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Abstract 

  
The Anglo-Boer War was the last great campaign between Afrikaners and English 

people in South Africa. The result of this war affected the destiny of nations in the 

region but also determined the political and economic relations with the British Empire. 

This great campaign was widely reported in the western media but also in many other 

countries such as Turkey. Due to political challenges with the British Empire, the 

Ottoman Empire observed the Anglo-Boer War but also supported the Afrikaners. Two 

Turkish intellectuals wrote books about Anglo-Boer War but also several Turkish 

journalists reported the War from the beginning to the end. More importantly the 

Ottoman Government sent a military attaché to South Africa, lieutenant colonial Aziz 

Bey who stayed in Pretoria for three months and reported the war to the Ottoman 

Government. For many reasons, Turkish newspapers and officers were interested in 

the Anglo-Boer War. This presentation aims to reveals the effects of the Anglo-Boer 

War in the Ottoman Empire in the light of the Ottoman archival documents.  
 

Paper / notes 

 

In this paper, I discuss how Turkey approached the Anglo-Boer war and their main 

interest in this war at the tip of Southern Africa. Why did the Ottoman Sultan Abdul 

Hamid take the side of the Boers in the war? In order to decolonise historiography in 

South Africa, I offer Turkish sources for African history, providing a Turkish perspective 

on the Anglo-Boer war.i 
 

Bernard Lewis stated that it is not possible to write about African history without 

considering Ottoman sources as well.ii The Ottoman presence on the African 

continent, particularly in the northern part, lasted about four hundred years, from 1517 

to 1922. Yet, the use of Turkish archival sources for African historiography by most 

historians in African universities is still scarce due to the language barrier.iii
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As alternative sources, Turkish archival data can help scholars bring a new dimension 

to African studies. The Turkish archives, situated at the Ottoman State Archive in 

Istanbul, hold many cultural, sociological and historical records, all of them official 

documents.iv 
 

Apart from that, Ottoman historians, travelers and intelligence officers have 

bequeathed interesting written records such as memoirs and official reports. As for 

other parts of the African continent, Turkish primary and secondary sources have not 

been extensively used in researching the history of South Africa. In this presentation, 

I provide data from the Ottoman archives regarding the Anglo-Boer War in order to 

highlight untapped historical sources for South African history. Ottoman primary and 

secondary sources can be used for South African historiography as alternative 

sources.v 
 

Additionally, some Ottoman Turkish scholars and intellectuals bequeathed remarkable 

studies that can enrich our knowledge of the history of South Africa. As far as it is 

known, the first Ottoman book on South Africa was written by Omer Lutfi Effendi and 

published in Istanbul in 1866. Omer Lutfi Effendi came to Cape Town in 1863 with his 

uncle Abu Bakr Effendi who was professor of Islamic theology. He was sent to South 

Africa by the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Aziz Khan upon the request of Queen Elizabeth, 

in order to resolve the religious disputes among Muslims at the Cape. Abu Bakr Effendi 

established an Islamic theological school at the corner of Bree and Wale Streets and 

wrote the first religious catechism, Beyan ud Din in the Afrikaans language using 

Arabic script. His nephew Omer Lutfi stayed for four years and went back to Istanbul 

in 1866, where he wrote his memoir entitled Ümit Burnu Seyahatnamesi. This book 

was translated in an abridged version by Ahmed Kavakçı and published by a local 

Muslim O. Nacar in Cape Town in 1991.vi Omer Lutfi Effendi mentioned his educational 

activities at the Cape with his uncle and explained the main religious issues caused 

by antagonism between Imams promoting their self-interest. Omer Lutfi’s memoir is 

regarded as the first Ottoman written book on South African history.vii 
 

The eldest son of Abu Bakr Effendi Ahmet Ataullah became the first Black politician of 

South Africa. He established a school in Kimberley. He regularly informed the Ottoman 

Government about the Diamond Rush, which had resulted in the development of 

certain cities such as Kimberley, and had greatly stimulated the development of 

business and economic activities in Natal and the Transvaal in South Africa. His wife 

Muhsine was the sister of Dr. Abdullah Abdurrahman who was a well-known politician 

in Cape Town. Ahmet Ataullah Effendi sent several letters to the Ottoman Sultan, 

Abdul Hamid Khan and recommended certain investments to him in Kimberley. This 

allows us to understand the excitement the Diamond Rush caused in the world in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century.viii  Ottoman novelist Omer Seyfettin mentioned 

the Transvaal War in his book, stating, “what was the sin of Transvaal for all these 

struggles, of course it's only diamonds, what a pity”.ix 
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Ahmet Ataullah Effendi played a crucial role in the Muslim history of South Africa. 

When he attempted to join the Cape Parliament, his first enemy was Cecil John 

Rhodes. Rhodes changed the electoral system in order to keep Effendi out of 

parliament, although his candidature in Cape Parliament caused much excitement 

among Muslims in London. It is noteworthy that, as a Muslim man, he was regarded 

as Cape Malay and like other South African Muslims, Malays held a disadvantaged 

position in nineteenth century South Africa. A British military attaché in the Ottoman 

Empire, Henry Felix Woods, reported an interesting dialogue between Sultan Hamid 

and Cecil John Rhodes, which indicated the tension between two:  
 

Cecil Rhodes paid one short visit to Constantinople. I saw him on his return and 

he was rather pleased with his reception by the Sultan who, some months 

afterwards, in response to the request I presented on his part, sent him from 

Asia, as he wanted them for his park at Groote Schuur, some fine specimens 

of the Angora goats, the exports of which were strictly forbidden.  I was very 

much amused, however when referring to his interview with the Sultan, he said, 

'You know, I nearly missed it.  I was kept waiting so long. Why? What do you 

think?  There was a yaller man who was taken before me - a yaller man, you 

know, in my country cleans my boots.  I very nearly gave it up and came away.' 

This "yaller man" was the great Mohammedan Malay Prince, Maharajah of 

Johare".x 
 

 Henry Wood concluded his words with, "I am afraid that Rhodes was not a man who 

possessed much reverence for high rank." Rhodes wanted to order Angora goats from 

Turkey but due to strained relations with the Ottoman Empire, he got them from the 

Maharajah of Johare who had been gifted these by the Sultan himself.  What is 

interesting here is that Cecil John Rhodes humiliated the Maharajah, but also Malay 

Muslims in South Africa.  For this reason, Sultan Abdul Hamid, as the Caliph of the 

Muslim world did not show any sympathy towards Cecil John Rhodes. It is apparent 

that the Boers had the same attitude to Cecil John Rhodes as Sultan Abdul Hamid did.  

When Cecil John Rhodes died, the Afrikaans newspaper, Die Burger, reported, 

  

The major news from the Cape in the past month is that Cecil John Rhodes 

died on the 26th of March.  The news of Rhodes's death spread like wild fire 

through the republican commandos.  One would find it difficult to identify any 

burgher who mourns his passing away.  Indeed, the general reaction among 

the Boers is that it is a pity that he did not pass away somewhat earlier.  This 

harsh sentiment is understandable if one considers that most Boers regard 

Rhodes together with Milner and Chamberlain as being jointly responsible for 

this disastrous war.  We heard that one Burgher yesterday evening at the time 

of the commandos' religious service expressed his true feelings with regard to 

instigators of the war when he addressed the Lord with the greatest piety as 

follows in his prayer, 'Dear God, we have been informed that you have gathered 
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Mr Rhodes to you.  We would like to remind you that Mr Milner is still here on 

earth.xi 
 

The most important reason for the Ottomans supporting the Afrikaners over the British 

was that the British Empire had already occupied Egypt, and established a railway 

from the Cape to Cairo in order to colonize Africa. Due to this, Ottoman foreign 

relations with the British Empire were already problematic. According to some 

Ottoman statesmen, the British occupied the land of the Afrikaners only to extract 

resources and control the continent.xii
 

Despite the geographical distance from Turkey, Turkish intelligence followed up on the 

news from Western and African newspapers about the Transvaal War and informed 

Turkish readers about it. Two important books in Ottoman Turkish were also written 

regarding the Anglo- Boer War by two Ottoman intellectuals in 1900.  The founder of 

Albania, Ottoman diplomat Ismail Kemal Bey wrote the Transvaal Question from a 

Muslim point of view and published it in Cairo in 1901. Ismail Kemal Bey’s book was 

translated into French and Arabic but interestingly became a forgotten source in 

Turkish academic spheres. Ismail Kemal Bey emphasized the sociological aspect of 

the Anglo-Boer War in South Africa. As a writer, it is easy to see that, in contrast with 

other Ottoman statesmen, he was supporting the British Empire, from which he later 

got support when he established Albania in 1912. In spite of being biased, his book 

contains remarkable information from an outside perspective.xiii 
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A map of South Africa in an Ottoman newspaper, 1900, showing also the Transvaal and Cape Colony.  
 

 

In the same year, an Ottoman general Mahmud Pasha also wrote about the Anglo-

Boer War in a book entitled Cenubi Afrika Muharebesi, published in Istanbul in 1901. 

This book attempts to offer the translated text of Mahmud Mukhtar Pasha for readers. 

His book must be the first study detailing observations and analyses of the war 

conditions from a political perspective. Mahmud Muhtar Pasha stated that the most 

important reason for the South African War was to gain control over mining, and 

according to him, the British Empire was in Africa only for this reason. Ottoman 
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commander Mahmud Pasha’s opinion reflected the general view of Turkish people 

about the Second Anglo-Boer War in South Africa. Mahmud Pasha indicated in his 

book that the Boers had an advantage over the British, because of their lifestyle in 

South Africa.  
 

Boer people are used to this kind of weather and therefore, they are not affected 

as English people are in the region. Some bad weather even affects animals 

and epidemics killed many horses in the English army. No antidote has as yet 

been discovered for this horse epidemic.  The same epidemic affects donkeys 

less than horses. If horses recover from this plague, they don’t sicken again. 

Boers know how to look after their horses, but the English bring special grooms 

from outside. The most important concern among English horseman is how to 

protect their horses in the army. 
 

Referring to the Anglo-Boer War, Mahmud Muhtar Pasha stated, “Two acrobats 

cannot walk on the same tightrope.” In addition, according to Mahmud Pasha, “The 

Boers have taken a considerable number of prisoners, which has put the English in a 

weak situation but still no one can guess the result of the South African War at this 

stage”, to indicate the politics behind the Transvaal War.xiv 
 

On the other side, there was a group called the Young Turks who supported the British 

Empire in order to show their opposition to the regime of Sultan Abdulhamid.  The 

Young Turks even wrote a letter to congratulate the British Empire and submitted it to 

the British Consulate in Istanbul in 1902. 
 

Furthermore, by 1899, the Ottoman Empire had sent the Ottoman Military Attaché of 

Washington, Aziz Bey, to South Africa in order to observe the war. He arrived in 

Pretoria in November 1899 and stayed in the region for a few weeks. His photo with 

other military attachés is held at the Cape Archives Repository. Additionally, some 

Ottoman military journals mentioned the animosity between Afrikaners and English, 

but due to political influences in the Ottoman government, military journals might have 

given selective comments depending on the recent political situation.  This said, these 

developments caused an awareness among Turkish intellectuals of the colonial 

interest in the Anglo Boer War.xv 
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Ottoman Military Attaché Aziz Bey in Pretoria as an observer, 1900. He is in the back row standing, 

second from right. His Queen’s South African silver medal with three bars indicates that he was present 

as an observer (a dangerous position) in at least three important engagements or campaigns: The 

capture of Johannesburg, the battle of Diamond Hill and the campaign in the Cape Colony.  

 

The San Francisco Call Vol. 87 No. 80 18 February 1900 

 

Apart from these sources, a Dutch volunteer Verloren van Themaat stated that a 

Turkish man Marco Sava fought in the Boer army against the British. However, 

according to Turkish archival sources, Marco Sava was a criminal from Albania who 

ran away to Egypt. Then somehow, he made his way to South Africa in 1899 and was 

involved in the Anglo-Boer War against the British Empire.xvi Because Albania fell 

within the Ottoman Empire he falsely stated that he was Turkish.  
 

Numerous Ottoman newspapers such as Servet’i Funun, Mecmua-i Funun, Şevval, or 

Sebil Ur Resat gave space to news on the African continent in their columns but no 

specific study was written until the Second Anglo-Boer War about South Africa.xvii  For 

instance, Ahmed Cevdet wrote an interesting article for an Ottoman Journal and 
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analyzed the financial outcome of the Anglo-Boer War for the British Empire. There 

was another important reason for the Ottoman government to show interest in the 

Second Anglo-Boer War at the tip of Southern Africa. Ottoman Sultans were holding 

Islamic power through the Caliphate, namely the religious leadership of the Islamic 

World.  Ottoman Caliph Abdulhamid wanted to know how Muslims were affected by 

the Anglo-Boer War and what he could do for them as the Head of the Islamic world. 

  

 
The Transvaal War in the Ottoman newspaper Servet-i Funun, 1899 
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Conclusion 

  

The Anglo-Boer War was the last great confrontation between Afrikaners and the 

British in South Africa. The results of this war affected the destiny of nations in the 

region but also determined the political and economic relations with the British Empire. 

This great campaign was widely reported in the Western media but also in many other 

countries such as Turkey. Due to a political challenge directed against the British 

Empire, the Ottoman Empire viewed the the Anglo-Boer War as a neutral observer but 

also supported the Afrikaners.  Two Turkish intellectuals wrote books about Anglo-

Boer War, and several Turkish journalists reported the war from the beginning to the 

end. More importantly, the Ottoman Government sent a Military Attaché to South 

Africa, Lieutenant Colonel Aziz Bey who stayed in Pretoria for three months and 

reported on the War to the Ottoman Government. For many reasons, Turkish 

newspapers and officers were interested in the Anglo-Boer War. This presentation 

aims to reveal the impact of the Anglo-Boer War for the Ottoman public sphere in the 

light of Ottoman archival documents. 
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