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The British Come to the Cape
Diffit, 6 Sept 2025, H. Erlangsen

The Cape Colony, located in present-day South Africa, was initially established by 
Dutch settlers. However, the strategic importance of the Cape soon attracted the 
attention of the British Empire. The British coveted the Cape due to its prime location 
as a vital resupply point for ships navigating the long sea route to Asia.

In 1795, amidst the turmoil of the Napoleonic Wars engulfing Europe, Great Britain 
launched an attack on the Cape Colony. With France having occupied the 
Netherlands, the British feared that the French might exploit the Cape to disrupt 
British trade routes and undermine their economic interests in the East. Driven by 
these concerns, the British resolved to seize control of the Cape.

British forces, comprised of soldiers and naval vessels, were dispatched to the Cape. 
A battle ensued between the British and Dutch troops, resulting in a British victory 
and the surrender of the colony by the Dutch. The Cape Colony then fell under 
British rule.

However, British control of the Cape was not immediately permanent. In 1803, as 
part of a temporary peace agreement, the British ceded the Cape back to the 
Dutch. This period of peace proved short-lived, and in 1806, the British once again 
invaded and reclaimed the Cape, this time establishing a lasting presence.

The arrival of the British led to significant interactions and changes involving various 
groups:

British & Dutch: Some Dutch settlers remained in the Cape, while others, known as 
trekboers, moved inland. This movement would later be known as the Great Trek. 
The British introduced English law, language, and administrative systems.

British & Khoisan: In 1834, the British abolished slavery. However, many Khoisan 
people were forced into cheap labor. Missionaries provided assistance to some 
communities.

British & Xhosa: Frontier wars continued as the British pushed their frontiers eastward, 
leading to repeated conflicts known as the Frontier Wars (9 in total).

The British administration implemented significant changes in the Cape Colony, 
aiming to anglicize the region and align it with British norms. They introduced British 
laws, customs, and administrative systems. These changes led to friction with the 
existing Dutch population, known as Boers, who resented the imposition of British 
culture and governance. Nevertheless, the Cape Colony evolved into a crucial 
component of the expanding British Empire, serving as a strategic naval base and a 
valuable economic asset. The colony's diverse population and resources played a 
significant role in shaping the future of South Africa under British influence.
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Lord Charles Somerset – Governor of the Cape (1814–1826)- ChatGPT, 6 Sept 2025, 

Lord Charles Somerset was the first full British Governor after the Cape became 
permanently British in 1814. He made big changes to turn the Cape into a British 
colony. He encouraged the arrival of the 1820 Settlers, who were given land 
between the Sundays and Fish Rivers to strengthen the eastern frontier. By  
increasing British control, he pushed the Xhosa off their land. Somerset introduced 
English as the official language, which replaced Dutch in schools and government. 
He also supported missionaries who worked with the Khoisan, and he passed laws to 
protect Khoisan workers from unfair treatment, although many farmers did not follow 
these laws.

“Why do you think the British wanted the Cape so badly? Was it about helping 
people – or about power and trade?”
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