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Introduction

Our primary source collection, British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and 
Basutoland, 1854–1910, charts over 50 years of British rule in southern Africa. It 
tracks the administration of the Cape colony from 1854 to the formation of the Union 
of South Africa in 1910. During the nineteenth century, the colony emerged as a 
commercial hub—the discovery of diamonds and gold in the 1860s rendered it 
probably the most important and prosperous British colony in Africa.

The collection explores a variety of themes and topics, such as the development of 
constitutional governance and colonial infrastructure, as well as the growth of key 
industries, such as mining and cotton production. It features records on Robben 
Island, the colony’s education system, road and railway construction, and the failed 
1895 Jameson Raid. The sources also provide valuable glimpses into African 
cultures and societies, including examples of resistance to colonialism.

The primary sources included within this teaching pack represent a tiny sample of 
the material in the collection. They touch upon the annexation of Basutoland in 1871, 
public health and racial discrimination, as well as education in the Cape colony.
The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 40 
minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth 
and depth of accompanying discussion.

Learning Objectives

1. Understand the motivations behind the annexation of Basutoland and analyse this 
in relation to broader notions of British imperialism and colonial expansion.

2. Critically evaluate social, medical, racial, and legislative responses to leprosy in 
the nineteenth century.

3. Analyse how education in the Cape colony reflected the British empire’s priorities, 
reinforced colonialist ideologies, and enforced cultural assimilation. 
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Historical Background and Context

The primary source collection that this teaching pack is based upon surveys British 
rule in the Cape of Good Hope colony from 1854 to 1910, however British rule in the 
colony began in 1806. Prior to this, the Cape colony had been established by the 
Dutch East India Company in 1652. Under the leadership of colonial 
administrator, Jan van Riebeeck, the colony served mainly as a layover/refreshment 
port for vessels travelling between Europe and Asia. The colony was the only 
settlement of the Dutch East India Company that did not serve as a trading post. It 
therefore attracted European settlers, particularly Dutch and German emigrants, as 
well as French Huguenots. These settlers, later known as Boers or Afrikaners, 
began farming and raising livestock, which brought them into direct conflict with the 
indigenous Khoisan peoples. This led to a series of wars, known as the Khoikhoi–
Dutch Wars, from 1659 to 1660 and again from 1673 to 1677. Over time, the Khoisan 
peoples were displaced, decimated by disease, or subjected to enslavement. 

After over a century of rule, the Dutch faced financial decline, leaving the area 
vulnerable to foreign powers. 1795 marked a pivotal moment in the history of the 
Cape colony, as it transitioned from Dutch to British control for the first time during 
the French Revolutionary Wars. The British wanted the Cape primarily because of its 
strategic location and its importance for maintaining control over vital maritime trade 
routes to India. This occupation was not universally welcomed—the Afrikaner 
farmers, or Boers, feared British interference in their way of life. In 1803, under the 
Treaty of Amiens, the colony was returned to the Dutch. Just three years later, 
however, during the Napoleonic Wars, the British reoccupied the colony and 
formally secured it in 1814 through the Treaty of Vienna. British rule introduced 
significant changes to the colony, many of which are documented within this 
collection. 
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SOURCE ONE

Source Intro

This source discusses the annexation of Basutoland (modern-day Lesotho) by the 
Cape colony in 1871. Basutoland was inhabited primarily by the Basotho people. At 
the time of the annexation it was ruled by King Moshoeshoe I. The region had long 
been a contested area due to its location, fertile land, and the ongoing tensions 
between the indigenous population and European settlers from the Orange Free 
State. Between 1856 and 1868, Basutoland engaged in a conflict with the Orange 
Free State—the so-called Free State–Basotho Wars. On 29 August 1865, 
Moshoeshoe I sought British protection in a letter to Sir Philip Wodehouse, the 
governor of the Cape. In 1868, the British formally declared Basutoland a 
protectorate. Three years later, in 1871, Basutoland was annexed to the Cape 
through Act No. 12 of the Parliament of the Cape of Good Hope. 

This source (pp. 903–908) details a meeting of the Cape colony’s Committee on the 
Basutoland Annexation Bill (7 July 1871). J. H. Bowker, Commandant of the Armed 
and Mounted Police in Basutoland, argued for annexation. The document includes 
85 questions that were put to Bowker by Mr Godlonton, chairman of the committee.

Source

“Report of The Select Committee on The Basutoland Annexation Bill”, 1871.

Images 7–12.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What were the motivations behind the proposed annexation of Basutoland in 1871? 

2. What does this source reveal about British imperial ideology in the late nineteenth 

century? How were Bowker’s arguments shaped by Britain’s civilising mission and 

colonial power/racial dynamics? Critically evaluate the notions presented by Bowker.  

3. How does the annexation of Basutoland and the motivations behind it compare to 

those in other colonial contexts?

British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and Basutoland, 1854–1910



SOURCE TWO 

Source Intro

British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and Basutoland, 1854–1910, 
contains a wide variety of reports on the use and management of Robben Island 
under British rule. Robben Island is situated in Table Bay, just north of Cape Town. 
Since 1488, the island has been used for a variety of purposes, from a site of 
isolation and imprisonment to a military base and, more recently, a popular tourist 
destination.  For the British, the island became a convenient location to confine 
those they deemed unfit for society. The period 1806–1910 saw the island 
transformed from a site of confinement for political prisoners (as it had been 
utilised by the Dutch) to something more like a medical institution, primarily serving 
as a leper colony, lunatic asylum, and quarantine station. Initially, the British colonial 
authorities designated Robben Island as a leper colony in the 1840s. By the 1850s, 
it was firmly established as a place of isolation for people suffering from leprosy. 
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the island also functioned as a “lunatic 
asylum” for those suffering with mental illnesses. At times, the island was also used 
as a quarantine station for ships arriving at the Cape during outbreaks of infectious 
diseases, such as smallpox and bubonic plague. 

This source is a report from 1883 regarding the spread of leprosy and the use of 
Robben Island. This extract contains minutes outlining evidence taken by a Select 
Committee between 8 and 22 August 1883. Various medical practitioners attended, 
such as Dr Abecrombie, Dr Biciard, Dr H. Ebden, Dr Landsberg, and Dr Parsons.

Source

“Report of The Select Committee on The Spread of Leprosy”, 1883.

Images 5, 6, 9, 11, 12, and 15.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What solutions did the committee propose for controlling the spread of leprosy?

2. To what extent were public health measures used as a means of exerting colonial 

control? Critically evaluate the racial, class, and gender prejudices that are evident 

within this extract.

3. How far did racist and colonialist/imperialist thinking shape the handling of 

leprosy in southern Africa? How did this compare to other colonial public health 

initiatives across the British empire?

British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and Basutoland, 1854–1910



SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

Those wishing to enter the Cape colony’s civil service were assessed via an intense 
examination. The first three sources presented below detail the examination papers 
for the Public Service Certificate for July 1861. You will be able to see the various 
questions on literature, language, and science that candidates were required to 
attempt. The second two sources display the syllabus for the Public Service 
Certificate for 1862. 

Source

“Report of The Board of Public Examiners of Literature and Science”, 1862.

Images 6–8 and 26–27.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What subjects and skillsets were prioritised in these public service examination 

papers?

2. What does this curriculum tell us about the relationship between education, 

governance, and imperial priorities? How did the emphasis on classical education, 

such as the study of Latin, create a divide between the educated elite and the 

broader population?

3. What can the implementation of Western education in British colonies tell us 

about their colonial priorities more generally? You may wish to reflect on power 

dynamics, cultural assimilation, linguistic practices, and traditional knowledge 

systems.

British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and Basutoland, 1854–1910
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events, 

issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1. What do the sources in this teaching pack tell you about Britain’s imperial mindset, 

particularly in relation to the ideology of the “White Man’s Burden”?

2. Can you identify any parallels between Britain’s methods of control over the 

Cape colony, as presented in these sources, and modern approaches? Consider 

contemporary examples of racial discrimination, particularly in education and public 

health. 

3. How did British cultural, legal, and religious policies impact the social structure of 

the Cape colony?

British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and Basutoland, 1854–1910
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About British Online Archives (BOA)

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers and 
online repositories. Hosting over six million records, carefully sourced from private 
and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, our 
primary source collections cover over 500 years of world history. 

They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing invaluable 
source material for students and researchers working within a range of scholarly 
disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and international relations. Our 
unique digital collections offer insights into global historical events and trends, 
typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our understanding of 
history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, economic, 
and political landscapes.

Related Collections:

BOA’s primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance 
user experience and boost discoverability. Via careful reflection on our archival 
holdings, and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under 
eleven key historical themes.

British Colonial Rule in the Cape of Good Hope and Basutoland, 1854–1910, falls 
under the broad theme of “Colonialism and Empire”.

You can explore related collections, such as British Mercantile Trade Statistics, 
1662–1809, and Apartheid Through the Eyes of South African Political Parties, 
1948-1994, by scanning the QR code.

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/129/british-mercantile-trade-statistics-1662-1809
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/129/british-mercantile-trade-statistics-1662-1809
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/84/apartheid-through-the-eyes-of-south-african-political-parties-1948-1994
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/84/apartheid-through-the-eyes-of-south-african-political-parties-1948-1994
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/4/colonialism-and-empire
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

At British Online Archives (BOA), our skilled team takes great care in curating and 
publishing our primary source collections. It is a process that yields high-quality 
products, as well as substantial benefits for all involved: BOA, our archival 
partners, and, ultimately, our users. Here is a brief outline of the key steps.

Based on a proposal from a member of BOA’s content team (all of whom have a 
background in historical scholarship), we collaborate with staff at the relevant 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions, as well as with external academics and 
heritage experts, to shape the collection and produce a full item listing. The next 
step is equally important: the comprehensive conservation of the physical 
documents. Typically, this is carried out by professional conservators at the 
archives themselves, but it is funded by BOA. This crucial process ensures that the 
documents remain in excellent condition for use by other researchers for years to 
come.

Following conservation, the documents are digitised to the highest standards, either 
by BOA’s expert digitisation team, the archives’ in-house digitisers, or by a specialist 
contractor. In every case, the digitisation costs are borne directly by BOA. Scans 
are then reviewed, organised, tagged, and marketed by BOA’s relevant specialist 
teams, a process that is verified by collection-specific editorial boards composed of 
scholars and heritage experts. They likewise contribute key supplementary 
materials, such as contextual essays, which complement articles produced by 
members of our team, as well as our innovative source-based teaching packs. 

Prior to publication, each document undergoes Optical Character Recognition 
(OCR), meaning that you can search for words or phrases contained within 
images. Our published collections employ the Universal Viewer (UV). Significantly, 
this offers the “deep zoom” feature, allowing users to examine details in a 
document without lowering the quality of the image. Collections that contain 
handwritten script also benefit from Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software. 
This delivers a significant increase in usability and search term accuracy.

Finally, we should highlight that the digitised images that each institution has 
contributed to the curation process are made available to them for free and in 
perpetuity, ensuring that they have a high-quality digital copy of the material to use 
as they see fit. Our archival partners likewise receive royalties from any sales that 
we make, providing a revenue stream that is welcomed, particularly by smaller 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions.

https://universalviewer.io/
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