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The English East India Company at the Cape of Good Hope during the first British occupation,

c.1795-1803: Transoceanic Connections and Maritime Networks, and the Making of the

Maritime Zone

Calvin Jordan

Introduction

In this paper, I used a maritime focus to question the framing of the Cape of Good Hope (Cape)

primarily as a constituent of a national unit, by locating the Cape colony within a broader global and

maritime context. I linked and connected the Cape to the broader and maritime context of the time. In

doing so, I contest the notion promoted by the established literature, which is primarily concerned

with the land-bound history of the colonial government, that the Cape was a peripheral and marginal

agent in British transnational activity during the first British occupation.

My work investigated the English East India Company’s (EEIC) role in the governance of the Cape,

and the relations the Company established with the British colonial administration: at the Cape colony

and with the Company’s transnational maritime network that stretched from its Atlantic Ocean colony,

St. Helena, to its many trading settlements and governments in British India and South-East Asia.

Consequently, the EEIC established an office at the Cape during the first British occupation of the

Cape, 1795 to 1803, officially expanding its trading operations into southern Africa. This incorporated

the Cape into its vast official transoceanic maritime network.

I am particularly interested in understanding the Company’s role in the maritime dimensions of the

Cape government. Through an examination of Cape colonial and EEIC archives, I investigated the

multifaceted constituents and power relations that framed the British imperial metropole and Cape

colony in a transnational way. I discovered that at this particular time, maritime security was an

essential concern for the British imperial state and the Company. It was for this reason that the British

state occupied the Cape: to control the Atlantic and Indian Ocean waters surrounding the Cape - in

order to protect both the Crown and Company’s political and economic interests. The Cape’s maritime

waters covered a vast area, and incorporated British Portuguese allies in South America in the Atlantic

and Reunion, Mauritius and Madagascar channel in the Indian Ocean.

I found that, through the mobilisation of commercial, civil, and even personal links, the EEIC played a

significant role in collaborating with the colonial administration to control and regulate the Cape’s

maritime constituency - thereby shaping internal and external security. The Company provided the

Crown with direct assistance in terms of supplying Company troops, ships and military intelligence.
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Background Context

The EEIC, or the Company, was created when a group of English merchants were granted a Charter

that gave them monopoly trading privileges in the “East Indies” (East of the Cape of Good Hope to

west of the Straits of Magellan) by the British Crown. Over the course of 257-years in the “East

Indies”, the Company created an immense trans-oceanic operating network of maritime trading

settlements. Its commercial, political, and military activity laid the foundation for British imperial rule

in the Indian Ocean. Here, the Company ascended to a position of political and military authority

when it won administrative control over the Bengal province in Mughal Asia, in 1757. This was

important for the later established British India.1

The purpose of the Charter for the Company was to secure trading privileges against commercial

British rivals and unwanted intrusion. The Charter granted to the EEIC by the British Crown acted as

a medium through which their relationship could be formally negotiated, and to manage their mutual

interests with each other. The EEIC required the Crown’s naval forces to protect its ships and trading

settlements against rivals and enemies, while the Crown needed the Company’s commercial profits to

finance its own wars against its European rivals. According to Miles Ogborn and Santhi Hejeebu this

was a relationship built on mutual need and benefit.2

It is important to note that this relationship existed across space and was trans-national in character.

The relationship was realized through trans-oceanic activity and networks that spanned across bpth

the Indian and Atlantic Oceans. In the literature, there is an interpreted separation between the

histories of these oceans. This separation has often created an insular narrative focussing on their

northern hemispheric historical activities, networks, and connection. Atlantic historians have focused

on the north Atlantic and Indian Ocean historians are more attentive to the Indian sub-continent and

western Indian Ocean. The implications of this historiographical focus meant that the Atlantic and

Indian southern Oceans histories were neglected and peripheral to oceanic studies.3

Not surprisingly, due to its position as an intersection on their neglected southern peripheries, the

Cape has tended to be marginalized in oceanic studies. Authors such as Jan Rogozinski, Michael

Pearson, Edward Alpers, Jane Ewald, and Greg Dening, who investigate Indian Ocean history, and

John Thornton, a historian of the Atlantic, have acknowledged that the Cape served as a vital gateway

3 For Atlantic Ocean see Rediker, M. 1989. Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: merchant seamen, pirates and the Anglo-American
maritime world, 1700-1750. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.5-18; Thornton, J. 2012. A Cultural History of the Atlantic world,
1250-1820. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.5-90; Rodger, N. 2005. The Command of the Ocean: a naval history of Britain,
1649-1815. London: Penguin Books, pp.1-51 and for Indian Ocean see Wigen, K. 2006. “Oceans of History”. American Historical Review,
111(3), pp.717-21; Kresse, K, Simpson, E and Zentrum. (eds.). 2011. “Between Africa and India: thinking comparatively across the western
Indian Ocean”. Ssoar, (ZMO Working Papers 5), pp.1-3;

2 Ogborn,M., "Writing Travels: Power, Knowledge and Ritual on the English East India Company’s Early Voyages". Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, 27: 2, (2002), 159-160.; Hejeebu,S., "Contract Enforcement in the English East India Company". Journal
of Economic History, 65: 2, (2005), 498.

1 Robins, N. 2006. The Corporation that Changed the World: how the East India Company shaped the modern multinational. London: Pluto
Press, pp.5-14;
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between the oceans.4 However, their dealings with the Cape from this maritime point of view remain

marginal.

This separation of Atlantic and Indian Ocean histories has not gone uncontested as an increasing

number of scholars have worked to trace the connections and links across these oceans, in particular

those created through the networks of European seaborne empires. 5 A few of these scholars have

provided a better understanding of the Cape as an important junction point in empire, through their

attention on these oceans' southern peripheries. For example, Kerry Ward6 and Clare Anderson7

separately look at convicts and find in their works that the Cape was a significant location for the

circulation and transport of Dutch East India and British convicts. Isabel Hofmeyr argues that

maritime communities that existed beyond the nation contest and complicate ways in which the nation

state is understood8. Jon Hyslop has explored the politics of maritime labour, however, he has

generally focused on Durban and South Africa.9 In this literature, however, there is a notable temporal

gap at the turn of the nineteenth-century at the Cape that these and other authors looking at Cape have

neglected. It is in this temporal gap and maritime space that this paper is contextualized.

The EEIC is a primary analytic medium of this paper, and there has been a large amount of literature

on or related to the Company. In the histories of the EEIC, the first British occupation of the Cape is

shown as an important moment in the historical collaboration between the Company and the British

relating to the protection of trade and imperial interests, particularly concerning their interests in

British India. Yet, the literature itself on the EEIC does not elaborate and give much detail on the

history of the EEIC at the Cape. 10

In the literature, there have been some explorations into the relationship between the EEIC and the

Crown at London, British India, and St. Helena. The literature indicates that there were different

relationship formations between the Company and Crown at these three places.11 At St. Helena and

British India direct political authority was exercised by the Company. The difference between these

two places was that the EEIC exercised this authority legally through its Charter in British India,

11 Stern, P. 2007. “Politics and Ideology in the Early East India Company-State: the Case of St Helena, 1673–1709”. Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History, 35(1), pp.1-23; Robins, N, The Corporation that Changed the World, pp.4; Stern, P. 2009. “History and
Historiography of the English East India Company: Past, Present, and Future!”. History Compass, 7(4), pp.1146-1180;

10 Keay, J. 1991. The Honourable Company: a history of the English East India Company. London: HarperCollins, pp.295; Bowen, H,
“Britain in the Indian Ocean region and Beyond”, pp.79;

9 Hyslop, J. 2015. “Oceanic Mobility and Settler-colonial Power: policing the global maritime labour force in Durban harbour c.
1890–1910”. The Journal of Transport History, 36(2), pp.248-267;

8 Hofmeyr, I. 2012. “The Complicating Sea: the Indian Ocean as method”. Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East,
32(3), pp.584-590;

7 Anderson, C. 2012. Subaltern Lives: biographies of colonialism in the Indian Ocean world, 1790–1920. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press;

6 Ward, K. 2009. Networks of Empire: forced migration in the Dutch East India Company. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
pp.10-26;

5 Ulrich, N. 2011. ‘Counter Power and Colonial Rule in the Eighteenth-Century Cape of Good Hope: Belongings and Protest of the
Labouring Poor’. Doctoral Thesis: University of Witwatersrand, pp.19;

4 Alpers, E. 2009. East Africa and the Indian Ocean. Markus Wiener Publishers, pp.vii-23; Rogoziński, J. 2000. Honor Among Thieves:
Captain Kidd, Henry Every, and the pirate democracy in the Indian Ocean. Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, pp.vii-xxii; Pearson, M. 2003.
The Indian Ocean. London: Routledge, pp.1-12; Ewald, J. 2000. “Crossers of the Sea: slaves, freedmen, and other migrants in the
Northwestern Indian Ocean, c. 1750-1914”. American Historical Review, 105(1), pp.69-91; Dening, G. 1994. Mr Bligh's Bad Language:
passion, power and theatre on the Bounty. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.3-44; Thornton, J, A Cultural History of the Atlantic
World, pp.5-27;
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while St. Helena was established as its own colonial settlement. At these two places the Crown

assisted indirectly to maintain this authority through its provision of military and naval support to

them. 12 At London, the EEIC had established its operational headquarters, and had developed a close

collaborative relationship with the Crown. For instance, Company personnel and financial interests

overlapped with the Crown government for mutual benefit, and the EEIC also provided voting and

employment patronage networks to Crown government factions to secure its own financial and

political security. 13

The Cape is interesting because even though it was a Crown colony, the relationship between the

Company and Crown resembled the London configuration. In the Cape, the Company and the colonial

administration were separate. But, in spite of recognising this importance, there appears to be a

cooperation between the Crown and Company to secure mutual trade and imperial interests. A

cooperation that locates the Cape colony within a broader global and maritime context. First, by

looking at the EEIC’s involvement in the British Cape colonial government to secure the Cape’s

maritime zone, this paper will be able to show a collaboration of global and colonial transoceanic

military, trade and civil links and connections that shaped its internal and external protection.

Secondly, by using a maritime focus, I question the framing of the Cape primarily as an isolated

constituent of a national unit by locating the colony within a broader global and maritime context.

This paper will draw on historical documents and archives from the records of the Cape Colony and

EEIC.

Approach

Much like authors such as Anderson, this paper navigates the maritime constituency through empire

and draws on Ann Stoler and Frederick Cooper’s contribution to Colonial Studies. 14 Colonial studies

look at the power relations and processes that created colonial ‘polities’ (states and institutions) and

‘persons’ (including categories and identities). In their ground-breaking book Tensions of Empire,

Stoler and Cooper argue that the colonial project was not omnipotent, all-knowing, or monolithic.

Instead, it was an uneven process of competing interests, uncertainties, ambivalences and unintended

consequences. They therefore warn against the conception of colonial projects as singular enterprises,

part of and producing a singular historical process directed toward the nation-state. Within this

framing, they are interested in examining the contested construction of colonial categories and

multiple strategies of inclusion and exclusion developed by the state and institutions15.

Within this framework the colonial project is viewed as consisting of a number of institutions, not just

simply the state, that cooperate and compete. The EEIC is thus considered an important actor in

15 Cooper, F and Stoler, A, Tensions of Empire, pp.6, 165;
14 Cooper, F. and Stoler, A. (eds.). 1997. Tensions of Empire. Berkeley: University of California Press, pp.vii-56;
13 Bowen, H, The Business of Empire, pp.ix-x;
12 Chaudhuri, K, The Trading World, pp.1-16; Stern, P, “Politics and Ideology”, pp.1-15;
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shaping the colonial project at the Cape. However, even though the EEIC may have collaborated with

the colonial state, this framework acknowledges that the Company had its own, sometimes competing,

interests.

I aim to unpack the coloniser’s broadly defined perspectives, assumptions and anxieties concerning

order (and dissent), by investigating the agendas and strategies that regulated the maritime

constituency at this colony, whilst bringing the British imperial metropole and colony into one

analytic framing, in a transnational manner that goes beyond the confines of a nationally bounded

shore. Thus, it is by using this contingent, contested, and particular notion of the colonial enterprise

that I seek to improve our understanding of the EEIC’s role in securing the British colony’s maritime

zone of global imperial construction, and question the framing of the Cape primarily as a constituent

of a national unit.

Securing the Cape

In the 1780s, revolutionary America’s alliance with France prompted British imperial interest in the

strategic importance of the Cape to the maintenance of its empire. In 1795, war broke out between

revolutionary France and Britain. The experience of losing her American colonies provoked Britain to

act to protect its imperial and trade interests, against France, in the Indian Ocean. To secure these

interests, Britain occupied the Cape.16

Security of the Cape’s maritime zone emerged as a central theme in the archives – before and during

the occupation. This particular zone proved to be important for the maintenance of the British

maritime empire more generally. As in the case of other areas, it would appear that the constitution,

and securing, of the Cape’s maritime zone was realized through the collaboration of British sovereign

constituents, the EEIC and Crown Government, to secure their mutual political, trade and military

interests.

In a despatch, 12 March 1793, Lord Auckland reported to Lord Grenville, from the Hague:

Your Lordship will recollect that on the breaking out of the war I transmitted to the States General a

translation of your Instruction to me respecting the measures to be taken for the security of the Cape of

Good Hope, and for the mutual protection to be given by the two countries to the trading vessels from

the East Indies. The Dutch East India Directors have not given an answer as to the first of these

Points.17

This indicates that British objectives to secure the Cape colony was to protect EEIC ships against the

threat of a mutual French enemy. The Dutch government agreed to an alliance, but only on the

conditions that their Dutch East India Company (VOC) was to be assisted protecting the Cape with

17 Theal,G. M., Records of the Cape Colony from February 1793 to [April 1831], Volume 1: Copied for the Cape Government, from the
Manuscript Documents in the Public Record Office, London (London: Printed for the Government of the Cape Colony, 1897), 7.

16 Geber,J. L., "The English East India Company at the Cape and the Cape of Good Hope Factory Records 1773–1836". South African
Archives Journal, 36: (1994), 2.
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British Crown naval ships and EEIC military troops, and that VOC ships were permitted to voyage in

British ship, homeward and outward bound, convoys to and from the “East Indies”.18 Following this,

in January 1795, the EEIC Director Sir Francis Baring, situated London, explained that it was to the

mutual benefit of the Company and Crown to protect their mutual trading and imperial interests in the

“East Indies”. A place where “British” possessions were under the legal, commercial and political

jurisdiction and authority of the EEIC, through its Chartered agreement.19

This highlights that “security” of the Cape was a motivation that drove these British constituents to

secure this colony. In this dialogue, we also see, importantly, that the security of the Cape was linked

directly to the protection of EEIC interests; interests that were described and articulated by the

Company’s Director as mutually beneficial to the Crown and Company. Baring expressed the

successful security of these two elements as interdependent. We find then, that in this instance it was

the EEIC who defined the type of interests that the British state should be concerned with, and the

manner of their security. In the above conversation between Lord Grenville, British Secretary of State

of Foreign Affairs, and Lord Auckland, British Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister

Plenipoteniary at the Hague, we see that those concerns focused on the protection of the Company’s

trading vessels. This situates the “security” of the Cape as “maritime” by character, and positions the

Cape transnationally within the British Crown government and EEIC conception of their imperial

world.

It is clear that by January 1795 the EEIC was acutely aware of the threats posed to the Cape, and gave

the British Crown military intelligence to act on. The Director of the Company, Sir Francis Baring,

explained to Henry Dundas, British Secretary of State for the War Department, that the Dutch

Republic was unable to protect the Cape settlement from their French enemy because the Dutch were

directing much of their war resources and materials to maintain the deteriorating VOC, and not the

security of the Cape colony. EEIC intelligence also showed that Cape inhabitants were hostile to the

Dutch Cape administration and readily favoured France to take possession of the colony.20 In

consequence of such threats to their interests, the EEIC Director Baring suggested to Henry Dundas

that the British government organize an operation to secure “West Indian” interests and that from

there proceed to conquering the Cape. 21 They justified this action by elaborating that:

[…] The importance of the Cape in [his] opinion comprised under two heads – as a place for

refreshment for our ships on their return from India, as St. Helena is unequal to the supply, and we

should be much distrest for a substitute if the Cape is lost to us. Secondly, whoever is Master of the

Cape will be able to protect, or annoy, our ships out and home, serving at the same time as an effectual

check upon Mauritius […]22

22 Ibid., 17, 4 January 1795
21 Ibid., 19, 12 January 1795
20 Ibid., 17, 4 January 1795
19 Ibid., 17, 4 January 1975
18 Ibid., 8, 29 March 1793
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This course of action was also affirmed by the commanders of the British Navy, who believed that the

Dutch Republic was not using the Cape station to its full military potential. Captain John Blankett, of

the British navy, explained that the Cape: First, connected and linked maritime commerce between

their Atlantic and Indian Ocean interests, second, was a threat if their enemy France possessed it,

third, acted as a pivot for commercial and imperial interest, and fourth, had the potential for imperial

and commercial growth, both into Africa and the wider world.23 On this last point, the EEIC Director

firmly stated that should the Cape be taken, then Great Britain should not colonize the settlement and

only administer the colony under its previous government laws. Director Baring believed that

colonization would clash with other existing trade interests of Great Britain at the time, and that the

‘country’ would be mad to encourage such an enterprise.24 Baring stated that such measures would be

sufficient to protect the EEIC monopoly over the homeward supply of “East Indies” commodities.25

The Dutch Republic fell to revolutionary France on 19th January 1795. The Prince of Orange, William

V, fled to Britain and gave the British Crown permission to secure Dutch forts and settlements on his

behalf.26 The Crown military and navy, in collaboration with the EEIC at their London headquarters,

began making preparations to occupy the Cape. It is interesting to note that it was the Company

Directors, in London, that devised the plan of action.27 First, a contingent of naval ships would

rendezvous at St. Helena, an EEIC colonial settlement, before proceeding to the Cape. Next, a

secondary force (both protecting and using EEIC ships to transport troops) would be sent to San

Salvador, Brazil, under the protection of their Portuguese ally. The San Salvador force were given the

following instructions: in a ‘favorable’ situation they would reinforce the Cape. However, if the

situation was unfavorable, the San Salvador fleet was instructed to attack and take possession, and

then leave the Cape for the Madras presidency before the monsoon ended.28

Cape Atlantic Transnational Connections

This enterprise succeeded with the British force taking possession of the Cape settlement, on the 16th

September 1795.29 What is often not noted is that during the military occupation of the Cape, the

British navy and military relied greatly on EEIC naval, military, financial, and intelligence resource

assistance to succeed. The EEIC’s chosen agent for the Cape, John Pringle, was an important asset in

assisting the British force to succeed in their occupation mission. Pringle remained by, mission

commander, Admiral Elphinstone’s side, and also used the settlement resident’s house, to coordinate

and manage the available EEIC resources to the advantage of the British Crown to successfully secure

the Cape settlement.30 The Cape became a British Crown colony, within the jurisdiction and authority

30 Ibid.Ibid., 85, 27 June 1795   s106, 4 July 1795
29 Ibid., 131, 16 September 1795
28 Ibid., 38, 4 May 1795
27 Ibid., 19, 12 January 1795
26 Ibid., 29, 7 February 1795
25 Ibid., 23, 25 January 1795
24 Ibid., 19, 12 January 1795
23 Ibid., 23, 25 January 1795
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of the EEIC.31 The events leading up to the occupation highlights the external military dimensions of

maritime zone in the Atlantic. We see that the British relied on allies that occupied the Portuguese

Brazilian coast of South America and the EEIC base at St. Helena to attack and secure the Cape

settlement. These sites marked the western, Atlantic, boundary of the Cape’s maritime zone.

During the British occupation, 1795 to 1803, the British naval commanders were vigilant to the

maritime threats posed to the Cape settlement and EEIC shipping assets using this maritime zone.

This was seen through the Cape naval squadron’s regular patrols of the South American coast to scout

against and gather intelligence of potential enemy threats to the Cape. This maritime surveillance

proved invaluable. For instance, Pringle reported, on 7th July 1796, to Governor Robert Brooke, St.

Helena, that intelligence suggested that a potential united Dutch and French mission against the

British Cape could happen if they gathered at French Mauritius.32 The anxiety over the potentiality

instigated the Crown navy and military at the Cape to prepare in advance. This preparation forced the

surrender of a Dutch squadron that landed in Saldanha Bay, 6th to 17th August 1796.33

It was not only the Company that assisted the Crown. The Cape Crown naval squadron provided

regular security to EEIC fleets, from the Cape to St. Helena, on their homeward bound ventures. For

instance, on 5th April 1799 Governor Brooke demanded that the Cape squadron provide their regular

convoy for homeward bound EEIC ships, despite their stretched naval resources.34 Moreover, during

trading and refreshment station layovers EEIC fleets, and their naval convoys, carried

communications and intelligence packets between different trading settlements in the imperial

maritime network. This is seen when Pringle reported that the HMS Sphinx was going to carry orders

received from Lord Mornington, British India, to St. Helena, and act as convoy for EEIC Indiamen,

laying over there, to Europe.35 This gave the British Crown or Company settlement an opportunity to

circulate news, instructions and commands. These maritime links allowed British settlements to

coordinate and direct civil and military matters amongst themselves to keep secure, such as providing

soldier support and food provision, through their British imperial maritime network.36

Cape Indian Ocean Transnational Connections

As in the case of the Atlantic zone, the British naval fleet stationed at the Cape customarily executed

regular patrols to secure the Cape’s Indian Ocean maritime zone; bound to the Mozambique Channel,

Madagascar, and Mauritius. For example, when moving onto his Indian commission part of Admiral

Elphinstone’s instructions to his successor of the Cape squadron, Commodore Losack, included (as

long as the Cape settlement was secure): sending Crown navy ships stationed at the Cape to interrupt

36 John Pringle to EEIC Secret Committee, IOR G/9/6, 22 September 1796;

35 Commodore Losack to Captain Stokes, IOR G/9/6, 29 January 1799

34 John Pringle to EEIC Court of Directors, IOR G/9/6, 5 April 1799

33 Ibid., 433, 19 August 1796
32 John Pringle to Governor Brooke, St. Helena, IOR G/9/1, 7 July 1796;
31 Ibid., 179, 30 September 1795  185, 10 October 1795
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enemy trade around the Isle of France, and disrupt the ports at Madagascar from which the French

drew provisions.37 Thus the British navy at the Cape aimed to disrupt enemy activity, communications

and provisions that threatened British interests in the Indian Ocean component of the Cape maritime

zone.

Conversely, this Cape Indian Ocean maritime component itself needed to be secured to fight against

internal and external political and military threats to the Cape settlement. For example during 1799 in

the interior colony districts; Dutch Boers rebelled against British governance, Khoesan servants then

rebelled against their Boer masters, and many of those Khoesan joined Xhosa warbands that raided

the outer eastern districts of the colony.

These disorders isolated the interior colonial districts, particularly Graaff Reinet, from the authority of

the Cape settlement government. This isolation made it difficult for the Cape government to secure

the colony against these landed threats. To combat these threats that had isolated Graaff Reinett, the

British government established a military base in Algoa Bay to operate against the Dutch Boers,

Khoesa, and Xhosa. This base allowed the British government to use its naval resources to transport

troops and food provision from the Cape settlement to this unsecured area. During this disordered

period for the British Cape government, a French frigate arrived in Algoa Bay, 22nd September 1799.

It was suspected of seeking to provide assistance to the rebellious Dutch Boers. The British Cape

squadron had the HMS Rattlesnake and Camel at the Algoa base, and these ships engaged with the

French frigate. The HMS Jupiter arrived in the bay at that time and successfully aided in driving off

the enemy frigate out of Bay. The hostilities on land would only be deemed to have ended when the

British military reported, on 6th January 1801, to the Cape government that they had successfully

stopped the disorder in the Graaff Reinet district.38 After these landed and maritime threats had been

resolved, the British government set up a recognized military outpost in Algoa Bay, and formally

patrolled the eastern coast to Algoa Bay to supply the base and secure this maritime zone, against

internal and external threats to its security.39

This highlights the importance the British administration placed on securing their Indian Ocean

maritime zone to protect against internal and external land-based and maritime threats. This shows

that the maritime, internal, and external security of the Cape was linked to the security of the colony

as a whole. The Cape British administration believed that the realization of one of these threats

presented an opportunity for the other to defeat their occupation of the Cape. Through that, threaten

the security of EEIC’s transoceanic trade, and the British imperial interests that the trade realized.

Thus, the British extended the Cape’s internal formal maritime zone to Saldanha Bay in the Atlantic

39 Theal,G. M., Records of the Cape Colony from February 1793 to [April 1831], Volume 2: Copied for the Cape Government, from the
Manuscript Documents in the Public Record Office, London (London: Printed for the Government of the Cape Colony, 1897), 494-495, 498.

38 Theal,G. M., Records of the Cape Colony from February 1793 to [April 1831], Volume 3: Copied for the Cape Government, from the
Manuscript Documents in the Public Record Office, London (London: Printed for the Government of the Cape Colony, 1897), 2, 15-16.

37 Ibid., 12 November 1795, 225-228
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and Algoa Bay in the Indian Ocean, due to the trade and military threats that threatened the British

purpose of keeping the Cape secured.

This shows that Cape’s maritime zone was transoceanic and interconnected. For the British Cape

administration, it was a transoceanic maritime zone that interdependently linked, and encompassed,

their South American Portuguese and St. Helena Company allies in the Atlantic Ocean to their French

enemies in the Indian. In this we find that this was a zone of dynamic movement, inter-relating

transnational safety and threat. It was through this dynamic maritime zone that the EEIC had actively

used to conduct, facilitate, and realize its transnational political and commercial objectives and

interests. The British Crown fleet at the Cape keenly guarded this maritime zone to secure the Cape

station against enemy threats to Company investments executing these goals and interests. On 31st

December 1800, John Pringle expressed this interdependent and transoceanic character of the Cape

maritime zone when he reported to William Ramsay, EEIC London Secretary, that French privateers

from Mauritius had captured the EEIC ship Kent. Pringle explained that the Cape station would not

immediately be able secure that ship because Cape squadron ships were, at the time, cruising off the

coast of South America.40

This also demonstrates the limit of resources and how difficult it was to monitor and control such a

vast dynamic maritime space. It illustrates that the distribution of naval resources in the boundaries of

the Cape maritime zone influenced the British capacity to constitute and keep this area secured. It also

demonstrates that the transnational connections shaped the manner in which the Cape colony was able

to effectively administer those naval resources to secure this interdependent trans-oceanic zone. This

suggests that to secure the Cape, the British Cape administration governed within, and interdependent,

to the maritime dynamics of transnational actors and conditions.

Civil Society Transnational Connections

The trans-national manner in which the British Cape administration governed its colonial society was

noteworthy and reminds us that the Cape was not isolated, and was firmly embedded in imperial

maritime networks. For instance, the Cape colony under the British was a Crown colony, within the

Chartered jurisdiction and authority of the EEIC. A unique administrative configuration, at the time,

that was directed through Company and Crown collaboration. A collaboration necessitated to secure

mutual transnational trade and imperial interests. The administration was under the direct instruction

of the British War Office, who worked closely with the Directors of EEIC.41

In this stead, the first occupation was a military operation executed with the main purpose to secure

the Cape from British imperial threats posed by enemies and rivals. The initial British governance

41 Theal, Records of the Cape Colony from February 1793 to [April 1831], Volume 1: Copied for the Cape Government, from the Manuscript
Documents in the Public Record Office, London, 153, 22 September 1795 185, 10 October 1795

40 John Pringle to William Ramsay, IOR G/9/6, 31 December 1800;
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illustrated that the Cape was administered through its military objectives, to keep the Cape secure. 42

On 5th May 1797, George Macartney was appointed Governor. He was commissioned with dual

military and civil power over the Cape settlement, underscoring the British goal of effectively

managing Company and Crown interests, within this military purpose. 43 The London War Office

issued Governor Macartney's commission and instructions, which were defined through the instituted

Order-in-Council in December 1796. This Order-in-Council was the guideline to the manner in which

the administration could govern the Cape settlement, and the limits of the authority that it could

exercise over trade and commerce. This Act stated:

[…] It shall be lawful, until further Order, for all Ships and vessels belonging to His Majesty’s subjects,

as well as Ships and Vessels belonging to the Subjects of any other Country or State with Amity with

His Majesty, to enter into the Ports of said Settlement, […]. And it is His Majesty’s Pleasure, that no

goods, Wares, or Merchandize, the Growth, Produce or Manufacture of the Countries to the Eastward

of the Cape of Good Hope, be imported into the said Settlement, or the Territories or Dependencies

thereof, except by the United Company of Merchants trading to the East Indies; and that no such so

Goods, Wares or Merchanize, be permitted to be exported thence, except for Sea Store only, or by the

United Company of Merchants of England trading to the East Indies, or by their license. […]44

This Act placed all maritime activity regarding trade and the provisioning of the Cape settlement civil

society within the authority and jurisdiction of the EEIC. This Act enforced the EEIC Charter at the

Cape settlement by: protecting the Company’s exclusive monopoly trading privileges in the “East

Indies”, and the supply of EEIC “East Indies” commodities and goods into Europe; giving the EEIC

authority to control the trading, civil provisioning, access to the Cape settlement and its maritime

network, and made securing the EEIC’s trading interests a high priority for the British Cape

administration.

Additionally, Macartney’s instructions and commission directly ordered him to protect EEIC interests:

[…] or any other Act or Acts of Parliament now in force relating to our Colonies and Plantations or any

other Act or Acts of Parliament Law Custom or Usage to the contrary in any wise notwithstanding

Provided nothing in the said Act contained should in any manner be construed to infringe the Rights

Privileges and Advantages belonging to the [EEIC] of England trading to the East Indies […]45

These official instructions that Macartney received placed the British Cape administration under the

supreme authority of London, however, that instruction also placed the colony in the EEIC’s

jurisdiction and responsibility within the “East Indies”. In other words, the Cape government reported

45 Ibid., 22, January 1796

44 Theal, Records of the Cape Colony from February 1793 to [April 1831], Volume 2: Copied for the Cape
Government, from the Manuscript Documents in the Public Record Office, London, 1

43 Theal,G. M., Records of the Cape Colony from February 1793 to [April 1831], Volume 5: Copied for the Cape
Government, from the Manuscript Documents in the Public Record Office, London (London: Printed for the
Government of the Cape Colony, 1897), 1-2, 24-25.

42 Ibid., 179, 30 September 1795
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to the British Crown government in London but had to rely on the support of the EEIC “East Indies”

governments to maintain and sustain effective governing functions: the provision of civil and military

articles and provisions to manage the settlement.

In this way, the administration of the original British occupation of the Cape was first organized

within the broader transnational British empire, and second was produced and performed through the

transoceanic collaboration of British Crown, London, and Company, British India, metropole

governments, in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. In this, the Cape colonial settlement was maritime

orientated and defined by, and relied on, its maritime trade. Trade that was now regulated through the

“East Indies” EEIC maritime networks. For example, on 30th July 1796, Pringle explained to the EEIC

Secret Committee that the banning of foreign ships from trading at the Cape created shortage of

necessary goods and commodities, which created concern and anxiety amongst the colonial habitants.

To placate this unfavourable anxiety, Pringle recommended that the Company direct one of their

China ships to stop at the Cape annually with the necessary goods and commodities: Hyson tea, China

ware, Nankean cloth and Canton cloth.46 Such China articles would arrive at the Cape, to the relief of

its colonial inhabitants, on 30 November 1797.47

This highlights the want of China articles in the Cape, and that during the first occupation the EEIC

was the only official medium through which the Cape colony consumptions could be realized. It

shows that the Company played an important role in keeping the Cape food secure (dependable access

to an adequate quantity of needed food). This significantly shows that if the Cape government could

not adequately secure the Cape’s maritime zone, the colony’s food and article needs would be under

threat, and that would endanger the civil order desired to keep the settlement secured.

From this we can see that EEIC trading ships and EEIC “East Indies” trading settlements were an

important part of securing the maritime zone. The homeward and outward bound EEIC ships were

important to facilitating the communication to coordinate the supply of goods and provision such as

rice, corn, pepper, tea, silk, gunpowder, muslin, coffee and iron into the settlement. This also

highlights the important maritime orientation of the British Cape colony to operate and function,

effectively within the transnational imperial network. Conversely, the Cape was required in this

imperial network to securely facilitate trade, military and civil resources between the imperial

metropole in London and EEIC governments and trading settlements in the “East Indies”. Company

ships were also important in this regard, as they transported grain, troops and civil personnel.

Under these circumstances, I have illustrated that the Cape’s civil maritime connections extended

transnationally and incorporated transoceanic links. An administrative connection that depended on

the regular voyages of EEIC fleets and their Crown navy convoys to report and receive the important

47 John Pringle to EEIC Secret Committee, IOR G/9/6, 30 November 1797;
46 John Pringle to EEIC Secret Committee, IOR G/9/6, 30 July 1796;
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communications necessary to maintain the civil, military and trade security and order of Cape society.

For example, on 24th October 1797 that the EEIC Indiamen Glatton, Henry Addington, Cuffnells, True

Briton, Duke of Burceleugh, Thames, Carnatic, Taunton Castle, Walmer Castle, Alfred, Royal

Charlotte, Canton, Woodford, Cresent Packet, Prince of Wales, Boddan, Jane and Ocean were a fleet

present and laying over at the Cape – The Cresent “Packet” indicates that it was a ship carrying

official communication, commands and news updates to the various governments in the imperial

maritime network.48 In this stead, Cape civil society during the first occupation was regulated through

its transoceanic British linkages and connections that made up the particular aspect of this maritime

zone.

These links and connections which bound the internal and external military, trade and civil maritime

constituency were ordered by the British administration’s desire to secure the settlement. Order that

relied greatly on EEIC resources to be effectively maintained. However, the Cape’s maritime zone

was also defined through the insecurities that the British administration faced.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have illustrated that using a maritime perspective and the EEIC as a medium to analyse

the Cape during the first British occupation has assisted us in positioning the Cape in a broader

transnational context. This has shown how the trade, military and civil transoceanic connections in

this transnational context contributed to shaping the British internal and external administration of the

Cape, to keep it secure against rivals and enemies. This demonstrated that to the British, the maritime

element of the Cape colony was a significant component to keep it secure, and that the EEIC, with its

transoceanic resources and interests, played a crucial role collaborating with the British Crown

government to shape the manner of this internal and external maritime protection.

Thus, through the EEIC, we find that the Cape was an active constituent in the British transnational

maritime network. As an active maritime constituent, it played an important role to keep broader

EEIC trade and British imperial interests secure, and those same transoceanic connections were

important to the British Cape administration to constitute the colony’s internal and external security. A

security that was interdependent to the transnational security of the British empire. The Cape, and its

maritime zone, were not peripheral and marginal to broader global affairs and events, at that time it

was an important agent involved in those affairs and events. Consequently, the transoceanic

connections and links from those affairs and events also played important roles in shaping the Cape,

and its maritime zone, under British occupation.

48 John Pringle to EEIC Secret Committee, IOR G/9/6, 24 October 1797;
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