham Mac-
keurtan in 1932 and Ruth Gordon in Natal/ia in 1974. Henry
Francis Fynn and Nathaniel Isaacs are the main sources of
information while John Ross later wrote briefly about his
journey in the Nautical Magazine in 1853. These sources ena-
ble us to a large extent to separate fact from legend.

During May — July 1824 a party of English traders led by
Lieutenant Francis Farewell, Lieutenant James King and
Henry Fynn pioneered the settlement at Port Natal. They
wished to establish Port Natal as an entrepét for trade with
the surrounding natives the most famous of whom was
Shaka, King of the Zulus. The greatest problem besetting the
Traders was to maintain links with the civilised world which
meant either the Cape or the Portuguese at Delagoa Bay.
After the loss of the sloop ‘Julia’, King had chartered the brig
"Mary’ to develop the trade.

As a result of the wreck of the ‘Mary’ on the outer northern
beach at Port Natal on 1 October 1825, Lieutenant James
Saunders King and Nathaniel Isaacs began considering alter-
native means of assistance and rescue from Port Nata! for the
stranded traders. Prompted also by the unpleasant inter-
necine squabbles between King and John Hatton, the ship-
wright supervising the building of the ‘Elizabeth and Susan’
at the shipyard at Townshend on the Bluff, Isaacs con-
templated the necessity of an overland return journey to
Delagoa Bay. This epic undertaking of 950 kilometers had
been attempted only once before by the white traders. On this
occasion Joseph Powell, Farewell’s servant and an experi-
enced traveller, failed to return and nothing was heard of him

again.

When the supply of medicine and other necessaries became
critically low after 15 April 1827, King had no other alternative
but to send his 15 year old apprentice, John Ross, to Delagoa
Bay to get supplies. Isaacs described John Ross as being
“acute, shrewd and active”, which were most important fac-
tors when attempting an undertaking of “inconceivable
hazard.”” Isaacs helped persuade Shaka at Dukuza (modern
Stanger) to assist in the venture. Shaka “afforded us every
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assistance in sending off the lad by at once giving him an
escort to protect him and to furnish him with food on the
way.”™ This assistance from the feared Zulus was to be of
inestimable value to John Ross when travelling along the

wild Natal coastline. Isaacs took the added precaution of

sending out messengers after twenty days to assist John
Ross on his return journey.

On their way to survey the mouth of the Umlatuze i.e. modern
Richard’s Bay,” King and Isaacs met John Ross on 14 July
1827 on the banks of the Tugela. John Ross was then on his
homeward journey from Delagoa Bay. John Ross was look-
ing for his compenions whom he had heard were shcoting
Hippopotami in the Umlalazi river i.e. modern Mtunzini.
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John Ross had a wonderful tale to tell his friends of his epic
journey. After eighteen days from Shaka’s kraal at Dukuza he
had arrived at uMakhasane'’s (the chief cf the Tembe Tongas)
kraal. The country he had passed through he described as
“iow, level and frequently marshy” and “abounding with all
description of wild animals, particularly the rhinocerous and
zebras.”® Obtaining guides from uMakhasane, theg had suc-
cessfully negotiated the treacherous Maputa river.



The natives at Delagoa Bay treated John Ross’s party civilly
and decently because they had reason to fear the wrath and
possible retribution of Shaka, the mighty King of the Zulus
who enjoyed undeniable hegemony of South Eastern Africa.
During his short stay of three days the Portuguese traders
treated John Ross with kindness and even apprehension
because they believed him to be Shaka's spy. The Portuguese
Governor allowed him to purchase the medicines and other
necessaries from his stores. In fact John Ross was also given
generous supplies by a French captain of a slaver and he had
to spend only two dollars.

During his stay at Delagoa Bay John Ross was appalled at the
barbarity of slavery introduced by the Portuguese. He
observed the “inhuman treatment to which the poor natives
were subjected in being chained together and being treated
with such great severity and brutality”. He was apprehensive
for his own and his party’s safety and as a result of this he
determined to leave Delagoa Bay as soon as he could.

As Nathaniel Isaacs, standing on the banks of the Tugela,
gazed at John Ross as the latter resumed his courageous
journey to Townshend, he was filled with admiration: “John
Ross is doubtless the first European who ever accomplished
a journey (by land) from Natal to Delagoa Bay and back. When
I look at his youth and reflect on the country through which he
had to pass, and that he had to penetrate through wild, inhos-
pitable, and savage tracks, nor the light of reason, but were
existing in a mere state of animal nature little exceeding the
instinct of the brute, when | look at this, and also further
reflect that the whole surface of the country was infested with
every species of wild and ferocious animal ana every veno-
mous creature, all hostile to man, | cannot but conceive the
journey of this lad as on the must be held as exceedingly
bold, and wonderfully enterprising. 12

Itis interesting to note that John Ross’s only known observa-
tion regarding his epic journey is his defence of the accultura-
tion process underwent by the European Traders living at
Port Natal in those early years. Twenty six years later he
laconically recalls the “long Hd somewhat perilous journey
from Natal to Delagoa Bay.”

Such is the modest appraisal of one of our brave young
pioneers of Natal.
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