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The planning and building of urban settlements in the overseas areas by the European sea 

powers from the 15th century onwards should be analyse as an enlargement of the European 
urban system towards a global city network.1 However, the new European urban areas overseas 
were quite different from each other, and, at the same time, resembled the metropolitan cities of 
the European mother countries. Consequently, one should questioning if these differences were 
or not a result of distinctive models of urbanization and colonization. 

By analysing the main similarities and differences between the Portuguese and the Dutch 
urban settlements in the West Coast of Africa, one will try to give an answer to the following 
questions: Did the Portuguese and the Dutch colonial urban settlements show two distinctive 
models of urbanization? What was the impact of those models on the socio-economic relations 
between Europeans and African? Were the Portuguese and the Dutch applying two different 
models of colonization? 
 In order to achieve such aims one will compare two Portuguese and Dutch urban 
settlements in the West Coast of Africa – Luanda and Cape Town – in the following topics: 

a) Similar economic goals versus unlike strategies of land occupation; 
b) metropolitan urbanization models and organization of urban space overseas; 
c) functional division of urban space: political and economic centres; 
d) social division of urban space; 
e) urban defensive structures. 

 
 

a) Similar economic goals versus unlike strategies of occupation: 
 

The reasons for the establishment of the Dutch and the Portuguese colonial towns in 
Africa were quite similar. In both cases, it was first a measure to claim property over these 
colonial areas on the behalf of the Portuguese Kingdom and the Dutch East India Company 
(Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie – V.O.C.) in order to avoid the takeover of such areas by other 
European sea powers.2 Secondly, all these cities worked mainly as ports of call for the Dutch and 
the Portuguese fleets shipping in the Atlantic and the Indian Oceans. And, thirdly, the 
development of local agriculture would produce enough foodstuffs to supply local settlers and 
the crews and passengers of the anchored ships, who would also receive medical assistance. 

Hence, both Portuguese and Dutch urban settlements in the West Coast of Africa were 
port-cities located in defensible bays and protected by hills in the inland. All of them were 
established on the mouth or on the shore of a river or next to it. Such rivers were in both cases 
used as a water supplier for the inhabitants and local agriculture. Usually, these colonial urban 
settlements grew along the bay (Sao Tome and Luanda) and or perpendicularly to the sea (Ribeira 
Grande and Cape Town). 

But, by comparing Portuguese and Dutch urban settlements in the West Coast of Africa 
one may identity two different strategies and models of occupation.  

The Portuguese strategy of occupation was based on four main aspects: 
1) Populate the colonial areas; 
2) divide and occupy the land; 
3) promote economic exploitation of the land; 
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4) stimulate different economic activities, such as trade and fisheries, etc. 
In fact, the Capitães-donatários3 granted with the Islands of Cape Verde, Sao Tome and 

Angola by the Portuguese Crown had the duty to encourage the establishment of settlers and 
sponsor economic development of local agriculture, cattle rising, fisheries, and trade. In order to 
speed up the occupation and colonization processes the Portuguese Crown did also award those 
who decided not only to settle but also to become citizen (moradores or moradores-vizinhos) of the 
new urban settlements in the Cape Verde and Sao Tome Archipelagos with several privileges – 
such as the right to equip ships to trade in the Senegambia Coast and use goods produced locally 
as trading merchandises.4  

The Dutch East India Company, on the opposite, gave priority to a military occupation, 
followed by a limited exploitation of the land and a strict control over the population of the new 
settlement. Initially, Cape Town was conceived to be only a port of call for the Dutch vessels 
sailing from the Far East to Europe and a military presence against the English naval power. The 
exploitation of the land, the so-called Company’s Gardens, was suppose to feed the military 
garrison established there and to supply the fleets with free food. In fact, the V.O.C.’s Gardens 
were supposed to be farmed by the Company’s staff and the establishment of settlers was 
completely excluded during the first decades of occupation. It was the economic failure of this 
model which led the V.O.C. to accept the establishment of settlers, to promote the exploitation 
of the land by private farmers and to allow them to develop other economic activities, like raising 
cattle and opening small shops, taverns, etc. 
 Thus, one may argue that the Portuguese strategy of occupation of the colonial areas in 
the West Coast of Africa gave place to a more or less spontaneous development of urban 
settlements, while in the Dutch case the growth of Cape Town was controlled and reasonably 
planned by the V.O.C. 

 
 

b) Metropolitan urbanization models and organization of urban space overseas: 
 

The time difference between the establishment of the Portuguese and the Dutch colonial 
towns in Africa as well as the distinctive urban models in use in both countries also played an 
essential role to emphasize the dissimilarities of these urban settlements.  

In fact, the major difference between the Portuguese and Dutch colonial urban 
settlements in Africa was the grid pattern. The first Portuguese towns founded in Africa dated 
from the late 15th and 16th centuries. During such period there were two building models in use in 
Portugal: the Portuguese traditional model of town building and the late medieval urban layouts.5  

The Portuguese traditional model of town building found its roots on the Christian and 
Muslim traditions and it was usually a result of natural development of an urban centre without 
city-planning. Usually Portuguese early medieval towns were built in a hill or in a hilly land; such 
location was seen as a natural way of defence. The ones built near the seaside were usually 
situated in a protected bay or on the shore of a river. At the top of the hill was constructed a 
citadel for military defence. These defensive structures had high walls with several round bastions 
and one or tow main towers next to the key entrance of the castle. In general, the towns were 
divided in two parts: uptown (cidade alta) and downtown (cidade baixa). In the uptown were placed 
the politico-administrative and religious buildings as well as the main defensive infra-structures, 
while all other activities were located downtown, especially all sea related activities, including 
trade, fisheries, shipbuilding, etc. Thus, the uptown was the political, military and religious centre, 
while downtown was the economic heart of the town. In the middle area between uptown and 
downtown was situated some civil buildings and other religious constructions and housing fabric. 
The two towns and the middle are were linked by irregular streets designed according to the 
topography of the ground. The building blocks were also irregular. The squares also played an 
important role in the organization of urban space. And, finally, they were surrounded by 
defensive walls. 
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However, since the late 14th century the Portuguese Crown and some municipal councils 
started to build new towns and reformed older ones according to late medieval model of town 
building based on the regular layouts from Classic Antiquity. According to these new layouts 
urban space was organized by a small number of orthogonal streets crossed each other at 
perpendicular angles and one or two squares. The building blocks had a rectangular shaped and 
were divided in plots of irregular size placed parallel to each other. Their front would face the 
main street and the back the back street. In the front was usually placed the house and the back a 
small yard.  

During the 16th such medieval layouts suffered the impact of the Renaissance new models 
of fortification on Portuguese urban design, models of the ideal city and military architecture and 
was gradually new urban designs were essayed in the Kingdom and transferred and adapted to 
the new overseas areas. According to the Renaissance ideal city theory, the new cities should have 
an orthogonal layout centred on a main square. All urban space should have a regular pattern; 
streets should be organized in an orthogonal system crossing each other at right angles by 
transversal streets. The building blocks such have a regular squared shape, should be separated 
from each other, divided in regular square plots of similar size parallel to each other and facing 
the street in each of their sides. The defensive structure of an urban settlement should be the first 
infra-structure to build.  

The analysis of the urban structure of the Portuguese cities built in the Cape Verde 
(Ribeira Grande) and Sao Tome Archipelagos (Sao Tome) and in the West Coast of Africa 
(Luanda) easily shows many elements of the Portuguese traditional way of town building together 
with elements from the late medieval urban layouts and some Renaissance influence, as well. 

In fact, all Portuguese colonial cities founded in Africa (Ribeira Grande, Sao Tome and 
Luanda) were port-cities located in bays geographically protected and from the inland naturally 
defended by small hills. Besides, they were proximity to rivers, used as a source of sweet water to 
supply the cities’ inhabitants – a set of elements with roots on the Portuguese traditional model 
of town building. 

Luanda, founded in 1576, developed an urban model more attached to the Portuguese 
traditional model of town building than Ribeira Grande and Sao Tome in the African 
Archipelagos of Cape Verde and Sao Tome and Prince.6 The spot chose to place the first 
settlement was a hill in one of the extreme point of the Luanda’s Bay, the Sao Paulo’s Hill, and 
the settlement developed from the hill towards the shoreline, making a division between uptown 
and downtown. The urban settlement was crossed by irregular streets and the building blocks 
were also quite unequal. Besides, stone and wood houses standing side-by-side was very common 
in this urban settlement. Thus, the city developed naturally without any urban plan, which gave it 
a very irregular shape, like the old Portuguese medieval towns.7 (See Map 1) 

The influence of Renaissance urban design in Luanda only became visible in the second 
half of the 17th century. After the Portuguese takeover of the city in 1648, the municipal council 
together with the king decided to undertake an urban reform to reorganize the urban space of the 
city. During this reform the distinction between uptown and downtown became even more 
evident. In fact, all main administrative buildings of both the Crown and the Municipal Council 
were transferred to the uptown, where were already situated important political, military and 
religious buildings since the 1570’s, as we have mentioned before. In downtown remained all 
infra-structures strictly linked with maritime trade such as: the royal factory, the stock houses to 
keep the slaves before their departure, etc. (See Image 1) But, in both areas the new 
neighbourhoods built followed the Renaissance urban models, like previously happened in 
Ribeira Grande and Sao Tome.  

Cape Town, founded almost two hundred years later than any of the Portuguese colonial 
cities in the West Coast of Africa, was built in a period were Renaissance urban models were well 
know, tested and adapted in the several European countries. Hence, it is more or less normal that 
this urban settlement would develop not only according to the elements of the Renaissance ideal 
city, but more specifically according to the Dutch scheme of the ideal city. 

 3



Based on the classic work of Vitruvius as well as on the Renaissance ideal cities designed 
by Francesco di Giorgi Martini and Filarete several Northern European urban and military 
architects and engineers designed different models of ideal cities more or less adapted to the 
reality of their countries. But all of them based on the use of the square and the circle – the two 
main geometric figures used in the Early Modern city planning and military architecture and 
which gave name to the two chief models of ideal town – the rectangular or square town and the 
radial and circular town. 8  

Simon Stevin was the main responsible by the introduction of such Renaissance models 
in the Dutch Republic, and by its adaptation to the Dutch environment. Like many other 
engineers Stevin wrote a treaty on the Dutch Ideal City – an adaptation of the Renaissance model 
of ideal town or city to the Dutch natural environment and landscape. His work had an 
enormous impact on the Dutch city planning and fortification architecture during the late 16th 
and the 17th centuries, not only within the Republic, but also in the overseas areas controlled by 
the Dutch.9

Stevin’s ideal city was rectangular and fortified with two bastions at each corner regularly 
separated from each other. Usually one of the shorter sides of the rectangular was parallel to the 
sea. Inside walls the city was organized according to two main axes, the first axis was usually the 
central river or main canal, which linked the harbour to the hinterland through the city. This first 
axis was crossed in right angle by a secondary axis which connected the most important politico-
administrative buildings and social infra-structures. Besides this two main axis, the whole urban 
area was organized by canals. Four canals would divide the rectangular area in four rectangular 
land strips. Such strips would be then divided in an equal number of building blocks of regular 
size, usually square shape. These building blocks would be also sub-divided in identical plots. The 
front side of each plot would face the street while its back would face the back side of another 
plot. The whole city area would be connected by a network of perpendicular streets. Usually, the 
main streets would be parallel to the main canal. The centre of the city would be formed by two 
squares – and not only as in the Renaissance model – one for the Big Market (De Grote Markt) 
and a second one for the Exchange (De Beurse). On the second square were also located the main 
buildings with political and social functions, such as the City Hall, the Church, the Prison, etc.10

Despite Cape Town’s construction has not been formally planned before hand by the 
Dutch architects and engineers working for the V.O.C. its urban design followed not only the 
rectangular city model from the Renaissance but more precisely the Dutch traditional model of 
urbanization developed by Simon Stevin. In fact, the first building constructed in Cape Town was 
the Fort of Good Hope to protect the future Dutch station, following a main principle of the 
Renaissance fortification Art. (See Plan 1) 

Like in Stevin’s ideal city Cape Town was a rectangular city, developed perpendicularly to 
the sea. It was cross by two main axes: the first axis linked the harbour with the hinterland 
through the main canal – De Heerengracht – which gave access to the Dutch Reformed Church and 
the Hospital and crossed the Company Gardens; the second axis stretched from the Castle of 
Good Hope until the extreme East point of the city. Both axes crossed at right angle in the street 
that led to the main squares of the city: the Parade Square, parallel to the Castle of Good Hope, 
and the Market Square. The building blocks had the same size and a squared shape. Each block 
was divided in several squared or rectangular plots of equal size. However, one should emphasize 
that the first building block were sub-divided in a more irregular plots. All plots faced the streets, 
which were organized in a perpendicular network, crossing each other at right angles, as well.11 
The main difference Stevin’s ideal city and the plant of Cape Town was the urban defensive 
structure. In fact, Cape Town was not surrounded by walls. It defensive infra-structures were 
concentrated on the shoreline, more precisely on the West side of Table Bay. (See Map 2) 

In review, by analysing the city planning models applied by the Portuguese and the Dutch 
one verifies that they transferred to their colonies two different models of urban design. The 
Portuguese used a late-medieval urban design, later updated with some elements of the 
Renaissance models; while the Dutch applied a version of the Renaissance model already adapted 
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to the Dutch natural conditions and topography. But both Dutch and Portuguese tried to 
reproduce overseas an urban structure and environment similar to their homeland. 
 
 

c) Functional division of urban space: political, economic and social centres 
 

In both Dutch and Portuguese colonial cities in Africa there was a functional division of 
urban space. In all of them the politico-administrative and economic centres were located in 
specific and distinctive urban areas. 

The politico-administrative centre was in both cases the spot where the initial settlement 
took place. In Luanda, the royal political centre was initially located in the Sao Paulo’s Hill, where 
the Sao Miguel fortress was constructed; while the municipal administrative buildings were placed 
downtown. However, after the Portuguese took over Luanda from the Dutch power all 
administrative buildings (royal and municipal) were concentrated in the uptown. (See Image 1) 

In Cape Town there was a single administrative centre, symbolized initially by the Fort of 
Good Hope and later the Castle – headquarter of the Company – which was placed in the left 
side of the Table Bay. (See Map 2) 

The economy of these towns was extremely dependent on maritime trade and fisheries, 
both strictly dependent on the seaside. Hence, all urban infra-structures which supported these 
activities were located on the shoreline next to the harbour and the beach – together they made 
their economic centres. The economic heart of Luanda was located downtown along the 
Luanda’s Bay and in Cape Town along the Table Bay. In both cases, they were opposed to the 
urban political cores. (See Maps 1 & 2) 

Nevertheless, there were some distinctions in the functional division of urban space 
between the Portuguese and the Dutch colonial settlements in Africa. In fact, in Luanda the 
inhabitants were allowed to live in the surroundings of the main politico-administrative building, 
which were usually placed side-by-side with residential neighbourhoods. In Cape Town, on the 
contrary, settlers were forbidden to reside within a certain area around eth politic-military centre. 
In fact, the burghers’ settlement was kept completely apart from the Company’s side of town. 

Such distinctions did also exist in the economic centres of Luanda and Cape Town. The 
economic heart of Luanda concentrated all economic activities either under royal control or 
carried under private initiative. In Cape Town, on the opposite, there was a clear division 
between the economic area under the control of the V.O.C. and economic activities developed 
by the settlers on the West part of town. The Company’s economic centre was mainly located on 
the South and South-West of the Cape Town, where the castle, with its bakery and several 
workshops, was located, as well as, the V.O.C.’s warehouses and workshops next to the harbour, 
the slave lodge across from the Hospital, and, of course, the Company’s Gardens.12

Finally, one should also analyse the different location of buildings of public and social 
use, such as churches and hospitals in the Portuguese and Dutch colonial urban settlements in 
the West Coast of Africa.  

In the Portuguese colonial urban settlements overseas religious power was usually placed 
side-by-side with politico-administrative centres. In Luanda the main churches and monasteries, 
which supplied inhabitants with religious services and some medical assistance, were located in 
the Sao Paulo’s Hill. The Dutch Reformed Church and the Hospital of Cape Town were both 
placed on the burghers’ settlement, completely opposed to the administrative and economic 
centres of the Company – the Castle and the Gardens. Hence, one should emphasize that in the 
Portuguese colonial cities in Africa the political centre always coincided with the religious and 
social centres, while in the Dutch Cape Town they were placed in distinct areas of the city. (See 
Image 1 and Map 2) 

Hence, both the Portuguese and the Dutch colonial towns had separate political and 
economical centres. However, one should emphasize that in the Portuguese urban settlements in 
Africa the political centre always coincided with the religious and social centre, while in the 
Dutch case they were placed in distinct areas of the town. Besides, the use of urban space of 
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these different centres of power by the towns’ inhabitants was quite different in both of them. In 
the Portuguese colonial towns the politico-administrative centre was completely integrated within 
the settlement, whereas in Dutch towns was totally spited from the burghers’ establishment.  
 
 

d) Social and racial division of urban space: 
 

In both Portuguese and Dutch overseas towns there was a social division of space. 
However, the criteria used to establish such spatial organization were different. In the Portuguese 
colonial societies and towns, exactly as in the Kingdom main port cities, access to the noble areas 
of the city was defined according to social power and prestige based on social birth, purity of 
blood, religious status, profession, etc. Of course, economic richness had also an important role 
in the Portuguese metropolitan and colonial societies especially as a factor of social mobility, used 
by those who needed to claim access to the elite groups and to their privileged places in town. In 
the Dutch metropolitan and colonial societies, on the other hand, the residence of several social 
groups was based mainly on economic wealthy. 

Usually, the high social groups of the Portuguese society in the urban settlements of the 
West Coast of Africa – nobles and religious people and some rich merchants – lived in 
neighbourhoods where the political and religious centres were located or in a closest 
neighbourhood – uptown –, while artisans and workers, in general, were pulled to reside in the 
economic heart of the city closer to the areas where they worked – downtown. (See Map 1 & 
Image 1) 

In the Dutch Cape Town, one the other hand, despite in the early period of colonization 
being possible to see rich and poor as well as white and free black people owing land and living in 
the same neighbourhood; during the 18th century this peaceful coexistence gave place to a clear 
social division of space in the city. In fact, the wealthiest inhabitants concentrated themselves in 
the main axis of the city – De Heerengracht – the Lords’ canal; while the poorest groups tended to 
move to the areas closer to the shoreline. (See Map 2) 

Besides, there was another important distinction between the Portuguese and Dutch 
colonial elites inhabiting these urban settlements. In the Portuguese colonial urban settlements 
the metropolitan officers sent by the Portuguese Crown, as well as all other members of the 
colony government recruited among local settlers, lived side-by-side with other members of the 
local elite in the most prestigious neighbourhoods. In the Dutch case, on the other hand, the 
Company’s (V.O.C.) officers who administrated the settlements resided in the fortress apart from 
the local settlers’ elite, which members lived in the wealthiest neighbourhood of the burghers’ 
part of the urban settlement. 

In what concerns to the racial division of space, one should emphasize that, the place 
given to mestiços, slaves and indigenous people in both Portuguese and Dutch colonial urban 
settlements was also quite different. This phenomenon was a consequence of: 

1) a different attitude of the colonizers towards the mestiços and the natives; 
2) the use of distinctive policies regarding miscegenation and cultural integration. 

In the Portuguese colonies the people of mixed-descent was usually named mestiços. Such 
expression was also used by the Dutch after their takeover of several Portuguese possessions in 
Asia and America. However, in Cape Town, the offspring of mixed marriages, usually between 
European males and Khoikhoi females, was called Bastaards.13  

In all Portuguese urban settlements in the West Coast of Africa, the mestiços became a 
powerful social group due to their participation in the local and international trade and in the 
local municipal governments. Its members achieved a social position which allowed them to live 
among the highest social groups. Consequently, they able to live in the elite neighbourhood 
placed in the politico-religious centre or in the economic heart of the city if they preferred. 

In Cape Town, on the opposite, the Bastaards were a very small group, working in low 
profitable activities in town or in its rural hinterland, which unable them to accumulate wealth 
and try to climb the social leader. Such goal was quite difficult to achieve, because the Bastaards 
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were not accepted by Europeans as equals, despite their almost total identification with Dutch 
language, religion and culture.14

Consequently, one may argue that levels of miscegenation and social mobility were quite 
different in both Portuguese and Dutch colonial societies. 

Slaves were always present in high numbers in European overseas colonies, and the 
Portuguese and Dutch urban settlements were not an exception. However, there were 
considerable ethnic, religious and cultural differences between the slaves owned by the 
Portuguese and Dutch, as well as, on their place in colonial urban settlements. 

In the Portuguese colonial towns, slaves were almost exclusively Africans, while in the 
Dutch colonies, especially in Asia and South Africa, Asians from different origins namely from 
India, Sri Lanka and the South-East Asian Archipelagos (Indonesia and Mollucas) were an 
important segment of slave population. This was the case in Cape Town.15

Besides, in the Portuguese overseas settlements, such as Luanda, the domestic slaves, 
who served daily their owners, lived in the same house as their masters, spoke the same language 
and shared some common daily practises, like attending the Mass at the Church. Hence, they 
were present in all neighbourhoods of these cities. In Cape Town, on the opposite, slaves were 
kept living apart from their masters in an annexing building and sometimes even in a different 
neighbourhood, without regular contact with Dutch language, religion and culture.16 Many of 
them lived and worked for their masters in workshops, taverns and warehouses in the peripheral 
neighbourhoods next to the shoreline and the harbour – the poorest area of the city. 

Finally, we will analyse the place of free blacks and Africans in the Portuguese and Dutch 
urban settlements overseas. In the Portuguese colonial towns, a free black – negro livre – was, 
usually, an African that has never been enslaved. The manumitted slaves were called manumitted 
Negros – negro forro – and were part of a specific group within the Portuguese colonial societies.  

In the Dutch case, and especially in Cape Town, the so-called free blacks included mainly 
manumitted slaves, but also convicts sent from the V.O.C.’s headquarters in Batavia, as well as 
extremely poor Europeans living in town. Together with slaves, they were at the lower step of the 
Cape Town social leader. In fact, they lived on the shoreline and the harbour in the same 
neighbourhoods inhabited by the slaves. Besides, they also worked near the harbour in retail 
commercial shops and as fishermen.17

In Luanda, the free blacks were indigenous Africans, as we have mentioned above, who 
have been baptised and taught the Portuguese language and Catholic religion by the Church and 
Missionaries to be integrated in the local colonial society. Usually, they lived downtown next to 
the shoreline and the harbour, inhabiting the neighbourhoods placed in the economic centre of 
Luanda and working mainly in sea related activities. 

In the Dutch overseas settlements, on the contrary, indigenous people were, usually called 
‘aliens’ and consequently they were considered foreigners or outsiders in the Dutch local colonial 
societies.18 In addition, neither the V.O.C. nor the W.I.C. (…) seemed to have a policy of 
linguistic, religious or cultural integration of these natives within the Dutch cultural patterns. 
Usually, this separation between Dutch and natives implied a physical division of space. In many 
Asian settlements, as well as in Brazil, indigenous people lived outside the Dutch walled citadels.  

Cape Town was not surrounded by walls, but the indigenous South Africans, the 
Khoikhoi – named Hottentotten by the Dutch – did not have a place in Cape Town and its society. 
As pastorialists, they lived in the town’s hinterland and countryside. During the 18th century, due 
to the increasing occupation of land by the Dutch, many of them lost their lands and gradually 
started to work for Dutch farmers in the rural areas, side-by-side with slaves. But, only in the 19th 
a small number of Khoikhoi started to reside in Cape Town.19

In summary, the comparative analysis of the social and racial division of space in Luanda 
and Cape Town, shows the contrast between a town of mixed neighbourhoods and an urban 
settlement where some social and racial groups were kept apart. This comparison also shows the 
different policies of miscegenation and linguistic, religious and cultural integration of the mestiços, 
slaves and free Africans developed by the Portuguese and Dutch in their colonies. Besides, this 
analysis also evidences the different possibilities of social mobility given to several social groups, 
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especially to the mestiços in the Portuguese and Dutch settlements. The political and economic 
power accomplished by the mestiços in the Portuguese colonial urban settlements did not have any 
resemblance with power achieved by other similar groups in the Dutch overseas settlements or in 
the colonial establishments of the British Empire.  

Such aspects may be point out as characteristic elements of two specific models of 
colonization. 
 

 
e) Urban defensive structures: 

 
The establishment of the Portuguese and the Dutch urban colonial settlements had a 

similar political reason: claim property over overseas areas on the behalf of the Portuguese 
Crown and the Dutch Republic, against other European competitors, such as the Spanish, the 
French and the English. Consequently, the building and maintenance of military structures early 
became a main concern in any of those towns. 
 In the Portuguese case, the first urban settlements in Africa were established by private 
landlords, the capitães-donatários, to whom the King granted property over newfound lands and 
power to found new settlements, but the duty to assure the military defence of these new urban 
centres as well. Thus, since the late 15th and 16th centuries several military structures were built in 
Ribeira Grande, Sao Tome and Luanda, on the expenses of the capitao-donatario, following the 
development of the urban centres. However, many of these structures, due to the limited 
economic resources of the capitaes-donatarios, were made of weak materials like taipa20, adobe and 
chalk.  Besides, their design still followed the Portuguese medieval fortification architecture 
because the military technology used by European pirates and corsairs on their maritime attacks 
did not pose a serious threat to such defensive structures.21

In Luanda, for instance, the capitão-donatário – Paulo Dias de Novais – had to “within ten 
years make three castles of stone and chalk between the Zenza and Cuanza rivers, and one of 
them should be made in the port, where foreign fleets may show up”. And, in fact, in 1576 he 
had already built a first fort in the Hill of Sao Paulo, named fortress of Sao Miguel and three 
small forts along the Cuanza River in Massangano (1580/1583), Muxima (1594/1599), and 
Cambambe (1609).22

But only when the threat of European attacks to Portuguese possessions increased, 
especially due to the Dutch-Spanish War, the capitanias-donatarias system reached its end and the 
territories were gradually reintegrated in the Crown’s property, the King Philip (I of Portugal and 
II of Spain) started to invest high amounts on the building of new defensive structures and on 
the reinforcement of other forts, as well as defensive walls. Everything updated with the latest 
Renaissance fortification theories.23

Luanda’s defensive structure was also reinforced between 1576 and early 17th century, but 
it was always weaker than the military infra-structures in any of the African Archipelagos. In 
1607, there was only a fragile line of forts and trenches made of taipa along the beach to protect 
the Bay. And in 1612, the city main fortress located in the Sao Paulo’s Hill was still made of taipa 
and had only three bastions. However, neither did the forts on the beach nor the Sao Miguel’s 
Fortress have enough pieces of artillery.24

Regarding the previous descriptions of Luanda’s defensive structure as well as the weak 
quality of the building materials one cannot expect a sophisticate military design update with the 
Renaissance European models of fortifications. But, the first know map of Luanda city dated 
from 1647, shows a more or less detailed plan of the Sao Miguel Fortress – clearly a geometric 
fortress with four bastions, one at each corner, also with geometrical form. Since we do not have 
earlier plans of the fort we do not know when is adopted this shape and we also ignore if it was 
already made of stone, but according with the draw it seems so. Unfortunately, the coastal 
defence line is not represented with a similar detail. (See Map 1) 
 In the Dutch Cape Town, the building of military structures preceded the establishment 
of settlers and their exploitation of the land. In fact, the first building constructed by the V.O.C. 
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in Cape Town was the Fort of Good Hope to protect the future Dutch station. It was a single 
square fort with orthogonal bastions (1653) made of earth and clay, covered with grass, and 
surrounded by a moat dug. Such defensive infra-structure was located on the shoreline, more 
precisely on the West side of Table Bay. Its main function was to defend the port and the river, 
which supplied water for the garrison and the Company’s gardens. (See Plan 1 & Map 2) 

Due to the weakness of the materials used in its construction the fort had to be regularly 
repaired. Besides, it had some defensive problems caused by its location, which became a serious 
concern with the increasing military tensions between the English and the Dutch. Consequently, 
within a few decades after the fort’s construction the Company decided to replace it by a five star 
castle inspired on the models developed by Vauban, military engineer of the French King, Louis 
XIV. (See Plan 2) 

In the early Eighteenth century, the defence of the coastline was once again reinforced 
with a wall with three bastions and a small fort, which stretched from the Castle to the South-
East side of the Bay. However, the town itself was never surrounded by walls. 25 ( See Map 2) 

In summary, one should emphasize that the defensive structures of all Portuguese and 
Dutch colonial towns in Africa were concentrated around the bays where the chief ports were 
located or on the closest hills with full view over the shoreline, in order to control ships arrivals 
and to attack enemy vessels whenever needed.  

Either in the Portuguese or in the Dutch colonial urban settlements these military 
structures were initially composed of a single fortress made of simple materials, which would be 
later replaced or reinforced with a more complex and updated defensive scheme. Such 
reinforcements were mainly due to increasing military tensions between several European sea 
powers. 

In general, such reinforcement projects included the building of new stone fortresses and 
lines of defence along the coast made of walls, several bastions and small forts. But, those 
defensive walls were only situated on the seaside. In fact, none of these cities was entirely 
surrounded by walls – a complete break with Medieval and Early Modern European town 
planning. 

However, the Portuguese urban defensive structure showed a transition from medieval to 
Renaissance fortification models, while the Dutch defence system evidenced the updating of the 
Renaissance military architecture with the new fortification design developed in Europe during 
the 17th century. 

Thus, one may argue that from a military point of view the Portuguese and Dutch 
colonial towns in Africa had a similar defensive pattern – coastline defence – and an analogous 
military goal – protect the chief port – gateway to their international commercial network – from 
any maritime attacks of their competitors. 

Hence, urban defensive structures were, undoubtedly, the aspect in which the Portuguese 
and Dutch towns in Africa resembled more each other. One may claim that from a military and 
defensive point of view the Portuguese and Dutch models of urbanization and colonization were 
quite similar. 
  

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of the Portuguese and the Dutch urban 
settlements in the West Coast of Africa show us that despite having similar economic and 
military goals these two European sea powers developed distinctive strategies of occupation and 
reproduced overseas their own city models with its specific functional and social division of 
space. By using those dissimilar strategies and applying such different urban designs, the 
Portuguese and the Dutch built two types of urban space were socio-relations between 
Europeans and Africans were distinctive.  

“Were they using two distinctive models of colonization?” – Evidences analysed in this 
paper point to a positive answer. But, in order to reach further conclusions additional 
comparative research on the Portuguese and Dutch colonial empires has to be done. 
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Map 1 

 
Source: Lisbon, Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino (A.H.U.), Colecção Iconografia Impressa, X E. “Civitas Loandae S. 
Pauli [S. Paulo de Luanda]”, Casparis Barlaei, RERVM PER OCTONNIVM IN BRASILIA ... 1647 HISTORIA. 
AMSTELODAMI EXTYPOGRAPHEO IOANNIS BLAEV 1648, Estamp 286.  
http://urban.iscte.pt/arquivovirtual/pesquisa/textolivre/default.htm  
 
Image 1 

 
Source: Lisbon, Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino (A.H.U.), Colecção Cartografia Manuscrita, VII CM. Nr 256/257. 
Sarg.to Môr Guilherme Joaquim Paes de Menezes, Vista da parte da Cidade de S. Paulo de Assumpção do Reyno de 
Angola, terminada antre as Igrejas, Fortificaçõens e mais partes seguintes, 1755.  
http://urban.iscte.pt/arquivovirtual/pesquisa/textolivre/default.htm  
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Map 2 

 
Source: Atlas of Mutual Heritage, C. […] Brink, Ground plan of the Fort the Good Hope, 1767.  
http://www.atlasofmutualheritage.nl/detail.aspx?page=daftb&lang=en&id=78
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Plan 1 

 
Source: Atlas of Mutual Heritage, Ground plan and evelation of the Fort of Good Hope, ca. 1653. 
http://www.atlasofmutualheritage.nl/detail.aspx?page=daftb&lang=en&id=135

 
Plan 2 

 
Source: Atlas of Mutual Heritage, Ground plan of the Fort of Good Hope, ca. 1691. 
http://www.atlasofmutualheritage.nl/detail.aspx?page=daftb&lang=en&id=70
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