Anglo Boer War Concentration Camps

Anglo Boer War concentration camps have become a significant and somber aspect of South African history,
reflecting the tragic consequences of conflict and the impact of war on civilian populations. The Anglo Boer
War, fought between the British Empire and two Boer republics, the South African Republic (Transvaal)
and the Orange Free State, from 1899 to 1902, not only altered the political landscape of Southern Africa but
also led to the establishment of these camps, which were intended for the internment of Boer civilians.

This article delves into the historical context, the conditions within the camps, and their lasting legacy.

Historical Context of the Anglo Boer War

Causes of the War

The Anglo Boer War was rooted in complex political, economic, and social tensions:

1. British Expansionism: The British Empire sought to consolidate control over Southern Africa, driven by
the desire for economic resources and strategic advantages.

2. Boer Independence: The Boers, descendants of Dutch settlers, were determined to maintain their
independence and resist British encroachment.

3. Gold and Diamonds: The discovery of gold in the Witwatersrand and diamonds in Kimberley heightened

tensions, as the British aimed to control these lucrative resources.



The Outbreak of War

The war officially began on October 11, 1899, following the British ultimatum demanding the withdrawal
of Boer forces from certain strategic positions. The initial phases of the war saw significant Boer successes,
but as the conflict progressed, the British employed increasingly harsh tactics, leading to the establishment

of concentration camps.

Establishment of Concentration Camps

Creation and Purpose

The concentration camps were established as a response to the Boer guerrilla warfare tactics, which aimed

to undermine British control:

- Civilians as Hostages: The British believed that by imprisoning Boer women and children, they could
compel the Boer fighters to surrender.
- Strategic Control: The camps were also a means to reduce the support that the Boer fighters received

from their communities.

The first concentration camps were opened in early 1900, and by the end of the war, approximately 45

camps had been established across South Africa.

Demographics of Camp Populations

The camps primarily housed:

- Boer Women: Many men were off fighting, leaving women and children vulnerable.

- Children: A significant portion of the camp population consisted of children, who were particularly
affected by the dire conditions.

- Black South Africans: Some camps also housed black South Africans who had been caught in the conflict,

although these camps were often separate and received even poorer treatment.

Conditions Within the Camps



Living Conditions

The conditions in the concentration camps were deplorable and contributed to high mortality rates:

- Overcrowding: Camps were often overcrowded, with insufficient shelter for the number of inhabitants.
- Sanitation Issues: Poor sanitation and inadequate waste disposal led to the spread of disease.
- Food Shortages: Rations were meager and of poor quality, leading to malnutrition among the camp

populations.

Health Crisis and Mortality Rates

The health crisis in the camps was profound:

- Disease Outbreaks: Diseases such as typhoid, dysentery, and measles ran rampant due to unsanitary
conditions.

- Mortality Rates: It is estimated that around

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the Anglo-Boer War concentration camps?

The Anglo-Boer War concentration camps were facilities established by the British during the Second
Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) to detain Boer civilians, mainly women and children, as part of a scorched

earth policy aimed at undermining Boer guerrilla warfare.

How many concentration camps were established during the Anglo-Boer
War?

Approximately 45 concentration camps were established across South Africa during the Anglo-Boer War,

with the largest being located in places like Bloemfontein, Pretoria, and Johannesburg.

What were the living conditions like in the Anglo-Boer War
concentration camps?

The living conditions in the concentration camps were often dire, characterized by overcrowding,
inadequate food supplies, poor sanitation, and a lack of medical care, leading to high mortality rates due to

diseases like measles and dysentery.



What was the estimated death toll in the concentration camps?

It is estimated that around 26,000 Boer civilians, primarily women and children, died in the concentration

camps during the Anglo-Boer War.

How did the existence of concentration camps affect public opinion in
Britain?

The existence of the concentration camps led to significant public outcry and criticism in Britain, with
many activists and journalists highlighting the inhumane conditions, prompting debates about military

ethics and colonial policies.

‘What role did humanitarian organizations play during the Anglo-Boer
War?

Humanitarian organizations, such as the Red Cross and various women's groups, became involved in
advocating for better conditions in the camps, providing aid, and raising awareness about the plight of the

detainees.

Did the Boer War concentration camps influence future military
strategies?

Yes, the Boer War concentration camps influenced future military strategies by highlighting the

implications of civilian internment and the need for humanitarian considerations in warfare.

What was the British government's justification for the concentration
camps?

The British government justified the establishment of concentration camps as a necessary measure for
controlling the Boer population and preventing support for Boer guerrillas, claiming it was essential for

military success.

How are the Anglo-Boer War concentration camps remembered today?

Today, the Anglo-Boer War concentration camps are remembered as a tragic chapter in South African
history, with memorials and research efforts aimed at acknowledging the suffering of the victims and

promoting historical awareness.

What impact did the camps have on the post-war relationship between
Boers and the British?

The camps left a lasting scar on the relationship between Boers and the British, fostering resentment and

contributing to the complex socio-political dynamics that shaped South Africa in the years following the



war.
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