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    Across the high veld where ambition and memory converge, a small pastoral republic and a sprawling empire probe the boundaries of justice, identity, and endurance.

The Last Boer War presents H. Rider Haggard’s measured account of the 1880–81 conflict between the British Empire and the Boer inhabitants of the Transvaal. Without dramatizing beyond the evidence, the book outlines the tensions that followed the British annexation of the territory and traces how political dispute hardened into armed confrontation. Haggard offers a narrative that clarifies the principal actors, the administrative decisions that framed their choices, and the atmosphere of mistrust that made compromise increasingly fragile, setting the stage for a conflict whose repercussions would be felt far beyond southern Africa.

Haggard is best known today for romance adventures such as King Solomon’s Mines and She, yet his lifelong engagement with southern Africa underpins this work as well. He wrote not as an outsider briefly captivated by distant events, but as an English author who had lived and worked in the region in his youth. That experience sharpened his sensitivity to landscape, settlement, and the slow formations of habit and law. In place of exoticism, he emphasizes institutions, grievances, and the everyday pressures that shape communities, revealing how a frontier culture meets the encroaching mechanisms of imperial governance.

First published at the end of the nineteenth century—on the eve of renewed hostilities in the subcontinent—The Last Boer War looks backward to explain a present bristling with uncertainty. In 1899, as public attention in Britain turned again toward South Africa, Haggard offered a retrospective that aimed to clarify causes rather than merely recount scenes. His timing gives the book a double perspective: it is both a history of the earlier conflict of 1880–81 and an intervention in contemporary debate. This vantage allows readers to sense how political memory accumulates, and how narratives formed in one war shape understanding of the next.

Its classic status rests on three intertwined strengths: a lucid shaping of crowded events, a steady moral intelligence that resists simplification, and a willingness to expose the tensions at the heart of imperial rule. Haggard’s name guaranteed readership, but his method secured endurance. He writes neither as apologist nor accuser; instead he charts consequences, tracing how policy, pride, and fear can compress into crisis. The result is a historical narrative with the momentum of a novel and the restraint of a chronicle, bridging genres in ways later writers of narrative history would continue to explore.

The book’s literary impact begins with its prose: concrete without ornament, attentive to terrain and logistics as much as to personality. Haggard transfers skills honed in fiction—clarity of scene, economy of character sketch, a sense of scale—to nonfiction ends. He organizes complexity into intelligible sequences, allowing readers to follow administrative decisions and local responses without losing sight of broader strategic contours. That balance between immediacy and analysis gives the work unusual readability, showing how narrative techniques can illuminate public affairs while still honoring the sobriety that history demands.

Haggard situates the story within a precise framework: British annexation of the Transvaal in 1877, the discontent that followed, and the eventual eruption of hostilities in 1880–81. He traces the grievances voiced by Boer communities, the strains felt by colonial officials, and the growing divergence in political expectations. Rather than rely on caricature, he foregrounds institutional frictions—taxation, representation, security—and the constraints of distance that hampered communication and trust. The book elucidates how a frontier economy and a metropolitan bureaucracy, each with its own rhythm and logic, collided under the pressure of rapid change.

A central theme is responsibility—who bears it, how it is exercised, and what happens when it is evaded. Haggard explores the costs of policy inertia and the moral risks of haste, presenting the conflict as an examination of governance under stress. He is attentive to how language hardens opinion, how rumor outruns fact, and how the insistence on dignity can trump practical accommodation. In this sense, The Last Boer War studies not only armies and administrations but also the psychology of collective decision-making, the ways communities interpret threat, and the fragile scaffolding on which authority depends.

The book’s endurance also stems from its refusal to flatten the landscape into a single viewpoint. Haggard acknowledges the emotional economy of settler life and the obligations felt by imperial officers, even as he tracks the misalignments between them. That evenhandedness does not mean neutrality; rather, it presents the reader with a field of motives, pressures, and errors. Such a stance helped shape later English-language writing on empire, encouraging a narrative approach that confronts complexity without dissolving responsibility, and opening space for subsequent historians and novelists to engage the South African past with greater nuance.

For readers today, the work provides a disciplined window onto the late Victorian mindset at a moment when global power and local autonomy were colliding. It shows how administrative categories can intensify cultural misunderstanding and how logistical decisions—about roads, posts, and patrols—become political facts. The Last Boer War therefore speaks across time to broader questions about state capacity, the ethics of intervention, and the narratives nations tell to make sense of contested borders and inheritances. Its value lies not in hindsight certainty, but in the careful mapping of choices as they appeared to those who made them.

The book stands apart within Haggard’s oeuvre as a nonfiction counterpart to his romances, and reading it alongside his fiction sharpens both. Where the novels imagine extraordinary encounters, this history emphasizes the ordinariness of misapprehension: modest misreadings that accumulate into crisis. It is a reminder that the structures of empire—ledgers, proclamations, committees—are as dramatic, in their own stubborn way, as any treasure hunt. By focusing on procedures and their limits, Haggard points to the administrative texture of conflict, a texture that subsequent literature and scholarship have found indispensable to understand.

Ultimately, The Last Boer War endures because it crystallizes a set of themes that remain urgent: the friction between power and legitimacy, the danger of policy made at a distance, and the human cost of turning disagreement into fate. Its measured narrative offers contemporary readers a way to reflect on sovereignty, negotiation, and memory in a world still marked by asymmetries of authority. In following Haggard’s reconstruction of a pivotal nineteenth-century struggle, we encounter questions that travel well beyond their time and place, securing the book’s lasting appeal and clarifying why it still rewards careful attention.
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    The Last Boer War is H. Rider Haggard’s historical study of the 1880–1881 conflict between the British government and the Boer republicans of the Transvaal. Drawing on his South African administrative experience and documentary sources, Haggard reconstructs the sequence of events that led from annexation to armed confrontation and eventual compromise. He presents a chronological account interwoven with commentary on policy, responsibility, and the limits of imperial rule. The narrative aims to explain how local grievances and metropolitan decisions converged, rather than to sensationalize battle scenes, and it situates the war within the wider question of how empire copes with settler nationalism.

Haggard begins by outlining conditions in the Transvaal before hostilities, when British authority had been proclaimed over a struggling republic. He reviews the official rationale for intervention, the administrative structures imposed, and the promises made regarding reform and representation. Against this framework he sets the responses of Boer communities, who petitioned, convened meetings, and asserted historic rights to self-government. The author traces a steady accumulation of distrust, portraying how procedural delays, uneven enforcement, and mutual misreading of intentions deepened the gulf. Throughout, he underscores how governance choices taken far from the veld had consequences for people who perceived them as immediate and personal.

Turning to the imperial center, Haggard surveys ministerial debates, changing instructions, and the currents of public opinion that shaped colonial policy. He emphasizes the uncertainty produced by shifts in London, where different administrations balanced humanitarian language, strategic considerations, and fiscal restraint. The book examines how these oscillations were interpreted on the ground as weakness or duplicity, and how officials tried to reconcile directives with realities. Haggard is attentive to legal formulae and constitutional terminology, noting that ambiguous words could bind or alienate. His analysis suggests that unclear authority and fluctuating resolve erode confidence more effectively than open confrontation does.

As tensions sharpen, the narrative follows a succession of local incidents that harden positions. He describes assemblies, refusals to comply with certain orders, and the reactivation of Boer commando structures, set against isolated garrisons tasked with maintaining order. The geography of the highveld, the distances between posts, and the reliance on couriers complicate command. Haggard records how warnings were issued and ignored, and how symbolic acts, such as flag-raisings and proclamations, took on outsized significance. The climate of expectation becomes combustible, with each side anticipating the other’s next move while insisting on its own legality and moral standing.

When fighting begins, Haggard recounts the opening encounters in spare, logistical terms—marches, dispositions, and the effect of terrain and marksmanship. He highlights the Boer preference for mobility and cover, contrasting it with British habits of movement and supply. Communications fail at critical moments, and detached columns face determined resistance. The author is careful to distribute credit and blame, noting instances of prudence and error without indulging in recrimination. The impression is of a war shaped less by grand strategy than by local initiative, where timing, reconnaissance, and the use of natural positions determine the character of early engagements.

Subsequent chapters widen the lens to the broader campaign, tracing attempts to relieve besieged posts and reassert lines of communication. Haggard depicts a pattern of advances checked at mountain passes and river crossings, with commanders adapting under pressure. He homes in on the human dimension—junior officers improvising, burghers electing field leaders, civilians caught between loyalties—while maintaining focus on the operational rhythm. Parallel to the battlefield runs a sustained argument about responsibility, as reports and counter-reports travel to the colonial capitals and onward to London. The narrative balances movement with reflection, showing how events outran the assumptions that birthed them.

Diplomatic channels thread through the fighting, and Haggard gives close attention to proposals for truce, commissions of inquiry, and conditions for negotiation. He reproduces the flow of dispatches and minutes in paraphrase, emphasizing the competing legal claims each side marshals. The book stresses how language—of sovereignty, suzerainty, and self-government—carried practical stakes. While local commanders seek clarity to guide their next moves, politicians weigh prestige and precedent. The result is a tense alternation between cannon fire and conference table, with intermittent pauses that reveal the war’s political heart: the search for a formula that can be accepted by adversaries who mistrust one another.

As the narrative approaches resolution, the emphasis shifts from tactical episodes to the architecture of settlement. Without dwelling on the final text, Haggard assesses what the confrontation taught about administration, consent, and the uses of force. He argues that indecision magnified costs, and that durable arrangements depend on recognizable rights and steady enforcement. The ending considers how a recalibrated relationship might avert recurrence, while acknowledging the persistence of divergent aspirations. By closing on analysis rather than triumph or lament, the book frames the conflict as a case study in governing a settler frontier under the gaze of an attentive, often ambivalent, metropolis.

The Last Boer War endures as a reflective study of imperial policy tested by local resolve. Its significance lies not only in the chronology it assembles but in the questions it poses about authority, legitimacy, and the management of change. Haggard’s blend of firsthand familiarity and documentary method offers readers a measured account that resists sensationalism. Without foreclosing debate, it invites consideration of proportionality, cultural understanding, and the costs of delay. In doing so, the book gestures beyond its moment, suggesting lessons that later South African crises—and other contested frontiers—would revisit: that power untempered by consent yields brittle peace.
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    H. Rider Haggard’s The Last Boer War is framed by the South African frontier of the late 1870s and early 1880s, when British imperial authority, Boer republicanism, and powerful African kingdoms intersected. The dominant institutions were the British colonial administrations of the Cape and Natal, the elected Volksraad of the South African Republic (Transvaal) and the Orange Free State, and, eastward, the Zulu kingdom under Cetshwayo. Missionary societies, trading houses, and the press also mediated everyday life and political opinion. The terrain—highveld plains and mountain passes—shaped movement and warfare, while ox-wagons, rifles, and telegraphs formed the technological baseline of the era.

The book’s immediate historical subject is the First Boer War (1880–1881), which followed Britain’s annexation of the Transvaal in 1877. The annexation, carried out by Sir Theophilus Shepstone, was justified in London on grounds of the republic’s insolvency and frontier insecurity. It formed part of a broader, contested plan to “confederate” South Africa along Canadian lines, promoted by Colonial Secretary Lord Carnarvon. Haggard’s narrative situates the conflict within this policy: a British effort to centralize authority collided with Boer commitments to local autonomy, property, and their elected institutions, hardening identities on both sides.

Haggard had served in the British colonial service in southern Africa from the mid-1870s to the early 1880s, including administrative work in Natal and at the High Court in Pretoria after annexation. His proximity to officials and events supplied him with documentation and impressions later distilled into The Last Boer War. Published in 1899, as a new Anglo-Boer conflict loomed, the book drew on personal observation and contemporary records. Its perspective is recognizably imperial: admiring of individual Boer courage yet critical of republican leadership and sharply critical of what he saw as British vacillation in policy.

The First Boer War began in late 1880 when Boer commandos repudiated British rule, reasserted the independence of the South African Republic, and besieged small British garrisons across the Transvaal. Their mobilization relied on long-established commando practices: mounted citizen-soldiers, decentralized leadership, and knowledge of the terrain. Haggard’s account follows this chronology, describing how British detachments, scattered and tied to fixed posts, struggled to respond rapidly. The movement’s political core lay with leaders and field-cornets who revived the authority of the Volksraad and articulated a defensive war to restore lost sovereignty.

Three set-piece battles defined British military failure: Laing’s Nek (late January 1881), Schuinshoogte/Ingogo (early February), and Majuba Hill (late February). At Majuba, the British commander, Major-General Sir George Pomeroy Colley, was killed, and British forces suffered a decisive reverse. Haggard stresses how marksmanship, mobility, and defensive positions favored the Boers, while British tactics and overextended supply lines proved ill-suited to the mountainous northern Natal-Transvaal frontier. The sieges of Pretoria, Potchefstroom, and other posts underscored Britain’s strategic dilemma: holding towns did not equal control of the countryside.

Politically, the campaign unfolded under the new Liberal government of William Ewart Gladstone, elected in 1880. Gladstone’s ministry had criticized annexation in opposition and, once in office, pursued conciliation after military setbacks. Negotiations produced an armistice in March 1881 and, after formal talks, the Pretoria Convention later that year. Haggard’s analysis is pointed: he treats the settlement as an avoidable surrender of imperial prestige, suggesting that compromise under pressure encouraged future resistance. This critique directly engages contemporary debates in Britain about the costs and character of imperial responsibility.

The Pretoria Convention of 1881 restored self-government to the Transvaal under British suzerainty, reserving to Britain control of external relations and certain oversight roles. In practical terms, it ended hostilities while leaving questions of authority unsettled. The subsequent London Convention of 1884 revised the terms and softened explicit language about suzerainty, while maintaining British control over foreign affairs. Haggard situates these diplomatic instruments as hinge points: they stabilized the short term but left a legacy of ambiguity that he believed would reverberate across the subcontinent and the imperial polity.

Another essential context is the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, fought immediately before the Boer rising. The British suffered a catastrophic defeat at Isandlwana and then prevailed at Ulundi months later, dismantling the Zulu kingdom’s centralized power. These upheavals redrew regional security maps and intensified debates over confederation and annexation. Haggard, who had already written on Zulu politics in Cetywayo and His White Neighbours (1882), reads the First Boer War against this backdrop: imperial campaigns against African polities and settler-republican resistance were interconnected parts of a single, volatile frontier.

African polities beyond the Zulu kingdom also shaped the period’s dynamics. Conflict with the Pedi in the eastern Transvaal, tensions with the Swazi kingdom, and struggles across Tswana territories marked the era. Land, labor, and sovereignty were contested on multiple fronts. Haggard’s narrative foregrounds British-Boer confrontation, but its episodes unfold amid African communities whose interests and strategies conditioned the possibilities of peace and war. The limited attention most contemporary British accounts gave to African perspectives mirrors the constraints and biases of imperial discourse that his book, in part, reproduces.

Economic change underpinned political conflict. Diamonds discovered near Kimberley from the late 1860s drew capital, migrants, and British attention to the interior. After the First Boer War, the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand from 1886 transformed the Transvaal into a strategic economic center. Although Haggard’s subject is the earlier war, his 1899 readership understood how mining wealth heightened stakes in later disputes: the status of “Uitlanders” (foreign workers), taxation, and political rights in the South African Republic became flashpoints that linked the memory of Majuba to impending crisis.

Everyday life in the subcontinent reflected technological change unevenly distributed across regions. Telegraph lines connected administrative centers, but the Transvaal’s interior still depended on ox-wagons, rudimentary roads, and limited rail links in 1880–1881. The British could mass troops through coastal ports, yet faced long overland routes and vulnerable passes. Boer commandos, mounted and self-supplied, thrived in dispersed operations. Haggard emphasizes these asymmetries, showing how logistics, communications, and terrain were not background scenery but decisive elements of strategy and morale on both sides.

The cultural world Haggard depicts included Dutch-speaking frontier communities, Calvinist churches, and laagered wagons on commando; English-speaking administrators, soldiers, and traders in Natal and the Cape; and mission stations mediating across languages and laws. Print culture—newspapers from Cape Town, Kimberley, and Pietermaritzburg—shaped opinion by carrying reports and letters across the empire. Haggard’s prose, honed in journalism and fiction, captures this milieu, simultaneously constructing Boer types and imperial archetypes that influenced how British readers imagined the South African interior and its peoples.

Press coverage and parliamentary debate in Britain turned the First Boer War into a referendum on imperial policy. “Majuba” became shorthand for humiliation; opponents of annexation pointed to self-determination, while imperial advocates warned that retreat invited disorder and endangered allies. Haggard’s narrative intervenes in this argument. By rehearsing the chain of decisions—annexation, resistance, military failure, negotiation—he builds a case for coherence and resolve in imperial governance. The book thus belongs not only to South African history but to the history of British public opinion and the rhetoric of empire.

Governance remained a source of friction after 1881. British colonial law, with its courts and ordinances, intersected with Volksraad legislation and local land practices in the restored Transvaal. Across the region, systems of taxation, labor control, and pass requirements—varied by colony and republic—placed African communities at a structural disadvantage and fueled grievances. Haggard writes primarily from an administrative and settler vantage, but the legal disputes and jurisdictional conflicts he describes underscore how questions of citizenship, protection, and authority were inseparable from the war’s origins and outcomes.

The international dimension widened in the 1880s and 1890s. Portugal’s possession of Mozambique offered the Transvaal access to Lourenço Marques; by the mid-1890s a rail link to the coast altered trade patterns. Germany’s colonial ambitions to the north and west, and rivalries in the “Scramble for Africa,” raised British anxieties about strategic corridors. Haggard signals these pressures, arguing that the Transvaal’s status implicated imperial communications and security beyond local quarrels, and that Britain’s posture in southern Africa would be read by European powers as a test of resolve and capacity.

Events after the First Boer War reframed interpretations of 1880–1881. Under President Paul Kruger (from the early 1880s), the South African Republic negotiated with mining interests while restricting the franchise for foreign workers. The Jameson Raid of 1895–1896, a failed incursion backed by figures linked to Cape interests, inflamed tensions and drew international notice, including the German Kaiser’s congratulatory telegram to Kruger. As war clouds gathered in 1899, Haggard’s retelling of the earlier conflict was widely read as a cautionary prologue about the consequences of muddled policy and mixed signals.

As a writer best known for popular romances of empire, Haggard brought to this history a dramatist’s eye for character and incident. Yet The Last Boer War is not fiction. It assembles correspondence, eyewitness testimony, and official records to argue that Britain’s honor and duty required consistency. Its admiration for Boer discipline and marksmanship is paired with criticism of republican diplomacy and of British ministers who, in Haggard’s view, mistook temporary quiet for lasting settlement. The book thus shaped imperial memory by codifying a narrative of bravery, error, and unfinished business in the Transvaal. The impending Second Boer War (1899–1902) provides the book’s afterimage: what followed seemed, to its readers, foretold by the earlier pattern of annexation, rebellion, defeat, and compromise.
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    Henry Rider Haggard (1856–1925) was an English novelist whose adventure romances helped define popular fiction from the late Victorian into the early twentieth century. Writing at the height of Britain’s imperial era, he became internationally famous for fast-paced narratives set largely in Africa and for establishing the “lost world” tale as a durable form. King Solomon’s Mines (1885) and She (1887) were immediate successes, spawning sequels and a long series centered on the hunter-explorer Allan Quatermain. Blending melodrama, mysticism, archaeology, and frontier lore, Haggard offered readers a mixture of peril, wonder, and speculative antiquity that influenced generations of adventure and fantasy writers.

Haggard was educated in England and, rather than pursuing a university degree, trained in law. His early reading echoed the tastes of his age: travel narratives, medieval and classical romance, and ethnographic and antiquarian works then popular with a wide public. The romance revival associated with contemporaries such as Robert Louis Stevenson provided a congenial climate for his interests in action, mystery, and moral testing. He also absorbed the period’s fascination with exploration and archaeology, drawing on published accounts of expeditions and excavations. Folklore studies and comparative mythology—fields advanced by figures like Andrew Lang, with whom he later collaborated—shaped his handling of legend and myth.

As a young man in the mid-1870s, Haggard spent several years in southern Africa, holding administrative posts during a period of annexations, conflicts, and rapid political change. Life in Natal and the Transvaal acquainted him with landscapes, languages, and customs that later animated his fiction, particularly depictions of Zulu society and frontier settlements. Returning to Britain in the early 1880s, he studied for the bar and qualified as a barrister while beginning to publish. These experiences furnished him both with practical knowledge of colonial governance and with a repertoire of settings, oral tales, and martial traditions that he refashioned into the high-stakes adventures readers came to expect.

Haggard’s breakthrough came with King Solomon’s Mines, an expedition narrative that popularized the map-driven quest, a rugged band of companions, and hidden civilizations. Allan Quatermain (1887) developed the series; She (1887) introduced the immortal Ayesha, whose charisma and authority made the novel a phenomenon and secured a vast international audience. He continued with related works, including Ayesha: The Return of She, Nada the Lily, Cleopatra, Eric Brighteyes, Montezuma’s Daughter, and The People of the Mist. He also co-wrote The World’s Desire with Andrew Lang. Across these books he combined treasure lore, occult motifs, and conjectural antiquity with campfire realism and brisk, episodic plotting.

Contemporary readers embraced Haggard for narrative drive, exotic settings, and a frank appetite for peril and marvel. Critics, then and now, have noted the ideological freight of his imperial romance: racial hierarchies, masculinist codes of honor, and ambivalent portrayals of power. Figures such as Ayesha complicate these currents, embodying charisma and authority that both attract and unsettle the protagonists. Haggard’s devices—pseudo-documentary frames, “found” manuscripts, maps, and narrative testimony—lend an air of plausibility to wonders, while his recurrent themes include loyalty, endurance, and the burdens of leadership. Later scholarship has reassessed his work as both a product of empire and a key text in popular modern mythmaking.

Parallel to his fiction, Haggard wrote widely on agriculture and social policy, producing studies and travel-based surveys such as A Farmer’s Year, Rural England, The Poor and the Land, and Rural Denmark and Its Lessons. He served on official commissions concerned with land use and rural conditions, arguing for smallholdings and practical reforms to stem depopulation. His reports, lectures, and advocacy earned recognition, and he was knighted in the early twentieth century, later receiving further honors for public service. These endeavors reflected a consistent interest in the material conditions of ordinary life, complementing rather than contradicting the romance impulse that animated his imaginative writing.

Haggard continued to extend his fictional cycles into the 1900s and 1910s, returning to Ayesha and Allan Quatermain and experimenting with prehistory, reincarnation, and visionary time. He remained a popular figure, publishing steadily until his death in the mid-1920s. His influence is evident in the lost-world tradition, in pulp and early science fantasy, and in later explorations-and-ruins narratives across media. Writers of adventure and speculative fiction drew on his archetypes—the quest map, the hidden city, the ambivalent femme fatale, the aging hunter haunted by memory. Today his work is read both for narrative verve and as a case study in the entanglements of genre and empire.
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ITS INHABITANTS, LAWS, AND CUSTOMS.
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The Transvaal is a country without a history. Its very existence was hardly known of until about fifty years ago. Of its past we know nothing. The generations who peopled its great plains have passed utterly out of the memory and even the tradition of man, leaving no monument to mark that they have existed, not even a tomb.

During the reign of Chaka, 1813-1828, whose history has been sketched in a previous chapter, one of his most famous generals, Mosilikatze, surnamed the Lion, seceded from him with a large number of his soldiers, and striking up in a north-westerly direction, settled in or about what is now the Morico district of the Transvaal. The country through which Mosilikatze passed was at that time thickly populated with natives of the Basuto or Macatee race, whom the Zulus look upon with great contempt. Mosilikatze expressed the feelings of his tribe in a practical manner, by massacring every living soul of them that came within his reach. That the numbers slaughtered were very great, the numerous ruins of Basuto kraals all over the country testify.

It was Chaka's intention to follow up Mosilikatze and destroy him, but he was himself assassinated before he could do so. Dingaan, his successor, however, carried out his brother's design, and despatched a large force to punish him. This army, after marching over 300 miles, burst upon Mosilikatze, drove him back with slaughter, and returned home triumphant. The invasion is important, because the Zulus claim the greater part of the Transvaal territory by virtue of it.

About the time that Mosilikatze was conquered, 1835-1840, the discontented Boers were leaving the Cape Colony exasperated at the emancipation of the slaves by the Imperial authorities. First they made their way to Natal, but being followed thither by the English flag they travelled further inland over the Vaal River and founded the town of Mooi River Dorp or Potchefstroom. Here they were joined by other malcontents from the Orange Sovereignty, which, though afterwards abandoned, was at that time a British possession. Acting upon




"The good old rule, the simple plan[1q],

Of let him take who has the power,

And let him keep who can,"





the Boers now proceeded to possess themselves of as much territory as they wanted. Nor was this a difficult task. The country was, as I have said, peopled by Macatees[1], who are a poor-spirited race as compared to the Zulus, and had had what little courage they possessed crushed out of them by the rough handling they had received at the hands of Mosilikatze[2] and Dingaan. The Boers, they argued, could not treat them worse than the Zulus had done. Occasionally a chief, bolder than the rest, would hold out, and then such an example was made of him and his people that few cared to follow in his footsteps.

As soon as the Boers were fairly settled in their new home, they began to think about setting up a Government. First they tried a system of Commandants, with a Commandant-general, but this does not seem to have answered. Next, those of their number who lived in Lydenburg district (where the gold-fields now are) set up a Republic, with a President and Volksraad, or popular assembly. This example was followed by the other white inhabitants of the country, who formed another Republic and elected another President, with Pretoria for their capital. The two republics were subsequently incorporated.

In 1852 the Imperial authorities, having regard to the expense of maintaining an effective government over an unwilling people in an undeveloped and half-conquered country, concluded a convention with the emigrant Boers "beyond the Vaal River." The following were the principal stipulations of this convention, drawn up between Major Hogg and Mr. Owen, Her Majesty's Assistant-Commissioners for the settling and adjusting of the affairs of the eastern and north-eastern boundaries of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope on the one part, and a deputation representative of the emigrant farmers north of the Vaal River on the other. It was guaranteed "in the fullest manner on the part of the British Government to the emigrant farmers beyond the Vaal River the right to manage their own affairs, and to govern themselves according to their own laws, without any interference on the part of the British Government, and that no encroachment shall be made by the said Government on the territory beyond to the north of the Vaal River, with the further assurance that the warmest wish of the British Government is to promote peace, free trade, and friendly intercourse with the emigrant farmers now inhabiting, or who hereafter may inhabit that country, it being understood that this system of non-interference is binding on both parties."

Next were disclaimed, on behalf of the British Government, "all alliances whatever and with whomsoever of the coloured nations to the north of the Vaal River."

It was also agreed "that no slavery is or shall be permitted or practised in the country to the north of the Vaal River by the emigrant farmers."

It was further agreed "that no objection shall be made by any British authority against the emigrant Boers purchasing their supplies of ammunition in any of the British colonies and possessions of South Africa; it being mutually understood that all trade in ammunition with the native tribes is prohibited both by the British Government and the emigrant farmers on both sides of the Vaal River."

These were the terms of this famous convention, which is as slipshod in its diction as it is vague in its meaning. What, for instance, is meant by the territory to the north of the Vaal River? According to the letter of the agreement, Messrs. Hogg and Owen ceded all the territory between the Vaal and Egypt. This historical document was the Charta of the new-born South African Republic. Under its provisions, the Boers, now safe from interference on the part of the British, established their own Government and promulgated their "Grond Wet[3]," or Constitution.

The history of the Republic between 1852 and 1876 is not very interesting, and is besides too wearisome to enter into here. It consists of an oft-told tale of civil broils, attacks on native tribes, and encroachment on native territories. Until shortly before the Annexation, every burgher was, on coming of age, entitled to receive from the Government 6000 acres of land. As these rights were in the early days of the Republic frequently sold to speculators for such trifles as a bottle of brandy or half a dozen of beer, and as the seller still required his 6000 acres: for a Boer considers it beneath his dignity to settle on less, it is obvious that it required a very large country to satisfy all demands. To meet these demands, the territories of the Republic had to be stretched like an elastic band, and they were stretched accordingly,—at the expense of the natives. The stretching process was an ingenious one, and is very well described in a minute written by Mr. Osborn, the late magistrate at Newcastle, dated 22d September 1876, in these words:—

"The Boers, as they have done in other cases and are still doing, encroached by degrees on native territory, commencing by obtaining permission to graze stock upon portions of it at certain seasons of the year, followed by individual graziers obtaining from native headmen a sort of right or license to squat upon certain defined portions, ostensibly in order to keep other Boer squatters away from the same land. These licenses, temporarily intended as friendly or neighbourly acts by unauthorised headmen, after a few seasons of occupation by the Boer, are construed by him as title, and his permanent occupation ensues. Damage for trespass is levied by him from the very man from whom he obtained the right to squat, to which the natives submit out of fear of the matter reaching the ears of the paramount chief, who would in all probability severely punish them for opening the door to encroachment by the Boer. After a while, however, the matter comes to a crisis in consequence of the incessant disputes between the Boers and the natives; one or other of the disputants lays the case before the paramount chief, who, when hearing both parties, is literally frightened with violence and threats by the Boer into granting him the land. Upon this the usual plan followed by the Boer is at once to collect a few neighbouring Boers, including a field cornet, or even an acting provisional field cornet, appointed by the field cornet or provisional cornet, the latter to represent the Government, although without instructions authorising him to act in the matter. A few cattle are collected among themselves, which the party takes to the chief, and his signature is obtained to a written document alienating to the Republican Boers a large slice of all his territory. The contents of this document are, as far as I can make out, never clearly or intelligibly explained to the chief, who signs and accepts of the cattle under the impression that it is all in settlement of hire for the grazing licenses granted by his headmen. This, I have no hesitation in saying, is the usual method by which the Boers obtain what they call cessions to them of territories by native chiefs. In Secocœni's case they allege that his father Sequati cedes to them the whole of his territory (hundreds of square miles) for a hundred head of cattle."

So rapidly did this process go on that the little Republic to the "North of the Vaal River" had at the time of the Annexation grown into a country of the size of France. Its boundaries had only been clearly defined where they abutted on neighbouring White Communities, or on the territories of great native powers, on which the Government had not dared to infringe to any marked degree, such as those of Lo Bengula's people in the north. But wheresoever on the State's borders there had been no white Power to limit its advances, or where the native tribes had found themselves too isolated or too weak to resist aggressions, there the Republic had by degrees encroached, and extended the shadow, if not the substance, of its authority.

The Transvaal has a boundary line of over 1600 miles in circumference[4q], and of this a large portion is disputed by different native tribes. Speaking generally, the territory lies between the 22° and 28° of South Latitude and the 25° and 32° of East Longitude, or between the Orange Free State, Natal and Griqualand West on the south, and the Limpopo River on the north; and between the Lebombo mountains on the east, and the Kalihari desert on the west. On the north of its territory live three great tribes—the Makalaka, the Matabele, (descendants of the Zulus who deserted Chaka under Mosilikatze), and the Matyana. These tribes are all warlike. On the west, following the line down to the Diamond Field territory, are the Sicheli, the Bangoaketsi, the Baralong, and the Koranna tribes. Passing round by Griqualand West, the Free State, and Natal, we reach Zululand on the south-east corner; then come the Lebombo mountains on the east, separating the Transvaal from Amatonga land, and from the so-called Portuguese possessions, which are entirely in the hands of native tribes, most of them subject to the great Zulu chief, Umzeila, who has his stronghold in the north-east.

It will be observed that the country is almost surrounded by native tribes. Besides these there are about one million native inhabitants living within its borders. In one district alone, Zoutpansberg, it is computed that there are 364,250 natives, as compared to about 750 whites.

If a beautiful and fertile country were alone necessary to make a state and its inhabitants happy and prosperous, happiness and prosperity would rain upon the Transvaal and the Dutch Boers. The capabilities of this favoured land are vast and various. Within its borders are to be found highlands and lowlands, vast stretches of rolling veldt like gigantic sheep downs, hundreds of miles of swelling bushland, huge tracts of mountainous country, and even little glades spotted with timber that remind one of an English park. There is every possible variety of soil and scenery. Some districts will grow all tropical produce, whilst others are well suited for breeding sheep, cattle, and horses. Most of the districts will produce wheat and all other cereals in greater perfection and abundance than any of the other South African colonies. Two crops of cereals may be obtained from the soil every year, and both the vine and tobacco are cultivated with great success. Coffee, sugar-cane, and cotton have been grown with profit in the northern parts of the State. Also the undeveloped mineral wealth of the country is very great. Its known minerals are gold, copper, lead, cobalt, iron, coal, tin, and plumbago: copper and iron having long been worked by the natives. Altogether there is little doubt that the Transvaal is the richest of all the South African states, and had it remained under English rule it would, with the aid of English enterprise and capital, have become a very wealthy and prosperous country. However there is little chance of that now. Perhaps the greatest charm of the Transvaal lies in its climate, which is among the best in the world, and in all the southern districts very healthy. During the winter months—that is, from April to October—little or no rain falls, and the climate is cold and bracing. In summer it is rather warm, but not overpoweringly hot, the thermometer at Pretoria averaging from 65° to 73° and in the winter from 59° to 65°. The population of the Transvaal is estimated at about 40,000 whites, mostly of Dutch origin, consisting of about thirty vast families; and one million natives. There are several towns, the largest of which are Pretoria and Potchefstroom.

Such is the country that we annexed in 1877, and were drummed out of in 1881. Now let us turn to its inhabitants. It has been the fashion to talk of the Transvaal as though nobody but Boers lived in it. In reality the inhabitants were divided into three classes: 1. Natives; 2. Boers; 3. English. I say were divided, because the English class can now hardly be said to exist, the country having been made too hot to hold it since the war. The natives stand in the proportion of nearly twenty to one to the whites. The Boers were in their turn much more numerous than the English, but the latter owned nearly all the trading establishments in the country, and also a very large amount of property.

The Transvaal Boers have been very much praised up by members of the Government in England, and others who are anxious to advance their interests, as against English interests. Mr. Gladstone, indeed, can hardly find words strong enough to express his admiration of their leaders, those "able men," since they inflicted a national humiliation on us; and doubtless they are a people with many good points. That they are not devoid of sagacity can be seen by the way they have dealt with the English Government.

The Boers are certainly a peculiar people, though they can hardly be said to be "zealous of good works." They are very religious, but their religion takes its colour from the darkest portions of the Old Testament; lessons of mercy and gentleness are not at all to their liking, and they seldom care to read the Gospels. What they delight in are the stories of wholesale butchery by the Israelites of old; and in their own position they find a reproduction of that of the first settlers in the Holy Land. Like them they think they are entrusted by the Almighty with the task of exterminating the heathen native tribes around them, and are always ready with a scriptural precedent for slaughter and robbery. The name of the Divinity is continually on their lips, sometimes in connection with very doubtful statements. They are divided into three sects, none of which care much for the other two. These are the Doppers[4], who number about half the population, the Orthodox Reform, and the Liberal Reform, which is the least numerous. Of these three sects the Doppers are by far the most uncompromising and difficult to deal with. They much resemble the Puritans of Charles the First's time, of the extreme Hew-Agag-in-pieces stamp.

It is difficult to agree with those who call the Boers cowards, an accusation which the whole of their history belies. A Boer does not like fighting if he can avoid it, because he sets a high value on his own life; but if he is cornered, he will fight as well as anybody else. The Boers fought well enough in the late war, though that, it is true, is no great criterion of courage, since they were throughout flushed with victory, and, owing to the poor shooting of the British troops, in but little personal danger. One very unpleasant characteristic they have, and that is an absence of regard for the truth[3q], especially where land is concerned. Indeed the national characteristic is crystallised into a proverb, "I am no slave to my word." It has several times happened to me to see one set of highly respectable witnesses in a land case go into the box and swear distinctly that they saw a beacon placed on a certain spot, whilst an equal number on the other side will swear that they saw it placed a mile away. Filled as they are with a land hunger, to which that of the Irish peasant is a weak and colourless sentiment, there is little that they will not do to gratify their taste. It is the subject of constant litigation amongst them, and it is by no means uncommon for a Boer to spend several thousand pounds in lawsuits over a piece of land not worth as many hundreds.

Personally Boers are fine men, but as a rule ugly. Their women-folk are good-looking in early life, but get very stout as they grow older. They, in common with most of their sex, understand how to use their tongues; indeed, it is said that it was the women who caused the rising against the English Government. None of the refinements of civilisation enter into the life of an ordinary Transvaal Boer. He lives in a way that would shock an English labourer at twenty-five shillings the week, although he is very probably worth fifteen or twenty thousand pounds. His home is but too frequently squalid and filthy to an extraordinary degree. He himself has no education, and does not care that his children
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