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of empire in southern Africa in the nineteenth century. What did the
British make of the Xhosa and how did they make sense of their politics
and culture? How did the British establish and then explain their domin-
ion, especially when it ran counter to the cultural values they believed
themselves to represent? Richard Price answers these questions by look-
ing at the ways in which individual missionaries, officials and politicians
interacted with the Xhosa. He describes how those encounters changed
and shaped the culture of imperial rule in southern Africa. He charts how
an imperial regime developed both in the minds of the colonizers and in
the everyday practice of power and how the British imperial presence was
entangled in and shaped by the encounter with the Xhosa from the very
moment of their first meeting.
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Preface: Intentions and purposes

In early January 2000 I found myself standing in the small, old-
fashioned catalogue room of the Cape Archives in Cape Town, South
Africa, leafing through the binders that contain the depository’s finding
lists. I had come to Cape Town on a scholarly whim. It was a luxury that I
had given myself during a sabbatical year – an alternative to a scholarly
lifetime of making the trek across the north Atlantic to the comfortable
familiarity of the British Library. After many years working in British
social history, I was searching for a new research project. I had spent the
previous ten years working on a book that was a synthesis of
pre-existing scholarship and I knew that I wanted to get back into histor-
ical archives again after a long absence. Cape Town was not, perhaps, an
obvious place to satisfy this need, although it would certainly be warmer
and more beautiful than anywhere I knew in Britain. But, of course, this
trip was not entirely an indulgent caprice. My interest in South Africa had
longer and more complicated roots.

I grew up in Britain in the 1950s. It was a childhood that I remember as
being dominated by twomajor political themes. There was the question of
empire and there was the question of class. Both were a constant presence
in the culture and politics and both were inextricably bound up with what
it meant to be British. It was impossible to escape the issues of class and
empire. The seeming propensity of the male British worker to go on strike
and the growing nationalist movements in the empire were seldom out of
the public eye. It is no surprise that my own scholarly career has been
dominated by those two themes.

My early interest in history was kindled by an old four-volume set of
Cassell’s History of England given to me by my grandfather, which presented
an imperial version of British history. I early developed the habit of brows-
ing the history shelves of the local public library, which seemed to be
crammed with books on empire. It was the history of the empire that first
made me want to be a historian. At university, I was lucky enough to be
taught by Ranajit Guha, who mentored me as an undergraduate and as a
graduate student. I wrote a thesis which later became a book on the culture
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of empire and the working classes, using the case of the South AfricanWar
of 1899–1902. After that, I went in a different scholarly direction, although
I never lost interest in the question of empire and always regarded the
imperial experience as essential to a full understanding of Britain’s history.

By 2000, however, these influences of empire had been reawakened by
personal circumstances. A few years before, I had traveled to South Africa
on personal business. I was struck by the beauty of the place and, of
course, by the exciting political changes that were associated with the
transition to a democratic nation. That visit in 1996 also rekindled the
interest in empire that had been my starting point as a historian. So
I began to scheme in my head for ways to return to the Cape more
regularly, as something slightly more than a tourist.

My inclination was reinforced as I watched how empire had recently
become important again in my own field of modern British history and
beyond. The publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1978 may be
said to have initiated this renewed interest in empire, and following his
lead, post-colonial theory moved the focus of attention in empire studies
away from its traditional concentration on politics and economics and
towards culture. In the past, historians had treated empire almost entirely
from the standpoint of political economy, so the shift that Said initiated was
quite a departure. But there were other sources, too, for the renewed
attention to empire in scholarly consciousness. In Indian history, for exam-
ple, the Subaltern Studies project sought to place the colonial subject at the
center of the imperial experience. Elsewhere, the disciplinary lines were
constantly being breached. Indeed, some of the most important work on
colonial relations was being done by anthropologists who possessed a
historical bent, such as Greg Dening for the south Pacific, Anne Stoler
for the Dutch empire, and John and Jean Comaroff in southern Africa.

I watched this scholarly turn to empire from the sidelines. I was
impressed with its vitality and appeal. In British history the scholarly turn
to empire focused on the way empire had been central to the making of
Britain’s history and had permeated deeply into its culture. I was in sym-
pathy with this move. But I was somewhat reserved as to the degree to
which one could reduce British history to the imperial connection. Other
contexts also seemed important – such as Europe, or even class. More
interesting tomewas the question raised by the Indian scholar AshisNandy
in a wonderful book, published in 1983, which he titledThe Intimate Enemy:
Loss and Recovery of Self under Colonialism. One of Nandy’s major themes
was precisely the way empire damaged and distorted British culture; so that
ultimately, perhaps, this damage was greater to the colonizer than it was to
the colonized. And personal conversation with Ranajit Guha helped keep
that question in my head. My scholarly inclination, therefore, drew me
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more andmore away fromBritain itself. I thought it might be useful to go to
the empire and see what happened to British culture there, at the frontier of
empire. This book is about what I found when I made that journey.

It was these vague and unformed intentions that I carried to Cape Town
in January of 2000. There, I did what historians do when they are not quite
surewhere they are going: I began to rummage through the archives, testing
various ideas against what the sources revealed.On themorning in question
I opened a binder whose title page read: “List of British Kaffraria Records.”
A distant memory stirred in my mind. I had heard the name “British
Kaffraria” many years before in some long-forgotten school lesson, or
perhaps from one of those old books in my home town public library.
The “Kaffir Wars” were frontier and land conflicts on the eastern Cape
frontier in the middle years of the nineteenth century; some of Queen
Victoria’s little wars; wars which hardly rippled the tides of British public
opinion; wars which did not figure inmost histories of colonial warfare, and
occasioned little notice in contemporary politics. I called up some of the
volumes in the finding list, opened the large books into which the material
was bound, and knew almost instantly that I had found my project.

The material handed me was often disorganized and eccentrically classi-
fied. But it electrified me. Among the first things I examined were reports of
British colonial officials – they were variously termed diplomatic or resident
agents – who lived with the Xhosa tribes in the 1830s. It was immediately
evident that this was amazing stuff – especially to aBritish historian. Imperial
states are obsessed with recording, watching and surveilling, and the com-
pulsion to inform and log was evident in these reports and letters. The
volumes contained records of what the early imperial administrators were
doing and thinking. Stories of encounter, observation and of the struggle to
understand the culture and politics of the Xhosa tribes were all to be found
in these volumes. It was a rich collection which allowed me insight into the
mentality of people who were constructing the empire on the ground in the
context of their encounter with the Xhosa. This was the empire as it was
experienced at the frontier, not as it was imagined to be back home.

The book that has resulted frommy encounter with this colonial archive
has been themost enjoyable of all the books I have researched and written.
It was impossible not to be hooked by the stories that I found in the Cape
Archives and elsewhere. As the reader who persists will discover, the
archives that have provided the key source material for this book – that
is, themissionary archives and the records of the imperial administration –

are packed with stories detailing the nitty-gritty of the encounter between
the British and the Xhosa. This turned the book into a very personal
project. Inevitably, I found myself fascinated by the personalities that
were my daily companions in the sources. This was particularly true of
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the Xhosa chiefs who will appear throughout the whole narrative. But it
was true also of figures like Sir Harry Smith and Sir George Grey on the
British side. My engagement with these and other luminaries was a
determining influence on the way I wanted to shape the book. It is there-
fore appropriate to explain why the book takes the shape that it does, to
declare its historical logic and to deal with other housekeeping matters
that will enhance the reader’s understanding of the narrative.

When I sat down to write this book, I was very conscious of those
historians who had explored this frontier of empire before me. The story
of how the Xhosa came to be part of the British empire has been told
before – although it has received relatively little attention in imperial
history. My own excursion into this corner of African and imperial history
has depended entirely upon the work of others, particularly those col-
leagues working in the area of South African history. South African history
is a lively field and at many points this book bumps up against the debates
and controversies that animate the field. The book also touches on histor-
ies that are often distant from imperial historiography, such as the history
of African religion; and it draws upon scholarship in fields other than
history, such as historical anthropology.

But while I wanted to properly acknowledge my considerable debt to
other specialists, I did not want to write a book whose narrative was
constantly interrupted by the need to address this or that historical con-
troversy, or comment on how my argument contrasts with the theoretical
framework of other historians. I have drawn upon other scholars where I
feel they help me understand and illuminate the historical processes I am
describing. And I have taken issuewith theway other historians have treated
particular events where I felt it would help the reader better understand the
historical story I wanted to tell. But I did not want to frame this book around
engagements with other historians or historiographies. I have not aspired to
write a book whose principal aim is to displace, contest or confirm the work
of other historians. And the reason for this is very simple. The story that I
have to tell is too dramatic and too important for that. I do not want readers
to be diverted away from the rich and engaging stories that are told between
the covers of this book. Although the book was partly inspired by the
“imperial turn” in British history it has not been written either within that
school of history or as a counterpoint to it. It is, rather, a study of how
colonial encounter produced a culture of imperial rule.

I use the word “culture” a lot in what follows, and this is a good place to
describe what I have in mind by that term. By “culture” in this context
I am speaking of how a culture of difference, power and domination
emerged out of the dynamics of the encounter between the British and
the Xhosa. The argument tracks the growth of an imperial culture that
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enabled, explained and rationalized why the British should establish
dominion over the Xhosa. I am concerned principally with the practices,
modes of behavior, mindsets, values and ideologies that shaped the way
relationships between the British and Xhosa played out. I am less con-
cerned with the institutional forms of this imperial culture – with the
structures of imperial administration, for example – than I am with how
the ideologies of that culture evolved and worked.

By the same token, I have not intended to track the debates and
divisions within imperial culture itself. That is, I do not focus on the
differences within the various segments of the cultural processes
I describe. I am aware, of course, that cultural forms are not monolithic,
either in ideology or in political practice. In the present case, for example,
doctrinal differences between the various missionary groups influenced
their attitudes to racial politics. Within the apparatus of imperial admin-
istration, the competing priorities of the frontier officials, the provincial
administration at Cape Town, and the metropolitan authority of London
are mainstays of imperial historiography. Such divisions are important.
But to highlight the internal histories of the cultural formations would
shift the focus of the bookmore toward the cultural institution itself. I have
wanted to put the behavior of individuals at the center of my story; to use
the experience of individual stories to explain what happenedwhen British
culture met Xhosa culture and politics.

Finally, a word about nomenclature. The nomenclature of African his-
tory is, of course, inevitably inflected with the experience of colonialism.
Africanists are still sorting out what are the most appropriate spellings to
describe indigenous peoples and cultures. When I have used the word
“Kaffir,” for example, it is either because it is in the historical sources, or
because it refers to a particular epoch when the historiography used that
disparaging term. In other cases, such as the word Khoesan for Khoisan
(what an earlier generation would have referred to as “Hottentot”), I have
tried to use the word most widely accepted at the present day. Xhosa
spelling presents special difficulties because when the British encountered
the Xhosa there was no dictionary or orthography they could use to under-
stand theXhosa language. They had tomake these aids for themselves. As a
consequence Xhosa names and words appear in the sources in a variety of
different spellings. The chief Maqomo, for example, was recorded as
Maqoma, Mocomo, Macoma, and even MacKomer! Except when I am
quoting from an original source, I have tried to achieve a consistent spelling
throughout which uses the form that is accepted as most reflective of Xhosa
grammar itself. For guidance in these matters, I have consulted Africanists
and I have noted the usages in books by other scholars.
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editor, and several anonymous readers also deserve my thanks. The read-
ers led me to clarify some arguments and revise others. Michael pushed
for several changes that were both improving and necessary. I also wish to
thank Howard and Marilyn Simler and Derek and Judy Simler for their
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into a fine young professional in his own right. Adele’s contribution was
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there. More than that, she brings light into my life; her presence sustains
and supports me, and provides the energy and inspiration to do projects
like this book. She also assisted me by performing a real labor of love. She
spent many hours reading and editing the manuscript for flow and con-
sistency, giving the best sort of editorial advice. Any literary qualities this
book may possess are due largely to her work. Obviously, any flaws the
book contains are not the responsibility of Adele nor of anyone else
mentioned here; they are mine alone.
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AYLIFF, JOHN 1797–1862; Methodist missionary associated particularly
with Mfengu; 1820 settler; established Healdtown school and settle-
ment for Mfengu 1854.

BENNIE, JOHN 1796–1869; GMSmissionary; the earliest serious student
of Xhosa; author of many published works on Xhosa orthography; 1820
settler; founder of Lovedale with John Ross in 1824; left missionary
work to concentrate on teaching in 1853 after a squabble with GMS.

BROWNLEE, CHARLES 1821–90; one of the first British “experts” on
Xhosa; son of John Brownlee, missionary founder of King William’s
Town; interpreter for American missionaries in Natal with Dingane
and nearby when Boer trekkers massacred; Commissioner to the
Nqgika 1849–66; Resident Magistrate, Somerset East 1866–72; first
Secretary for Native Affairs, Cape Colony 1872–78; considered a lead-
ing authority on native law and customs; created system of “native
administration” for the Transkei that was modeled elsewhere; 1878
chief magistrate Griqualand east.

BOYCE, WILLIAM BINNINGTON 1803–89; Methodist missionary;
established Buntingville 1830; worked at Mt. Coke, Wesleyville,
Newtondale and Grahamstown before returning to England in 1843;
compiled the first printed grammar of Xhosa in 1834; discovered the
euphonic concord; adviser to D’Urban in sixth frontier war and modi-
fied D’Urban’s original intention to expel Xhosa.

CALDERWOOD, HENRY 1808–65; LMS missionary; was already a minis-
ter in Kendal when in 1838 accepted by LMS; married to Eliza Taylor
by whom he had five sons and a daughter; published in Zulu 1844 and
was proficient in it; left ministry in 1846; associated particularly with
resettlement of Mfengu on new frontier in 1848 and the establishment
of military villages; author of several reports on education policy
towards the Mfengu.
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CHALMERS, JOHN AITKEN 1837–88; GMS missionary; son of William
Chalmers, who arrived at Tyhumie in 1827; spoke fluent Xhosa and
was considered an expert on the Xhosa; educated at Glasgow
University and at the College of the United Presbyterian Church;
attended medical classes at Edinburgh; composed Xhosa hymns.

CATHCART, LIEUTENANT GENERAL, S IR GEORGE 1794–1854; ADC to
Wellington at Waterloo and a member of Wellington’s Horse Guards
clique, even though he was generally unknown to the public;
Wellington responsible for his appointment as Governor of the Cape
Colony 1852–53, where he brought the eighth frontier war to an end;
killed in the Crimean War.

CURRIE, S IR WALTER 1819–72; 1820 settler family; frontier official;
served in 1846 and 1850–3 wars; commandant of FAMP 1855; advo-
cate of policy of annexing Sarhili’s territory and of punitive expeditions
into Independent Kaffraria; given a KCB for role in Prince Alfred’s
1860 visit; played large role in establishment of Griqualand east;
effected the transfer of 40,000 Mfengu from their “overcrowded colo-
nial locations” to Transkei.

GREY, SIR GEORGE 1812–98; Colonial governor and leading representa-
tive of Liberal imperialism; earned initial fame as an early explorer
of Australia, which led to his appointment as Governor of South
Australia 1841–5; achieved national standing as Governor of New
Zealand 1845–53, where he also attained status as an “native expert”;
Governor of Cape Colony 1854–61; New Zealand again 1861–8, when
he was fired by the Colonial Office; remained in New Zealand to
become a leading politican, and Prime Minister 1877–9 before return-
ing to England shortly before his death.

HINTSA 1790–1835; grandson of Gceleka the last undisputed chief of all
the Xhosa; thus, Hintsa was the Xhosa paramount but his real power
extended only over the Gceleka branch; his relations were particularly
tense with the Rharhabe Xhosa; recognized to be a benevolent ruler and
not a tyrant; never imposed death penalty, effectively abolishing it
within Xhosa law; known for his welcoming attitude to white travelers;
accused by British of complicity in sixth frontier war and was killed in a
celebrated incident trying to escape from his British captors.

MACLEAN, JOHN 1810–74; leading frontier administrator; army captain
who arrived at Cape in 1835 to serve under Smith in the sixth frontier
war; appointed Resident Agent at Fort Peddie in 1845; Commissioner
to Ndlambe’s Xhosa; Chief Commissioner of British Kaffraria 1852
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and made Lieutenant Governor 1860; knighted and appointed
Lt. Governor to Natal on absorption of British Kaffraria into the Cape
Colony 1866.

MAQOMA 1799–1872; son of Ngqika and elder half-brother of Sandile; for
much of this period, generally recognized as the most respected, mili-
tarily expert and politically powerful of the Xhosa chiefs.

MHALA? –1875; son of Ndlambe, on whose death the tribe split into three
parts with Mhala leading the most important group; achieved chiefly
status due to his own political skills, rather than being recognized as
Ndlambe’s legitimate successor; known as “wild cat” because of his
cunning; the most resistant of all the chiefs to British control and, after
Maqoma, the most able of the Chiefs.

NDLAMBE 1740–1828; Rharhabe Xhosa, grandson of Phalo and father of
Mhala; and uncle, guardian and then rival to Ngqika, with whom he
contested for leadership of the Rharhabe Xhosa; cuckolded by Nqgika,
who started an affair with Ndlambe’s mistress, Suthu, whom he mar-
ried; even though Ndlambe defeated Ngqika for supremacy over the
Rharhabe, Ngqika outmaneuvered him by securing British support.

NGQIKA 1775–1829; chief of the Rharhabe Xhosa, thanks largely to
support of British, who continued to treat him as a paramount even
though he rapidly lost his power after his alliance with them in 1819–20.
The British commonly referred to him as Gaika, and to his tribe as the
Gaika Xhosa.

ROSS, JOHN 1799–1878; the first GMS missionary ordained specifically
for service in South Africa; Xhosa linguist; graduate of Glasgow
University; a scholarly man; printed the first Xhosa booklet in 1824
and the first book of Xhosa hymns; spent the entire period of his mission
at Pirie, even though he was burned out of his mission four times due
to war.

SARHILI 1814–92; son of Hintsa, and thus formal paramount of Xhosa
and chief of Gceleka; managed to escape British rule until the annex-
ation of the Transkei after the last frontier war in 1878.

SMITH, S IR HENRY GEORGE WAKELYN, LT. GENERAL 1787–1860;
served in South America, 1806–7, in the Peninsular War 1809–12;
chief of intelligence in the war of 1812, present at the burning of the
White House and lifted one of James Madison’s jackets as a souvenir;
Battle of Waterloo 1815; Military Secretary at the Cape, 1828–40 and
frontier commandant 1835–6; India 1840–7, victor of Aliwal in the Sikh
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War 1845–6, for which he was knighted; Governor of Cape Colony
1847–52; Commandant of Western District 1853–60.

SOGA, TIYO 1829–71; the first Xhosa missionary, son of “Old Soga”;
educated in Glasgow in the late 1840s and 1850s and ordained there
after attending classes at Glasgow University; married Janet Burnside,
by whom he had several childen and founded the first generation of
Xhosa intellectuals; arrived in eastern Cape to take up full-time mission
work in 1858; died of consumption 1871.

SHAW, WILLIAM 1798–1872; Methodist missionary; 1820 settler; super-
intendant of WMMS in the eastern Cape; active in support of Mfengu;
in 1846 war was leading adviser to Governor Peregrine Maitland;
implemented policy of a string of Methodist mission stations into
Natal; returned to England in 1857, where he served as President of
the Methodist General Assembly.
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Abbreviations

BK British Kaffraria
CA Cape Archives
CAD Cape Archives Depot
CO Colonial Office
CL Cory Library
CWM Council on World Missions
f(f). folio(s)
FAMP Frontier Armed Mounted Police
GH Government House
GMS Glasgow Missionary Society
LG Lieutenant Governor
LMS London Missionary Society
MSB The Grey Collection, NLSA (CT)
NA National Archives, Kew, formerly the Public Record

Office
NLSA (CT) National Library of South Africa, Cape Town
SPCK Society for the Propagation of [now: for Promoting]

Christian Knowledge
WMMS Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society
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