
Missionary son Martin Oftebro (10-4), a brave and versatile man. 

Growing up as a missionary’s kid in Zululand, South Africa, in the 1850s, as Martin Oftebro 

did, was obviously a big challenge. His playmates belonged to a totally alien culture, and his 

parents were worried that the classmates' Zulu culture would affect him too much. His high 

school education had to take place in Norway, his parents' homeland, and implied that he for 

years had to live away from his family. His language was equally distributed between 

Norwegian, Zulu and English. What would his career be, and where would he find himself a 

girlfriend? But still he was, through his father's work and contacts, to become familiar with 

many of the Zululand elite, and even being on speaking terms with the Zulu king Cetshwayo 

himself. 

Martin Oftebro came to represent a unique blend of cultures. He knew the Zulu culture 

equally well as he knew the Norwegian culture, and he was well acquainted with the 

geography, the topography and climate of the country that had become his homeland. He was 

tough and he was fearless. 

Martin returned from his schooling in Norway in 1874, 16 years old. A few years later we see 

that the Norwegian Missionary Association allocates his father means to engage Martin as his 

personal secretary and as a teacher of Zulu primary school. But shortly after the Anglo Zulu 

War ended in 1879, the white "Zulu chief" John Dunn throws his eyes on Martin. John Dunn, 

this British adventurer and trader, who has been the Zulu king’s confidential adviser for years, 

changes side when the war between the British and Zulu is a fact. As a reward, the British 

appoint him as one of the chiefs of the newly organized Zululand. Dunn wants Martin as clerk 

at his chiefdom’s office. Dunn is not highly admired by Ommund, who disapproves the idea. 

Then Dunn goes all the way and appoints Martin as one of his three magistrates of his chief 

district, "Dunnsland". Martin is now 22 years old! 

But on the way towards his magistrate position Martin is dragged into dramatic acts of war 

that culminates in his presence by the capturing of the Zulu king. Britain has in principle won 

the Zulu war, but the noblest goal with the war was to capture the king. This has not been 

achieved. The king has escaped and sought cover in the desolated area in the north of the 

country. Martin, trained in the use of weapon, and skilled on horseback as well as with ox 

wagon, and with knowledge of the languages, culture and topography, appears as an obvious 

asset for the British forces to take advantage of. Already at the beginning of the war Martin is 

engaged by the British as an interpreter, first by the border agent's office near the outlet of the 

Tugela river. From here his way goes as interpreter and assistant to the British army in their 

campaign against the Zulu. 

This would lead to the special mission that brought Martin Oftebro into the history books. The 

British establish several searching groups to track down the king and take him prisoner. The 

groups compete among themselves. Martin has been appointed as a pathfinder and interpreter 

for the group under the command of Major Marter. 



It becomes a dramatic expedition. One night the lions kill three of the detachment’s riding 

horses. Martin impresses with his "small talk" with random Zulus along the way, and collects 

information about where the king might be hiding. There have been rumors that the British 

did not flinch from practicing physical pressure on individual Zulus to reveal details about the 

king. 

Finally they get the king's hiding place in sight. It is a small Zulu kraal deep down in the 

valley. To get down there seems impossible. But after hours of toil through canyons and along 

steep cliffs, and obviously by the help of pathfinder Martin, the detachment finds its way 

down from the mountains. By then two more riding horses have died. They plunged from the 

cliffs into the abyss. 

Click here for access to the painting: “The capture of king Cetshwayo”. Notice the king surrounded 

by Zulu subjects, by British officers and by the civilian Martin Oftebro. Martin carries a revolver in his 

left hand. His cloths are in rags and he lacks shoe on his left foot. (A consequence of the strugglesome 

descending from the cliffs, perhaps?)   

The king and his bodyguard are taken totally by surprise. The king himself is staying in a 

cabin in the kraal. Martin calls his attention and crawls into the cabin. Cetshwayo asks Martin 

if he does not understand that the king by a simple gesture could have him killed on the spot. 

Martin of course, knows perfectly well that when the door to a Zulu cabin is as low as it is, it 

is precisely intended to defuse a potential intruder. And now it is in addition a question of   

majesty insult. Yet he exhibits the great courage to creep into the cabin. Maybe Martin 

speculates that the king would not choose to kill the son of a missionary he has had good 

relations with since he was a young prince. The mighty king Cetshwayo asks Martin why he 

betrays the king who has always been a close friend of his father. Martin explains to the king 

that he is now in Queen Victoria's service, and that he just does his duty as the queen’s 

subject. This is obviously an explanation that the king can understand.  

From the search after the Zulu king. Martin Oftebro sketched outside his tent. From Henry Harford: 

Zulu War Journal. 

 

 

http://prints.national-army-museum.ac.uk/image.php?imgref=1352


The king follows Martin out of the cabin and the soldiers take over. He is shortly thereafter 

transported by ship to his temporary exile in Cape Town. From there, he will be sent on a visit 

to England and his honor is being restored. He should even get back again as king of the now 

reduced Zululand, but that's another story. 

When the Anglo Zulu War was over and Zululand had been reorganized, chief John Dunn got, 

as we have seen, his own chiefdom west in the country. With him Martin got his magisterial 

post. But Zululand would soon be reorganized again, and Cetshwayo was reinstalled as king 

of a reduced Zululand. The British annexed the western parts of the country. They called the 

area "The Reservation", in the Norwegian missionaries’ terms "Reservet". Thus John Dunn 

had to give up his chiefdom, and by this Martin lost his position as magistrate. From now on 

Martin will be engaged with the civil, British administration in "The Reservation". Here he 

enters as a commander into resident Osborn’s police forces, composed of black natives. His 

father Ommund Oftebro reports laconically that Martin has been off 

on some dangerous mission, and that he has returned home unhurt.  

According to John Laband ("Later Zulu wars") Martin commands at 

this time a police force of 1600 men! In modern war terms we are 

talking about something like a brigade. 

Martin was still most of his professional career living as a farmer in 

the Eshowe district. In addition, he served as an interpreter (Zulu-

English) for the country's judiciary. He married Norwegian born 

Gunhild Pedersen, a midwife at Eshowe. They had three sons. 

 

British resident in ”The Reservation”, Melmoth Osborn’s civile guard as it has been sketched by Mr. 

Walton for Pictorial World. In this guard Martin Oftebro served as commander of a force of 1600 men. 

We may assume that the mounted commander to the right in the picture is meant to be just Martin. 

Picture from Ian Castle Collection. © 
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