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[A shorter version appeared in ‘Sunday Times Lifestyle’, 26 November 2000] 

 

About an hour’s drive south of Durban, the N2 highway crosses the uMzumbe River 

meandering through its silted-up estuary. Upstream, round-topped hills recede into 

a blue distance stippled with huts and goats and cultivated patches of madumbis 

and bananas. Throw in the canefields and eruptions of natural bush, and it could be 

your standard South Coast valley: tranquil and lovely in the slanting sunshine of 

late afternoon, though haunted by the spectre of rural poverty unimaginable to the 

well-oiled slick of holidaymakers on the beaches. 

But this is no ordinary valley. The Umzumbe district has a history that 

includes a family of alleged cannibals, raids by Shaka’s marauding armies and a 

remarkable coalescence of godly endeavour. 

The cannibals are supposed to have given Umzumbe its name: their kraal in 

the upper regions of the river was called ‘Umuzi’mubi’, people say, meaning ‘the 

bad place’. Another explanation is that the name is corrupted from ‘zuma’ – ‘to take 

unawares, with no warning’, describing the river in flood. 

These and some of the following facts and extracts come from an 

unpublished history written in 1965 by Connie Cruikshank, one of the earliest 

residents of Umzumbe village, and Bridgman family documents.   

Reverend Henry Bridgman and Reverend Elijah Robbins of the American 

Board were the first missionaries to arrive. 

 

Trials and Tribulations 

 

‘After riding a hundred miles on horseback, they suddenly found themselves on the 

rim of a huge bowl.  Before them a wild tumble of green hills...  Zulu kraals 

crowned many of the hill tops and herds of sleek cattle and goats grazed peacefully 

over the luxuriant green spaces.  Winding in and out was a silvery stream, the 

Umzumbe river, and the deep ravines on either side were lined with bush… 

‘Whipping up their horses, the Missionaries rode down, down into the centre 

of the bowl. Here they found a tiny hill and riding to its crest, they dismounted and 

took possession of that hill – and that green hill so far away became the centre of 
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the future Umzumbe and its Mission Station.’ 

Whatever one may feel about the sweeping assumptions made  

by missionaries in their intrepid resolve to save ‘heathen’ souls by disseminating 

Western civilisation, the pioneers were undoubtedly courageous. That night, having 

‘bargained for bundles of thatch grass in exchange for mirrors, knives and other 

trinkets – wonders never seen in that area’, the two reverends built a protective 

wigwam round the trunk of a big tree and retreated inside. 

‘Very soon the shadows began to lengthen: the sun went down. The crowd 

of natives disappeared and darkness enfolded the earth. Immediately the African 

night sounds began – far in the distance hyenas could be heard barking and 

howling. Nearer and nearer they came, a whole pack of them, until, at last, the 

hideous creatures threw themselves upon the thatch lean-to where our sleepers (?) 

were sitting with their backs against the tree trunk, holding their guns loaded and 

cocked.  The bedlam of unearthly snaps and snarls, howls and growls kept up the 

whole night through except when the “wolves” stopped to sniff and smell just the 

other side of the thatch. 

‘How often we children and our guests sat thrilled while Father told us of 

their first hyena experience,’ wrote Bridgman’s daughter Amy in a 1935 memoir. 

Shortly before the outbreak of the American Civil War, the American Board 

of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (largely Congregational) had sent the Rev 

and Mrs Robbins out to their Zulu Mission in Natal, followed a year later by the Rev 

Henry and Mrs Laura Bridgman who were newly married. 

Of her qualms before landing in Natal, Laura wrote: ‘My heart grew faint 

with fear and doubt… I was longing for the land, but what should I find there? Sand 

and grass and ticks; hot suns, and pouring rains I fully expected, and the heathen… 

How should I behave in their presence and how give them the impression from the 

first that I was their friend? So much would depend on first impressions. 

‘For my dear husband I felt no fear… Everybody, even the heathen would be 

drawn to him at first sight; but poor, cold-hearted, selfish and self-conscious me, 

should I be nothing but a drag on him and a dishonour to the cause? Such were my 

feelings as I drew near to the scenes of my future life and labours.’ 

‘I remember so well hearing my Mother tell of her first experiences at 

Umzumbe,’ Amy wrote in her memoir. ‘She said that when she first saw the people 

in all their nakedness, she wanted to cover her eyes with her hands, and she didn’t 

see at all how she could live in that place for ever and ever.’ 

As Laura had feared, missionary life was an ordeal at first. 

‘When the Bridgmans joined the Robbins in 1869, thatched roofs and floors 

of pounded earth finished with a plaster of cow dung and ashes were a sore trial to 

Mrs Bridgman. Her treasured pieces of horsehair furniture suffered from dust sifting 



 3 

down from the thatch. Windows without glass or screens let in swarms of insects 

and framed the faces of curious native visitors. Mrs Bridgman’s requests from 

friends in the USA were for cheap muslin, the strips sewn together to make a 

ceiling of sorts and screens for the windows.’ 

But they all soldiered on, Laura in her crinoline – the first in South Africa, 

according to Connie Cruikshank – with a black lace ‘fascinator’ worn over her head. 

She was an ardent temperance worker, and in her spare moments classified and 

painted watercolours of wild flowers, a collection now kept in the library of the 

American Board in Boston. 

She had her lighter moments, though. Amy wrote of her mother’s annual 

trek to preside at the Women’s Christian Temperance Union: ‘Her trip to Maritzburg 

once a year … became almost an emancipation for her, a chance to escape from the 

bush life for a little while and to mingle with those of like tastes for just a few days. 

And how Mother did prink and brush up for that great occasion!’ 

 

Keeping Up the Good Work 

 

‘Gradually after the Missionaries settled in that region, they made friends with eight 

or ten Chiefs and from them, one by one, they got permission to start a school or 

mud-walled Church on their tribal land. 

‘The reputation of the Missionaries’ kindness spread far and wide.  Natives 

with sores, aching teeth and other afflictions came to them for help.  It was a 

marvel to have a tooth pulled quickly. Holding the head of a sufferer firmly between 

his knees and using forceps, Henry Bridgman had the troublesome tooth out in a 

fraction of the time it would take to knock it out with a spear, as was their method. 

A chicken a tooth was the price of relief, so always the yard was filled with 

cadaverous fowls. 

‘Along with tooth-pulling, Mr Bridgman gave advice about sick cattle and 

gardens. Mrs Bridgman advised mothers about their babies. Young girls fleeing 

from an unwanted marriage also came for asylum until things could be straightened 

out with the irate father and prospective grooms. As their numbers grew, a girls’ 

boarding school developed and opened in 1873, named the Umzumbe Home for 

Kraal Girls.’ 

Miss Welcy the teacher soon had 19 girls under her wing. ‘It was an 

immense relief to have those girls cared for instead of swarming around my kitchen 

seeking what they might devour,’ Laura wrote, ‘while I felt all the time distraught 

and weary in the face of such a wasted opportunity for usefulness.’  The school was 

later absorbed into the Inanda Seminary. 

The first ‘native pastor (Uelifaz)’ was ordained in 1870 when a new brick 
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chapel was dedicated.   

‘Soon after returning home, Mr Robbins and myself started off on an 

evangelical tour among the villages inland … over a very rough and almost 

inaccessible country. All my bed, bedding and food was carried on the backs of two 

natives. We were gone six days, sleeping every night in the huts of the natives on 

mud floors… For companions we had dogs, cats, goats, calves, fleas, and generally 

men and women in the same hut.’   

 

Family Roll-call 

 

Three generations of the stalwart Bridgmans gave 279 years of service to South 

Africa, the younger ones as medical missionaries.   

Laura and Henry’s son Burt worked with Dr John Nembula, the first Zulu 

person to qualify as a doctor, to establish the hospital at Adams Mission in 1893 

that later became McCord Hospital. Burt’s brother Frederick worked in mine 

compounds in Johannesburg and began the City Mission dispensaries in Durban; 

the old Bridgman Memorial Hospital was called after him.   

Their sister Amy returned to Umzumbe after her education in America to 

teach ‘what was perhaps the first Kindergarten in South Africa’. She married 

George Cowles who became principal of the Boys’ School at Amanzimtoti (later 

Adams College), and in 1916 the couple took charge at Umzumbe where ‘they 

started a night school for herd boys and often as many as 20 attended. Mr Cowles 

had a large hut built on the premises where the little boys slept and left silently at 

dawn to attend their herds.’ 

 Laura died at Umzumbe in 1923 after a lifetime of service and was buried 

next to her husband at Adams Mission. 

Amy and George’s daughter, Sister Ruth Cowles, worked as a senior nurse 

at the Mission Clinic in Alexandra from its inception in 1927 to 1946, by which time 

it had become the Alexandra Health Centre. 

In 1986 the Bridgman grandchildren established a Trust, ‘the proceeds of 

which will annually be devoted to the continued education of their beloved Zulu 

people.’ Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi, whose mother Princess Mntwana Constance 

Magogo ka Dinizulu had been friendly with Laura, Amy and Ruth, gave his blessing 

to the initial awards of the Bursary Fund. Dr Oscar Dhlomo, who had gained his 

doctorate ‘from his thesis on the remarkable work among the Zulu nation of that 

small but faithful band of America Board missionaries’, was one of the Trustees. 

Kate Mabuza was awarded the first Bridgman Memorial Nursing Bursary, 

which she used to take a nursing degree at the University of Cape Town.  
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Other Godly Pioneers at Umzumbe 

 

The Fairview Mission Station was founded in 1870 by the Rev Noyce of the 

American Methodist Mission. He bought the 2 400-acre farm Fairview where he 

opened schools for boys and girls. In 1930 he persuaded his Board to sell 1 500 

acres to ‘Native tenants,’ a move strongly opposed by local farmers – though the 

Mission seems to have circumvented land-ownership laws by retaining official 

possession of the land while granting legal rights of occupation. 

By 1965 Fairview Mission had sold all but 100 acres of the land where their 

church stood, and today tenants are still able to buy the right of occupation to small 

parcels of land from each other for a minimal amount. One tenant we know [Irene 

Ngcobo, known by many as the ‘mayor of Umzumbe’] bought the use of her prime 

acre of Fairview hillside for R2 700 a number of years ago, but hit a Catch 22 snag 

when she applied for a government grant to build her first house: she wasn’t 

eligible because she doesn’t own the land. 

Then there was the Rev Shibe who founded an African Congregational 

Church near the Madhlala Store in 1900, and the Rev Frank Green’s tiny wooden 

oratory which is still in use next to the Umzumbe Hall. Dominican nuns headed by 

Mother Rose established St Elmo’s Convent in 1918: a group of magnificent red-

brick buildings that once housed a boarding school for learning-disabled children 

but now brood forlornly over the village, having fallen into disrepair since they were 

vacated. In addition, there were the ‘little African Roman Catholic Church’ opened 

at Morrison’s Post in 1944 and the Church of Christ Mission established in 1958, as 

well as the more recent Capuchin Convent built by silent nuns of the Franciscan 

Order a few kilometres to the south at Melville. 

Does Umzumbe and its largely ignored hinterland have a special place in 

heaven, I wonder – or is it more in need of holy help than most? Villagers call the 

elegant holiday home on Lady Moor Place with upward-swooping Thai gable ends 

‘the house of horns’... 

 

 

UMZUMBE  :  PERSONAL 

 

Like the highway, progress has largely passed Umzumbe by, to the profound relief 

of its devotees. Six generations of my family have lived or spent our holidays here, 

and it is a place of the heart for us, focus of happy childhood memories.   

My great-grandmother and the family matriarch, Charlotte Moodie Moor – 

‘Momonie’ to her grandchildren – was a remarkable woman: writer of novels, 
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newspaper articles and diaries, mother of seven children and busy wife of a 

politician. Great-grandpapa Sir Frederick Moor was an Estcourt farmer elected to 

the Natal Legislature who became the last Prime Minister of Natal and later a 

Senator in the first Union Government, so he was often away from home. She 

bought the farm Ararat on which Umzumbe village now stands in 1917, paying 

£852 for ‘247 Acres 3 Roods 32 Perches of land’. On the crest of the hill above the 

new railway line, she organised the building of a mud-walled shack she called 

Ballymuddle where her large family came for seaside holidays, armed with straw 

hats and voluminous bathing costumes. She also built shacks in the bush near the 

beach that she called Honeymoon Huts. 

Family legend has it that Momonie, who had met Fred in Kimberley where he 

and his brothers had a claim, lost her large diamond engagement ring somewhere 

between Ballymuddle and St Elmo’s Convent, walking to church one Sunday. The 

problem is that nobody can remember exactly where Ballymuddle stood. 

As she gave away or sold off portions of the farm, a village grew round the 

curly-eaved Edwardian station building and tiny red-brick post office. At the trading 

store, I remember, you could buy everything from gov’ment sugar and heart-

shaped motto sweets (‘Ek Het Jou Lief’) to bait, fish hooks, billycans and bicycles. A 

shoe-mender and a tailor beavered away at their machines on the wide veranda 

with rain tanks at each end. 

Umzumbe became a haven for retired people, fishermen and holidaying 

families who stayed in the cottages or at the rambling Pumula Hotel, still one of the 

jewels of the South Coast. From its elevated position above the beach, you sit at a 

table under the giant fig tree looking out over an infinity of waves. Dolphins are 

often seen, and from July to September there could be a Southern Right whale or a 

Humpback in the view too. 

The site on which the central part of the Pumula Hotel stands was given by 

Charlotte to her eldest daughter Lena (my grandmother) when she married Owen 

Walters, who built the original building. The sanitary facility was a long-drop which 

you had to bang with a stick before using to chase out the mambas, according to 

my father Taffy who spent his life from the age of nine to seventy-nine fishing this 

shoreline. He used to tell us that when he and his brother were boys, they would lie 

in bed watching snakes wriggle across Ballymuddle’s sagging hessian ceilings. One 

of their favourite pastimes was hanging on to the tails of cows who had gone down 

to the shallow lagoon to drink, swooshing through the water behind them. 

 Umzumbe has two bush-fringed bays that meet at the jutting point called 

Stebel [now known as Kellerman Rocks, for some reason]: long scallops of clean 

yellow sand with swimming gullies, intriguing rock pools for kids and shark nets 

protecting the main beach, a magnet for surfers and boogie-boarders. If there has 
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been no rain to bring the river down in a muddy flood tossing with uprooted debris, 

the sea varies from emerald to turquoise and is seldom too cold for swimming. 

North of the river mouth towards Splash Rock, you can walk for an hour in 

blissful solitude, watching seagulls and hovering kingfishers and hordes of 

scavenging crabs tittuping sideways on the wave slicks with their granadilla-pip 

eyes out on stalks. It’s not so pleasant when the wind blows and the sand stings 

your legs, though a gale can be exhilarating: scudding clouds the colour of bruises, 

spray flying off angry waves and the beach smoothed to pristine ripples, fringed 

along the waveline with glassy chunks of jellyfish and stranded bluebottles. 

There was a wreck here once. According to T V Bulpin in To the Shores of 

Natal: ‘On August 19th 1902, the Italian barque Espero went ashore near the mouth 

of the Mzumbe River. She was a vessel of 909 tons, laden with railway sleepers on 

the way from Java to Cape Town. The crew all escaped safely, but the ship was a 

total loss and the seas around it were littered with so many floating sleepers that 

they were actually proclaimed a danger to navigation.’ 

Swimming on this coast is dangerous. We teach the children to watch how 

the sea is behaving before going in to swim, to stay within their depth and keep 

touching the sand with their feet, to beware – according to Garp – of the 

Undertoad, and never to swim alone. 

But even adults aren’t careful enough sometimes. After more than fifty years 

of swimming in one familiar gully, I was one of three who could have drowned on 

the day the Oceanos went down a hundred kilometres to the south, overwhelmed 

by a gigantic freak wave that picked us up and swept us towards rocks and a fierce 

riptide running out to sea. Was it sheer chance that we made it back to the beach – 

or were the observant spirits of the early missionaries protecting us? 

 Our cottage is peaceful and private, surrounded by a brief skirting of lawn 

that runs into the dune forest: milkwood, umdoni and fig trees, rustling clumps of 

wild bananas, glossy-leaved amathungulus, monkey vines, ferns and mop-headed 

dracaenas. The birds in the bush range from Natal robins carolling us awake in the 

morning to tinker barbets to Knysna louries to narina trogons. Wave rhythms send 

us to sleep at night. 

A much-climbed red milkwood tree sprawls along the edge of the bank and 

below it is a glade where mpiti come to graze in the cooler hours, their little tails 

flicking. [Mpiti are blue duiker, Africa’s smallest antelope.] On the far side of the 

glade, a sand path runs over a dune with sentinel aloes and vygies and wind-

sculpted bushes to the beach. 

If there is no wind, we spend the magic hour around sunset up on the dune 

with glasses of wine, watching the dove colours – grey, silver, dusky pink, misty 

blue – darkening in the sea and sky, and the swifts and bats looping over the bush 
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after insects. In the small bay below, we sometimes see the hunting turtles coming 

up for air: archaic heads on long skinny necks and a dark oval shape in the water. 

To find yourself, as I did once, swimming at sunset in the same wave as a 

large turtle is a mystical experience tempered by the horrid thought: what if they 

bite? 

 Sadly, Umzumbe’s centre has grown shabby with the years, and the only 

trains that run along the railway line now are long lines of open trucks laden with 

crushed limestone from the quarry near Port Shepstone, bound for a cement 

factory in Durban or returning empty. The kids still put coins on the track to be 

flattened and run out to wave at the train drivers, but there are no passengers 

clickety-clacking along enjoying the sea views. 

The South Coast as a whole has become increasingly tacky, defaced by ugly 

developments and teeming shopping centres, its old tin-roofed houses and family 

seaside hotels sometimes swamped by jerry-built holiday resorts. With a few 

notable exceptions like our Pumula Beach Hotel, now a popular and much-praised 

institution, there is little sign of the vigorous revamping that has happened in the 

Cape: a springing up of guest houses and country hotels, cafés and restaurants. 

Inland, unseen by most visitors, people are struggling to survive.  

Unemployment is high, the community is being stalked by AIDS, grannies are eking 

out their pensions to bring up the grandchildren dumped on them by parents who 

disappear or come home to die. In the village, homes have to be defended against 

increasing break-ins. And South Coast property has gone into a slump, which 

makes it difficult to sell houses. 

 But there are positives too. People are working for cleaner vehicle-free 

beaches, controlled fishing, more patrols and greater environmental awareness. 

There is a good health network and most of the younger children are in school. 

Some years ago there was talk of an initiative by the Ugu Regional Council 

to create a tourism route inland, one of the least-known and most beautiful areas of 

KwaZulu-Natal. With the help of sociologist Marion Wessels, Umzumbe architect 

Steve Kinsler drew up a map showing shipwrecks, forests, nature reserves, 

meandering rivers, prime locations for adventure sports, beach resorts and sites of 

historical, religious and cultural significance. 

‘People say that there is a section of the Mtwalume River that is as remote 

as the Amazon,’ he told me, showing a photograph of a lovely table-topped 

mountain called Msikazi.  

A paddler who regularly canoes on KwaZulu-Natal rivers is on record as 

saying that he has seen crocodiles in the Mzimkulu – a titillating prospect for those 

who enjoy extreme danger sports. 

Umzumbe may have grown tired and threadbare in places, the few trains 
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may toot mournfully as they cross the bridge before the level crossing and the 

occasional interloper may lay waste to the irreplaceable bush before building a 

brash new house, but it still retains an air of the old South Coast. 

Let us hope the new missionaries of tourism and local government rally their 

forces in time to save its soul. 


