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INTRODUCTION: A WAR THAT
SHAPED A NATION

When students of history first encounter
the conflict that raged across South
Africa from 1899 to 1902, the most
fundamental question often revolves
around the participants. The simple
answer to the query the Anglo Boer
War was fought between the British

Empire and two independent Boer
republics: the South African Republic
(often called the Transvaal) and the
Orange Free State. However, this
deceptively straightforward statement
belies a conflict of immense complexity,
one that was as much about control over
land and resources as it was about
identity, imperialism, and the rights of a
determined people. Often overshadowed
by the world wars that followed, the
South African War, as it is also known,
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remains a pivotal event that reshaped
the political landscape of southern Africa
and left deep scars that are still felt
today.

To truly understand the depth of this
struggle, one must move beyond a
simple definition of the combatants. The
war was not merely a clash of armies; it
was a collision of two very different
worlds. On one side stood the formidable
British Empire, at the height of its global
power, driven by a vision of a unified
South Africa under the British Crown. On
the other side stood the Boers,
descendants of Dutch, French Huguenot,
and German settlers, fiercely
independent and deeply attached to
their rural way of life. They saw the
British encroachment as a direct threat
to their sovereignty and their existence.

This article delves into the intricate
details of who was fighting, why they
were fighting, and how this devastating
conflict unfolded.

UNDERSTANDING THE
COMBATANTS: THE TWO SIDES
OF THE WAR

To answer the core question of who was
fighting in the Anglo Boer War, we
must examine both parties in detail. This
was not a war between equal nations,
but a David-and-Goliath story on a grand
scale.

The British
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Empire: The

Colossus of the

Age

The primary power behind the war was
the British Empire, led by the
government of Lord Salisbury and his
Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain.
The British brought to bear the full might
of the world's most powerful navy, a
professional standing army of over
250,000 men, and the financial
resources of London. The British
motivation was multi-faceted:

e Imperial Strategy: Control of
South Africa was vital for securing

the sea route to India, the "Jewel in
the Crown" of the British Empire.

e Economic Interests: The

discovery of the world's largest
gold deposits on the
Witwatersrand in the Transvaal in
1886 transformed the region's
value. The British wanted to
control this immense wealth.
Uitlander Rights: The British
government championed the
cause of the "Uitlanders"
(foreigners, mostly British), who
had flocked to the Transvaal to
work the mines. They were denied
full political rights by the Boer
government, providing a
convenient casus belli.

¢ Vision of a Federated South

Africa: The ultimate goal was to



bring all of South Africa—the Cape
Colony, Natal, the Transvaal, and
the Orange Free State—under a
single British dominion.

It is therefore crucial to remember that
when we state the Anglo Boer war
was fought between the British and
the Boers, we refer to an empire with a
global reach against a decentralized,
agrarian frontier society.

The Boer
Republics: The

Determined
Underdogs

On the other side stood the Boers, a
people forged in the harsh landscape of
the South African veld. Their name
comes from the Dutch word for "farmer,"
and they were primarily pastoralists,
expert horsemen, and excellent
marksmen. The two republics they
defended were:

1. The South African Republic
(Transvaal): Led by President
Paul Kruger, a stern and stubborn
patriarch who embodied Boer
independence. This was the richest
of the two republics due to the
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gold mines.

2. The Orange Free State: Led by
President Martinus Theunis Steyn,
a more educated and diplomatic
leader who honorably honored his
treaty alliance with the Transvaal,
despite knowing the odds against
them.

The Boers had several critical
advantages. They fought on home
ground, using the terrain brilliantly. They
were armed with modern, accurate
Mauser rifles and used smokeless
powder, allowing them to fire from cover
without betraying their positions. Their
fighting style was fluid, individualistic,
and highly mobile, standing in stark
contrast to the formal, rigid tactics of the
British army. For the Boers, this was a

war of survival, a fight to preserve their
language, culture, and self-government.

THE ROOTS OF CONFLICT: WHY
THE WAR WAS FOUGHT

Understanding why the Anglo Boer
war was fought between the two
parties requires looking at the decades
of tension that preceded the first shot.
The conflict did not erupt overnight. It
was the culmination of a long-simmering
rivalry rooted in British imperialism and
Boer resistance.

The Great Trek of the 1830s and
1840s, where Boers left the British-
controlled Cape Colony to establish
independent republics in the interior,
was the first major act of defiance. The
British expansion, however, followed
them. The annexation of the Transvaal in



1877 (which was reversed after the first
Boer War in 1880-1881) proved that the
British would not let them be. The
discovery of gold was the final catalyst.
The Witwatersrand goldfields
transformed the agrarian Transvaal into
a potential economic rival to the British
Cape Colony. The influx of Uitlanders
created social and political friction. The
British saw the Boer government as
backward and obstructive to progress,
while the Boers saw the Uitlanders and
the British as agents of destruction
trying to take their country.

The Jameson Raid in 1895, a botched
attempt by Leander Starr Jameson to
instigate an Uitlander uprising in
Johannesburg, poisoned relations
forever. It was a clear act of British
aggression, orchestrated with the tacit

approval of Cecil John Rhodes, the Prime
Minister of the Cape Colony. From that
point on, war became almost inevitable.
Both sides began to arm, and
ultimatums were exchanged. When the
British began massing troops on the
borders of the Transvaal, the Boers
struck first, launching a preemptive
invasion of British territory in October
1899.

THE COURSE OF THE WAR: A
DAVID AND GOLIATH STRUGGLE

The war itself can be broken into three
distinct phases, each demonstrating a
different aspect of the struggle between
the two sides.
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The Initial Boer

Offensive
(October -

December 1899)

The British, confident in their military
might, expected a swift victory. They
were tragically wrong. The Boer forces
were highly mobile and struck with
devastating speed. They besieged three
major towns: Mafeking (defended by
Robert Baden-Powell), Kimberley
(where Cecil Rhodes himself was
trapped), and Ladysmith. This period is
infamous for "Black Week" in December

1899, where the British suffered three
humiliating defeats in just seven days at
the battles of Stormberg, Magersfontein,
and Colenso. The phrase the Anglo
Boer war was fought between the
world's most professional army and a
bunch of "farmers" was turned on its
head, as the farmers proved to be more
effective warriors in the early months.

The British
Counter-
Offensive



(January -
September 1900)

Stung by their shocking defeats, the
British replaced their commander-in-
chief with Lord Roberts and Lord
Kitchener, two of the empire's most
experienced generals. They brought
massive reinforcements and changed
their tactics. They used overwhelming
force, better logistics, and a determined
strategy to relieve the besieged towns.
By the end of 1900, they had captured
the Boer capital of Pretoria and forced
the various Boer commandos to retreat
into the vast countryside. The British
believed the war was over. They were
wrong again.

The Guerrilla
Phase
(September 1900
- May 1902)

Refusing to surrender, the Boer leaders,
including Christiaan de Wet, Louis
Botha, and Jan Smuts, adopted
guerrilla warfare. Small, highly mobile
Boer commandos attacked British supply
lines, isolated garrisons, and
communications. They struck with
lightning speed and then vanished into
the vast veld. This phase was the most
brutal and bitter of the entire conflict.
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The British, unable to pin down the
elusive Boers, adopted a scorched-earth
policy. They built a network of
blockhouses and barbed wire fences to
restrict movement and divided the
countryside with "drives" to flush out the
commandos. Most tragically, they
implemented a policy of internment,
placing Boer women and children (and
their black servants) in what became
known as concentration camps. The
terrible conditions in these camps,
caused by mismanagement, disease,
and shortages, led to the death of over
26,000 Boer women and children, a
humanitarian catastrophe that
blackened the reputation of the British
and cemented Boer bitterness for
generations.

KEY FIGURES WHO SHAPED THE
CONFLICT

To personalize the conflict and truly
grasp what the Anglo Boer war was
fought between the represented, it is
helpful to know the key personalities on
both sides.

e Lord Kitchener: The coldly
efficient British commander who
implemented the scorched-earth
tactics and the concentration
camp system. He was determined
to win at any cost.

e Paul Kruger: The stoic, iconic
face of Boer resistance. He fled to
Europe during the war, where he
died, never seeing his republic
regain independence.

e Christiaan de Wet: The brilliant



Boer guerrilla commander who
became a legend for his daring
raids and ability to evade the
British army.

Winston Churchill: A young war
correspondent, captured by the
Boers, who made a daring escape,
making him a celebrity and
launching his political career.
Louis Botha: A capable Boer
general who later became the first
Prime Minister of the Union of
South Africa, showing the capacity
for reconciliation that followed the
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war.

THE ROLE OF CIVILIANS AND
INTERNATIONAL OPINION

The war was not just a military affair. It
deeply affected the civilian population
on both sides. In the Cape Colony and
Natal, British civilians were subjected to
siege and invasion. In the Boer republics,
the entire population was mobilized,
either as fighters or as supporters. The
British use of concentration camps
became a global scandal
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