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THE BOER PRISONER-OF-WAR IN CEYLON 
(1900—1902) 

B Y R. L. B K O H I E R F.R.GLS. 

[ Copyright Strictly Reserved. ] 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
The story of the Boer prisoner-of-war in Ceylon will in four years 

ba half a century old. The majority of that generation which witnessed 
the arrival of these Burghers from overseas, and were able to contem­
plate this notable event in its matur i ty and decline, sleep with their 
fathers,, Those who were in their teens at the time have reached the 
dignity of old age. 

The recent war years, which have happily ended, brought this 
unique bygone event into prominence from the point of view of 
comparative history. I t emphasised the sad reflection that one cannot 
enjoy a closer int imacy with the lot of the Boer captives, and with the 
■origin of tha t swiftly created town in Ceylon where they were interned, 
without burdensome research. 

In four pages of a number of The Journal published seventeen 
years ago*, the late Mr. E. H . Vander Wall,-, with aptness of phrase 
which makes his picture as mellow as it is delightful, briefly recounted 
his reminiscences of "The Boers in Diyatalawa". FJe was lucky in 
his material, for he claims to have been one of the first to see the Boers 
arrive and visit them at Diyatalawa. I t is indeed a pity he has not 
tola" us more. 

For the rest we mast turn to all but forgotten and scattered 
writings which repose in newspaper cuttings, periodicals, and pamphlets . 
So far as the author is aware, no book which deals comprehensively 
with the subject has ever been published. As we live in a period of 
short memories,, some endeavour is being made in this series of 
contributions to bring into more permanent form a store of bygone 
facts, which should be of special historical interest ' to readers in South 
Africa, and the Dutch Burgher Community in Ceylon. 

* Volume xviii, No. 3 
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The work, it will i ndue course be seen, ie divided into two par ts . 
The ohapters which deal with the arrival of the Boer prisoners in 
Ceylon, descriptions of their camps, and other i tems of interest connec­
ted with their t ransient sojourn, lay no pretension to be other than a 
superficial a t tempt to bring to memory the more important features of 
this event. 

The collection of mortuary inscriptions, on the other hand, which 
forms the second part, is a complete collection of reduced facsimiles of 
the originals found in the Boer Cemetery at Diyatalawa in the year 
1929. Every effort was made, not only to copy them faithfully, but 
also to follow as nearly as possible the quaint orthography of the 
originals. 

The words and lettering on many of the inscriptions may excite 
criticism. Periodical renovation and re-painting at the hands of people 
unacquainted with the language, have led to numerous alterations in 
the original lettering, omissions and inaccuracies. These depredations 
unwitt ingly caused by the indifferent, oradled" the germ which gave rise 
to the idea of compiling a record of the mural tablets in situ. 

Where a store of facts have been accumulated by a process of 
.winnowing from pamphlet and newspaper article, it is a human fault to 
forget the source of some of this information. The author desires how­
ever, specially to acknowledge here, the thanks due to Mr. L. E . Blaze, 
for numerous newspaper cutt ings, on which chiefly the first part was 
developed and expanded. 

(1) 
W h i c h descr ibes the i r A r r i v a l a n d the Discovery of 

D i y a t a l a w a . 

Much was said and written at the t ime of the rights and wrongs of 
a conflict which history named the Great Boer War . Although as a 
war it interested other nat ions, its issue was not such as to cause grave 
anxiety to any other but the belligerents. Oeylon contributed to this 
war in two widely different ways. For one, it raised a Mounted 
Infantry for service in South Africa, and undertook the expense of 
equipping, arming and transporting the Gontingent, providing horses 
for members not able to supply themselves. For the other, it solved an 
Imperial problem regarding the in te rnment of thousands of Boer 
prisoners. 

The reason why Ceylon was selected to supplement St. Helena as 
a place of in ternment of the prisoners of the Boer War, has never been 
revealed. Popular opinion at the time credited the Governor, Sir West 
Ridgeway, too with ready acquiescence to the Imper ia l experiment. 
Many declared tha t the Governor's friendship with Lord Roberts, under 
whom he served as Political Officer in Afghanistan, had something to do 
with the selection of Ceylon. But as nobbing perhaps is to be gained 
by venturing too deeply in search of the policy which introduced the 
captive Boer into (this. Island, there seems no justification for dwelling 
on this point, 
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I t seemed abundantly clear that Ceylon undoubtedly possessed 
advantages for securely and comfortably lodging European prisoners-of-
war. Local conditions promoted the assurance tha t , compared with 
Cape Town, where the prisoners brought their plans of wholesale escape 
to the verge of matur i ty without the authorit ies having the slightest 
suspicion of their intentions, the chances of escape from Ceylon were 
very remote. I t was equally evident tha t the possibility of local 
connivance with efforts to escape would be reduced to a minimum. 

This, of course, presents the Government point of view. We pass on 
to gather how, the prospect of having so large a contingent of Boer 
prisoners in their midst was received by the people of Ceylon. When 
the local press initially splashed in headlines the secret which had been 
carefully preserved, there was much public doubt as to the wisdom of 
the arrangement. A "family man and tea-planter", wrote to the local 
papers :—"Imagine what it would mean to Ceylon if it were saddled 
with more Boer prisoners than there are European British subjects. As 
prisoners-of-war are not confined to prison walls and treated like 
criminals, how are they to be guarded, and what should be given them 
to do ? I t would be madness on the part of England to send a large 
number of prisoners to Ceylon. The very thought of thousands of 
Boer prisoners-of-war in the Island, is enough to depreciate our great 
industry and create a longing desire to go out of the country." 

Yet others fancifully stressed the fact that the entire European 
population of Ceylon at tha t time did nob' exceed six thousand, while tba 
arrangement foreboded the advent of five thousand "rough, uncultured, 
crafty and treacherous" Boer prisoners, with no more than a thousand 
troops to guard them. In domestic circles fears were entertained 
concerning the enhanced prices of provisions and foodstuff which would 
directly result from this enforced invasion. Even the wise and prudent 
shook their heads disapprovingly. 

Bu t in its Governor, Ceylon at t ha t t ime possessed a great diplo­
mat . W h a t is more, Sir West Ridgeway was a great orator. Using 
every opportunity to give public utteranoe to his views he gradually 
allayed all fears. He assured the house-wife ' that at the most " the 
price of pumpkins might possibly rise !" The happy results he antici­
pated from taking the public into his confidence were soon in great 
measure realised. Controversy gradually subsided, and Ceylon settled 
down bo view with a measure of complacency the arrival of the Boer 
captives. The model Imperial sanatorium which today enjoys the 
perfection of climate in ideal surroundings, and is so well known 
throughout the Indian and Eas tern world, was the discovery of this 
Imperial experiment. 

Ever since those early days when the Bri t ish occupied the central 
portion of Ceylon, Upper Uva was regarded as a favoured region and the 
healthiest part of the Is land. Although geographically known, Diya­
talawa was just a speok in a glorious stretch of landscape—nothing 
more. 

About thirteen years before the arrival of the Boer pr isoner of-war 
la Oeylon, a turaob. o^Uoct in Diyatalawa (literally 41fch9 watered plain' ' ) 


