
 

Boer 
Britannica Student Encyclopedia 

  

 
The Boers were Europeans who settled in southern Africa 

beginning in the 1600s. Boer means “farmer” in Dutch, and 

most Boers were farmers with roots in the Netherlands. The 

descendants of the Boers are called Afrikaners, a term 

formerly applied to Boers who were not farmers. Today 

Afrikaners make up more than half the white population of 

South Africa.  

Jan van Riebeeck, an agent of the Dutch East India Company, 

brought the first group of Dutch settlers to the Cape of Good 

Hope in 1652. The colony quickly grew. It attracted more 

Dutch settlers as well as Germans, French Protestants called 

Huguenots, and other Europeans.  

In the 1700s some of the colonists decided to travel inland. They set up farms and 

ranches and became known as trekboeren, or wandering farmers. Over time, the 

Boers created their own culture. In religion they were conservative Calvinist 

Protestants. They developed the Afrikaans language, which is based on Dutch.  

In 1806 Great Britain took over much of the Cape area and established the Cape 

Colony. The Boers soon came to resent British rule. More than 10,000 Boer 

farmers left the Cape Colony during 1835–43. They traveled north and east in ox-

drawn covered wagons on journeys known collectively as the Great Trek. The 

Voortrekkers, as they were called, fought with many African peoples as they 

moved. Eventually, these Boers formed three colonies in southern Africa: Natal, 

Transvaal, and the Orange Free State. 

 

Great Britain annexed Natal in 1843. In the 1850s Transvaal 

and the Orange Free State became independent republics. 

Transvaal was renamed the South African Republic. The 

South African War (called the Boer War by the British) broke 

out between the Boer republics and Great Britain in 1899. 

Britain defeated the republics in 1902.  

In 1910 the two former Boer republics joined together with 

Natal and the Cape Colony to form the Union of South Africa. 

The Afrikaners soon gained power in the new country. In 

1961 Afrikaner leaders made South Africa a republic, the 
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favored form of government of the Boers.  

Afrikaners are usually held responsible for apartheid, South Africa's policy of 

racial segregation and discrimination. South Africans and foreigners protested the 

injustices of apartheid for many years. The government began to make some 

changes to the system in the late 1980s. Finally, in 1990, President F.W. de 

Klerk, an Afrikaner, announced that apartheid would end. In the election of 1994 

the black majority was allowed to vote for the first time. South Africa thus 

became a democracy, under the leadership of Nelson Mandela. 
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