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Introduction

Because the victors write the history books, we’ve called the altercation in South Africa quite simply “The Boer War” for generations – a British designation. But ask someone else and the answer might be different. To the Boers themselves, it was “The Wars of Independence”, yet to the politically correct they were the “Anglo-Boer Wars”, meant to designate the participants without taking sides. But even each specific conflict has its own name. The First Boer War is also referred to as “The Transvaal War.” The Jameson Raid is even questioned whether it’s rightly part of the war at all, and the Second Boer War is also called the “Second Anglo-Boer War” as well as the “South African War.”

How we name something defines how we look at it. Our goal is to look at all of these events collectively, in an unbiased presentation of facts. Hence this history is more properly titled “The Anglo-Boer Wars: From Beginning to End” and we will refer to the wars themselves with the “Anglo-Boer” designation from this point onward.

But no sooner has the naming conundrum been resolved that we have a new problem in deciding just where the war even began. The tensions between the parties involved go back more than a hundred years. The job of the historian can become muddled when it comes to weeding out the facts and how to present them properly.

Let’s start, then, with the founding of South Africa by the Dutch, and work from there.


Chapter One

The Creation of the Boer

“…the Boers of South Africa, regarded themselves as a chosen people, elect of God, and their God was an awful Majesty, given to revenge upon His enemies”

—James G. Leyburn, “The Scotch-Irish: A Social History”

The area of what is modern day South Africa wasn’t entirely unknown to the Europeans prior to colonization. The Portuguese were familiar with the Cape as far back as the 1480’s, though they’d named it Cabo das Tormentas, meaning “Cape of Storms.” This might give a hint as to why the territory was left alone by traders putting in for supplies, by both Portuguese and later English and Dutch traders. This was probably just as well, as the natives of the region – the Xhosa and Zulu – weren’t necessarily welcoming to outsiders.

It wasn’t until 1647 that the Dutch became interested in the potential of a colony here, after two sailors from a Dutch East India Company shipwrecked there. While the most that shipwrecked sailors could usually ask was to survive such an experience, these two men actually thrived in the conditions, even able to cultivate their own crops in the months that followed. Their return home was filled with glowing reports of the land, and plans soon followed to place a colony at the Cape to serve passing company ships.

In 1652, under the direction of surgeon Jan Van Riebeek, the first fort was built at what would someday become Cape Town. Within five years, the settlement had grown considerably, aided by the Dutch East India Trading Company, who allotted farms to retired and discharged sailors and soldiers. These individuals were collectively known as the “free burghers”.

Problems started almost immediately. The Khoikhoi (called Hottentots by the locals) didn’t like how the Dutch pushed east into their territories. Disputes arose over the usual: livestock, land, and ownership, and the rapidly expanding colony was almost immediately put to the test in three small wars, the first in 1659, only 7 years after the initial fort was built. This was followed by another in 1673, despite the fact that in 1671 the Dutch had purchased land from the Khoikhoi, expanding the settlement outside of the fort and the original establishment. The final of these wars lasted from 1674-1677.

While the Dutch-Khoikhoi wars don’t seem overly significant in the grand scheme of things, they go to show that peace was not something the original settlers experienced often, or for any extended periods of time. Further, these wars led to a period of growth for the colony, as the Dutch government began active recruitment of more wealthy farmers and patrons to help establish more stability. By 1690, the burgeoning colony was strengthened by the arrival of over three hundred French Huguenots, something we’ll cover shortly.

Going back to the 1660’s, it’s important to understand that a concurrent tension that was building at this time. Already there were problems between the Dutch and the English. While fighting the natives was something almost to be expected, the constant rivalry between Dutch and English for this same piece of territory would set the stage for the Boer Wars two hundred years down the road. The first rumors of war between the Dutch and English surfaced in 1664. By 1666, the fort at Good Hope had begun a transformation into the Castle of Good Hope, a project that wouldn’t be completed until 1679. This was one of five fortifications created solely by the Dutch to protect from what was felt to be an imminent war with England.

That war wouldn’t come to be until 1795.

In the meantime, the flavor of the colony was quickly changing. Dutch settlers welcomed the French refugees for many reasons – some agricultural in nature, some religious - but it’s important to note that these families brought over one thing that had seriously been lacking up until now: women. The initial settlement hadn’t included many women of European descent, and until this influx of newcomers, the locals had taken to marrying half-caste daughters of slaves. Now suddenly there came young families, already married with children. The influence of these families would create a large impact on the creation of the Boer.

A new culture and society began to develop. Vineyards grew, and so did the export of South African wine. But while new blood was welcomed, new ways were not. There would have to be some changes within the colony. By law, schools were to teach in Dutch only, not French, and by a single generation, the French were assimilated into the Dutch language and identity.

Let’s take note of some facts for a moment. By the early part of the 17th century, the number of predominantly white colonists numbered between eight














Conclusion

The First and Second Anglo-Boer Wars were conflicts that created much controversy on two continents, across many different nationalities of peoples. Defined as an uprising or a fight for freedom depending to who you talk to, there are facts that cannot be denied.

This was an incredible loss of life – and not just the lives of soldiers but of civilians. Perhaps this too was a loss of innocence as well. What had started in America as an uprising against a parent country had now expanded across the seas. The right of the British to colonize was being questioned, as was their methodology in taking other civilizations under their “protective” wing, as it were.

There were many more questions raised in just this conflict alone.

Obviously the British were forced to learn much about modern warfare. Up until the American Revolution, they had held dominance by right of force. The Americans had showed them that Britain wasn’t the only nation that was mighty and even to be feared.

Dressing in red coats and standing in long lines was perhaps a rather striking and even somewhat civilized way to fight previously, but in places like the Transvaal, such a move was more suicidal than anything else.

The British were forced to not only learn how to fight against guerrilla tactics, but had to come to learn to use those very ways to their own advantage. Learning from the Boer, they would become better fit to enter into the World Wars that were just around the corner, though this would come at a heavy cost.

World opinion was not with the British at the end of the Anglo-Boer Wars. Perhaps that wasn’t as important, as divisiveness at home within their own country was more important; for the first time, the British people were raising hard questions about how the colonies were being handled.

As well they should have - the nature of the concentration camps in South Africa alone was well worth questioning, as were matters such as the Jameson Raid. One must wonder if up until this point the British truly felt that they were truly doing the natives a favor, stepping in and establishing a solid government and guidance as to how to develop and grow. The fact was altruism only lasted until the Transvaal had something truly worthwhile to steal. Was Chamberlain so innocent as he had made out, or had greed infested the powers that be to the point of instigating a raid designed to bring a country firmly into the benevolent hands of the British? Was Jameson a man taking unauthorized action, or a patsy taking a fall for those high enough up to pay for his silence?

That seems harsh and biased, but there are many harsh realities in war, and even more questions left unanswered. The fact remains that even a young Winston Churchill, acting as a war correspondent for the British newspaper The Morning Post, had been prisoner of the Boers at one point and found the situation nothing like how the British were treating the natives of the very country they were fighting in. It was said perhaps best by Michael Davitt:

 The Boers have shown far more humanity to their wounded enemies than the English. They also treated their prisoners, especially English officers, with much greater consideration and kindness.

There are indeed things that just don’t add up. Was Roberts sending people to refugee camps, or to their deaths? Was the blame for that solely in the hands of his predecessor, or was he somehow responsible for the atrocities that were later recorded?

But the Boers were no saints either. Their attacks and ambushes were equally violent, and innocent women and children died on their watch as well (though perhaps not in the numbers of the camps). They certainly were not treating the Uitlanders fairly, especially in regards to heavy taxation completely without any manner of representation.

So what can we learn from this?

It seems so much of these matters could have been handled differently. By listening to orders. By listening to each other. By honoring treaties and honoring one’s word.

Independence would come for South Africa – but only for the white man. For a long time, true freedom would stay out of reach. Some would say that by 1907 the Boers had actually won, when theirs was the largest and most vocal voting population in the new Union of South Africa.

Only time will tell, alongside a careful and thorough study of the past. Such is the nature of history.

