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CHAPTER 2

Grossfriedrichsburg, the First German 
Colony in Africa? Brandenburg-Prussia, 
Atlantic Entanglements and National 

Memory

Roberto Zaugg

The Foundation of Grossfriedrichsburg: A Small Niche 
for a Weak Newcomer (1681–1683)

On 30 December 1682, Major Otto Friedrich von der Gröben 
(1657–1728) went ashore at Pokesu (now Princes Town), a Nzema-
speaking settlement of Little Inkassa country in the Cape Three Points 
region of contemporary south-western Ghana.1 Prince-Elector Frederick 
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William of Brandenburg (r. 1640–1688), the sovereign of one of the 
many territorial states of the Holy Roman Empire sent him there.2 
Inspired by the successes of the Dutch chartered companies and more 
generally by a mercantilist vision that recognised external commerce as 
the principal motor of economic development, Frederick William cre-
ated the Brandenburgische Africanische Compagnie (BAC) in 1682 with 
the hope of launching the poor Baltic principality of Brandenburg as a 
new player in the Atlantic markets.3 The main actor of this project was 
Benjamin Raule (1634–1707), a merchant and ship owner from the 
Dutch province of Zeeland whom Frederick William had appointed as 
General Director of his Navy. In May 1681, a private venture organised 
by Raule and led by Zeeland seamen had established the first contacts 
between Brandenburg and the Gold Coast. The hill of Manfro, near the 
settlement of Pokesu, was identified as a suitable place for building a for-
tress, and a preliminary agreement had been signed with the local cabo-
ceers Pregatte, Sophonije and Apanij.4

When von der Gröben arrived in late 1682, however, Pokesu was 
destroyed by a recent attack by Adom‚ a state further inland. At first, the 
officer who came to plant the Brandenburg flag on this piece of land did 
not find anyone to confront with his claims. There was also no one to 
trade with and no one to help him to build the fort. Von der Gröben—
who is often celebrated as the first German conqueror in Africa—was 
quite puzzled by what he saw for there was no one to deal with, let alone 
to “conquer”. Only a few hours later, he wrote in his travelogue, “about 
eighteen blacks armed with muskets came down the hill [Manfro] with 
their wives”, and established contact with the Brandenburg expedi-
tion.5 Thanks to new negotiations, five canons as well as a flag of the 
Prince-Elector were placed on top of the hill on 1 January 1683 and a 
new treaty was signed on 5 January with 14 caboceers who agreed to 
offer logistical support to the Brandenburgers and promised to trade 
exclusively with their company.6 The construction of the fortress of 
Grossfriedrichsburg—agreed in the treaty of 1681 and confirmed by the 
new agreement of 1683—could start. It was dedicated to the “Great 
Elector” Frederick William, planned and supervised by Carl Constantin 
von Schnitter (1657–1721) and achieved thanks to the manpower of the 
population of Pokesu.7

The fact that the BAC founded its main factory in Little Inkassa was 
not a coincidence. After the Dutch conquest of the Portuguese strong-
holds of Elmina, Shama and Axim (1637–1642), the Gold Coast had 
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rapidly become the stage of an intense rivalry competition between dif-
ferent European powers.8 By the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury—when the Dutch, Danes, English (and temporarily also the 
Swedes)  had established their castles, forts and lodges between the 
mouths of the rivers Ankobra in the west and Volta in the east—the 
shores of the Gold Coast were a crowded and fiercely disputed area.9 As 
a newcomer with only a very modest naval power at its disposal, the BAC 
was not able to attack its much stronger competitors with a frontal offen-
sive in order to impose its presence in the central area of the coast, where 
the European forts were often a very short distance from one another. 
By contrast, in the western part of the coast, the European bases were 
distributed less densely. As successors of the Portuguese, the Dutch 
West India Company (WIC)  pretended to possess the political “jurisdic-
tion” and the exclusive right to trade in the Cape Three Points region. 
However, between Fort Saint Anthony in Axim and Fort Batenstein in 
Butre, they did not have a permanent and fortified base and were hav-
ing great difficulties in establishing an effective commercial monopoly on 
the Atlantic commerce. The Dutch claims were all the more difficult to 
implement considering that the populations of that coastal area were not 
organised into a centralised monarchic state, but rather into small polities 
connected by flexible alignments.

During the late Portuguese period, Little Inkassa was tied economi-
cally to the Atlantic trade based at Saint Anthony and it seemed to be 
politically “devoted” to Axim.10  In order to sustain their monopolis-
tic claims in the 1650s, the WIC still depicted Little Inkassa as well as 
the neighbouring coastal territory of Ahanta as provinces of the “com-
monwealth” of Axim.11 In reality, the substitution of the Portuguese by 
the Dutch and the failure of the WIC to satisfy the commercial inter-
ests of the local elites had loosened the bonds between Axim and the 
WIC on one side and Little Inkassa on the other.12 Thus, when the first 
Brandenburg ships appeared on the coast looking to connect themselves 
to the increasingly dynamic markets of the Gold Coast trade, the elites 
of Little Inkassa and of some Ahanta communities13—who had already 
started a flourishing trade with Dutch interloper ships—perceived their 
coming as an opportunity for “diverting trade from Axim”.14 This would 
consolidate their territories as an exchange zone for the export of the 
Ankobra Valley gold and the import of European and Asian commodi-
ties. There was also an opportunity to gain a more effective military 
ally against the inland state of Adom, with whom both Little Inkassa  
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and Ahanta had been at war for a long time. In this sense, it was thanks 
to the active support of local political authorities that the remote Baltic 
principality of Brandenburg could find a circumscribed niche on the mar-
gins of the Akan world and on a coastal strip where the grip of compet-
ing European companies was weak.

Pokesu: A Hub of Atlantic Entanglements (Seventeenth 
to Eighteenth Centuries)

From the nineteenth century until today, Grossfriedrichsburg has been 
frequently defined as a “colony” or, even more emphatically, as the “first 
German colony”.15 This conceptualisation is so widespread that even 
the German Wikipedia page classifies the BAC/BAAC trading base as 
a German colony.16 Nonetheless, both of the terms that constitute this 
label—“German” and “colony”—are highly problematic.

At first glance, it seems to be legitimate to define the BAC/BAAC as 
a “German” enterprise. After all, Frederick William was Prince-Elector 
of the Holy Roman Empireof the German Nation and the language 
of his administration was German. Moreover, it was the Hohenzollern 
dynasty, to which Frederick William also belonged, that created the 
modern German nation state in 1871 and would provide its emperors. 
However, this retrospective perspective is misleading. Most modern 
German territories were outside Brandenburg-Prussia and many ter-
ritories of ancient Brandenburg-Prussia lay outside of contemporary 
Germany. Brandenburg-Prussia not only cannot be equated with mod-
ern Germany but, more importantly, many of the driving forces of the 
BAC did not come from German-speaking areas. Its chief architect was 
the above-mentioned Dutchman Benjamin Raule. On a financial level, 
apart from Raule, the Prince-Elector himself and some noblemen from 
his entourage, the main investors were merchants from Rotterdam.17 
Consequently, the African enterprise was not supported by the mercan-
tile capital of a German bourgeoisie, but rather by an alliance between 
Dutch merchants, who aimed to bypass the official monopoly of the 
WIC that dominated Dutch trade with West Africa,18 and a sovereign 
of a hinterland country, who dreamed of being recognised as a maritime 
power. Not surprisingly, a good deal of the internal correspondence and 
administration of the company was written in Dutch.19 Overall, in the 
BAC/BAAC home port of Emden, in East Frisia, Dutch was as common 
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as German. In short: business connections were not shaped by linguistic 
spaces and the latter did not correspond to political territories.

The interregional entanglements, on which the BAC/BAAC was 
based, were reflected as well in the recruitment of the company’s 
employees serving on the Gold Coast. In Grossfriedrichsburg, as well as 
at the minor bases of Akwida and Tacrama, many of the soldiers, officers, 
mercantile employees and artisans did not come from German-speaking 
areas. A muster roll from 20 September 1712 offers an interesting over-
view of the impressively heterogeneous makeup of the forts’ inhabitants 
(Table 2.1).20

This muster roll excluded both free African employees, who worked 
for the forts but lived outside of them, and the numerous “castle 
slaves”.21 It reflects far-reaching migratory entanglements within the 
Atlantic world and even beyond it. Of the 26 employees mentioned 
for the BAAC forts on the Gold Coast, nine were born in the Dutch 
Republic and nine in different German states. One soldier was born in 
Bordeaux, a major French port city that was deeply involved in the trade 
with West Africa and the Americas. The Germans themselves came from 
quite different territories. Three were born in Brandenburg-Prussia, 
four came from East Frisia (the coastal region near the Netherlands, 
where the BAC home port of Emden was located), one came from 
the fluvial port city of Hamburg, which had tight connections with 
the Atlantic markets, and one from Hannover.22 Significantly, all the 
employees from Brandenburg-Prussia were soldiers or officers: they had 
not arrived on the Gold Coast because of maritime work but through 
military recruitment. The Dutch occupied very different positions in 
Grossfriedrichsburg (general director, upper factor, bookkeeper, carpen-
ter, mason, midshipman and soldier), and they came from various prov-
inces of the country.

Six employees of Grossfriedrichsburg came from outside Europe. 
Two were born in Pokesu itself and one came from Moree, a settle-
ment near the Dutch fortress of Nassau in the Akan polity of Asebu. 
Their European names suggest that they were the sons of German or 
Dutch employees and local women. Notably, persons of Euro-African 
descent were a quite common presence on the coast. Already by 1634 
in Moree—the first Dutch factory in the region (1611)—the children 
of European fathers had been so numerous that the WIC had planned 
to establish a school for them.23 The three African-born employees in 
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Table 2.1  Muster roll, 20 September 1712

Name Birthplace Function Year of recruit-
ment

Salary in 
guilders

Grossfriedrichsburg

Nicolaas Du 
Bois

Gorcum
[Gornichem, Dutch 
Republic]

General 
Director

1711 135

Abrahaam ter 
Beek

Middelburg [Dutch 
Republic]

Upper Factor 1710 32

Cornelis de 
Goijer

Amsterdam [Dutch 
Republic]

Bookkeeper 1712 20

Michiel 
Dijchmana

Hannover 
[Electorate of 
Brunswick-
Lüneburg]

Upper Master 1712 36

Jan Nunus 
Fredenb

Brazil [Portuguese 
colony]

Under Master 1712 18

Jan Popelaar Bergen op Zoom 
[Dutch Republic]

Carpenter 1709 18

Dirck Bisjan Maastricht [Dutch 
Republic]

Mason 1709 18

Jan Vaake Belgard 
[Brandenburg-
Prussia; today: 
Białogarda, Poland]

Gunner 1709 15

Anthon Gunter 
van der Meede

Esens [County of 
East Frisia]

Sergeant 1709 21.12.–

Martijn Baakc Berlin 
[Brandenburg-
Prussia]

Corporal 1700 16

Pieter Jansen Gorcum
[Gornichem, Dutch 
Republic]

Midshipman 1710 13.10.–

Jan Mullerd Grossfriedrichsburg
[Little Inkassa, Gold 
Coast]

Soldier 1710 12

Manuel Swoer Brazil [Portuguese 
colony]

Trumpeter 1708 12

Anthonij Insane Bordeaux [France] Soldier 1709 12
Joseph Rodrigo Bengal [Mughal 

Empire]
Soldier 1709 12

Hendrik Craanf Wesel 
[Brandenburg-
Prussia]

Soldier 1712 12

(continued)
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Table 2.1  (continued)

Name Birthplace Function Year of recruit-
ment

Salary in 
guilders

Jan Rijkborm Middelburg [Dutch 
Republic]

Soldier 1712 12

Thomas 
Luijten

Moree [Asebu, 
Gold Coast]

Soldier 1712 For the food

Manuel 
Manuelze

Grossfriedrichsburg
[Little Inkassa, Gold 
Coast]

Soldier 1712 For the same

Jan Bul Emden [City-
State, Holy Roman 
Empire]

Drummer 1709 12

Hendrik 
Brandg

Hulst [Dutch 
Republic]

Soldier 1709 12

Accoda [Akwida]

Geert Tam Emden [City-
State, Holy Roman 
Empire]

Midshipman 1709 13.10.–

Jurgen Hanzen Deventer [Dutch 
Republic]h

Midshipman 1709 12

Taccrama

Jan Sijmons Hamburg [City-
State, Holy Roman 
Empire]

Assistant 1709 18

Egbert Staal Emden [City-
State, Holy Roman 
Empire]

Midshipman 1700 13

Monthly 496.2.–

Notes
aThe original German spelling is probably “Michael Deichmann”. In the muster roll of December 1712, 
he is said to be the Upper Surgeon
bThe name seems to be Portuguese (“João Nunes”). In the muster roll of December 1712, the surname 
is mentioned as “Frederik” and he is said to be a soldier
cThe original German spelling of the Christian name is certainly “Martin”
dThe name was probably of German origin (“Johann Müller”)
eThe original French spelling of the Christian name was certainly “Antoine”
fThe original German spelling of the Christian name was most probably “Heinrich”
gIn the muster roll of December 1712, he is said to be in Tacrama
hIn the muster roll of December 1712, his birthplace is said to be Hulst (Dutch Republic)
Source Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz (GStA PK), HA I., Rep. 65, Marine und 
Afrikanische Kompaniesachen, 101, fol. 207r
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Grossfriedrichsburg were serving as soldiers, the most humble category 
listed in the muster rolls. Two of them, Thomas Luijten and Manuel 
Manuelze, were working just “for the food”. It is not clear if this was 
due to a racial discrimination. The fact that the third African-born sol-
dier, Jan Muller, was paid the same amount as the other soldiers seems to 
contradict this hypothesis.24 One might reasonably suppose that Luijten 
and Manuelze’s situation could have related to a need to pay back some 
outstanding debts. At the same time, their poverty (and hypothetical 
debts) could have been caused by a racially determined restriction on hir-
ing for better-remunerated positions in the fort hierarchy. Beyond a few 
success stories of individuals such as Edward Barter in Cape Coast who 
attained significant wealth and political influence, most Euro-Africans 
remained confined to minor positions.25 This was a general trend on the 
Gold Coast around 1700 and the situation at Grossfriedrichsburg seems 
to reflect this.

Two employees—a trumpeter and an under master/soldier—were 
born across the Atlantic in Brazil. Although the Dutch had expelled the 
Portuguese from their Gold Coast factories and tried to exclude them 
completely from the coastal trade, ships coming from Brazil continued to 
visit the region and, from the 1680s onwards, the WIC actually tolerated 
them importing Brazilian tobacco.26 One can thus conjecture that the 
two Brazilian-born employees had arrived in the Cape Three Points area 
through these ongoing commercial relations.27

Another employee, who bores the Portuguese name of Joseph 
Rodrigo, came from the Mughal Empire’s province of Bengal. 
Concerning the migratory paths, which lead him from India to West 
Africa, the available evidence does not permit a conclusion beyond 
hypotheses. Most probably, he was born in one of the Portuguese set-
tlements in the Bay of Bengal, which was founded during the sixteenth 
century.28 Quite possibly, he was of Luso-Indian descent.29 Hence, he 
might have been one of the numerous Lusophone “mestiços” who, 
in the context of the seventeenth-century crisis of Portuguese trade 
in Bengal, was “all too happy to apply for jobs […] as soldiers and 
clerks” with the English and Dutch trading companies.30 A previous 
employment for Dutch or English companies—although highly hypo-
thetical—would help to explain how the Indian-born Joseph Rodrigo 
ended up serving a remote Baltic state on the western Gold Coast, 
considering that at the time there were no direct relations between the 
BAAC and Asia.
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Overall, the muster roll gives a glimpse of the interregional entangle-
ments connecting Grossfriedrichsburg to the Atlantic world. In the sin-
gle case of Joseph Rodrigo, the connection goes even further. Thanks 
to the fortress—and to traders from Wassa and Asante who linked the 
Cape Three Points area to the inland markets—Pokesu became a small 
but significant hub of transcontinental relations, both in terms of human 
mobility and exchanged commodities. Grossfriedrichsburg was certainly 
a Brandenburg-Prussian base, as it derived its legal status from the offi-
cial protection granted by the sovereigns of this principality. However, 
the trading company that managed it and the people who worked 
in it neither were the bearers of a common German culture nor were 
they tied together by a common national sense of belonging. To label 
Grossfriedrichsburg as a “German” colony is therefore anachronistic.

Moreover, what about the term “colony”? Can Grossfriedrichsburg 
be defined—as it often is—as a “colonial” base? I argue that this expres-
sion is rather misleading. Even if we specify that it was neither a settle-
ment nor a plantation colony with a large territorial hinterland, but a 
spatially circumscribed trading colony, the word insinuates that the rela-
tionships between the BAC/BAAC and the local Akan society should 
be described in terms of dominion and exploitation. To be sure, the 
Brandenburg-Prussian monarchy sometimes tried to represent their forts 
on the Gold Coast as sovereign possessions. For example, when “His 
Serene Highness” the Prince-Elector of Brandenburg promised the cab-
oceers of Pokesu that he would “protect them all”, he used an expression 
which clearly indicated an asymmetric relationship and the submission 
of the local population under his sovereignty.31 Nevertheless, the daily 
interactions, which took place in Pokesu, were much more characterised 
by cooperation than by unilateral rule. In this context, the written trea-
ties served more as legal instruments to sustain Brandenburg-Prussia’s 
claims against their Dutch rivals than to solidify political dominion 
over the population of Little Inkassa and Ahanta. During the exist-
ence of the BAC/BAAC, the term “colony” itself was rarely applied to 
Brandenburg-Prussia’s forts on the Gold Coast. Significantly, one of very 
few occurrences of this expression can be found in a diplomatic mem-
orandum sent in 1712 from Reinhardt von Hymmen (1651–1722), 
the Prussian envoy in Den Haag, to the States General of the Dutch 
Republic following an Anglo-Dutch attack against the BAAC fort of 
Akwida.32 Imagining the trading bases in Africa as sovereign “posses-
sions” and “colonies” was a tool for European diplomats to fight their 
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paper wars, but this proves wholly inadequate for understanding the 
patterns of interaction that developed on-site.

In asserting that relations between the BAC/BAAC and the Akan 
elites in Pokesu should be conceptualised in terms of cooperation and 
bilateral negotiations, rather than perceived through the lens of colo-
nial dominion, our attention is shifted to transcultural exchanges and 
global entanglements.33 This perspective allows us to “provincialise” 
European actions and to integrate African agency into the analytical 
framework. Of course, this should not obliterate the structural violence 
of the slave trade, which played a fundamental role in the BAC/BAAC’s 
African commerce, or the economic asymmetries on which it was based. 
Grossfriedrichsburg was built and functioned as a European infrastruc-
ture for the transatlantic slave trade.34 Putting cooperation and nego-
tiation at the centre of analysis enables one to examine the patterns of 
interaction on which this trade was based. These interactions included 
two moments: one of converging interests—as illustrated by the case of 
bypassing the factories of the Dutch WIC and the English Royal African 
Company (RAC)  on the western Gold Coast—and another of conflict 
between specific European and African actors.

As elsewhere on the Gold Coast, tensions in Pokesu had developed 
during the Brandenburg period. In 1686, for example, “the Negroes” 
took up “arms in rebellion” against the fortress of Grossfriedrichsburg 
and its hated director general, Johan Brouw.35 The ostensible reason 
for this uprising was the killing of an African who had been accused of 
theft. Brouw had given the order to “shoot dead” the man “who, hav-
ing served the cook in the cook house [of the fort], had […] stolen from 
the [white] people a few old cloths (such as an old shirt, an old coat, a 
hat and similar rags) and had therefore been driven away by the peo-
ple, and who had occasionally come back to see if there was any chance 
for him”. In order to fulfil Brouw’s order, the soldiers took an old 
coat, “tied it firmly to the palisades [outside the fortress]” and “went 
behind the palisades to lie down and keep watch until the Negro should 
come”. Finally, when “this Negro came and was engaged in pushing 
the coat off the palisades with a stick, he was shot dead by the smith, 
named Philip Steinder”. The BAC directors, who feared that this “inci-
dent” could disturb the trade relations with the locals and lower the 
company’s profits, blamed Brouw. In his defence, Brouw justified his 
methods by maintaining that the shooting “was done lawfully”: “mar-
tial law”, he argued, “does not permit any Negro to come” within reach  
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of “the canon at night”. In practice, the brutal killing of the cook seems 
to have been caused by the failure to impose an effective jurisdictional 
power over the inhabitants of Pokesu and the consequent willingness 
to punish a servant accused of theft extrajudicially. The invocation of an 
alleged Brandenburg martial law concerning the relations between the 
“Negroes” and the fortress was not much more than an apologetic strat-
egy by a director general who had not arrived to manage the tensions 
between the garrison and the local population. Nevertheless, on a for-
mal level, the argument is highly significant: the man had been killed for 
violating Brandenburg martial law, which—according to this argument—
also applied in Pokesu. Brouw’s discourse effectively suggested that 
Pokesu was a kind of colony under Brandenburg sovereignty. However, 
the beginning of an uprising shows that the local society and its elites 
did not accept this perspective. For them, the shooting was an illegiti-
mate act of violence and it had to be sanctioned according to the legal 
customs of the Akan culture. Pokesu was clearly not, in their opinion, a 
colony: in spite of the fortified factory and the military alliance with the 
BAC, it remained an independent polity. In order to cease the hostilities 
against the garrison, the caboceers demanded “blood money” (atitɔdeɛ), 
a material compensation “which buys the dead”.36 In the end, the for-
tress was not stormed. The conflict was solved through negotiation, and 
the demand of the caboceers was satisfied. In other words, Akan customs 
prevailed over Brandenburg martial law.

There were also clashes in the economic sphere. The above-mentioned 
director general Brouw provides a good example of this. In 1686, 
when the BAC directors interrogated the former director and factor of 
Grossfriedrichsburg after their return to Emden, their suspicion was con-
firmed that Brouw had traded extensively on his own account, selling 
his own commodities before the company’s and using his private prof-
its in order to buy new trading goods from Dutch interlopers. This was, 
of course, a very common practice among the companies’ employees on 
the Gold Coast and, in principle, the Akan traders could profit from the 
augmented supply and the competition between official and unofficial 
European sellers. However, Brouw not only defrauded the BAC’s share-
holders in Europe, but also tried to alter local custom by imposing a trib-
ute of three benda of gold on the caboceers as well as manipulating the 
standardised coral threads in order to augment his gains.37 This conduct 
provoked political tensions with the authorities of Pokesu and resulted in 
a loss of trust from the traders operating in the Cape Three Points region. 
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The Akan merchants let other BAC employees know that they were very 
“discontent”, “they would not accept the corals in this manner”, and in 
the end, “the trade on Grossfriedrichsburg would certainly be ruined”. In 
this case, the Akan actors who were negatively impacted by Brouw’s behav-
iour did not attack him directly. Instead, the authorities of Pokesu com-
municated their dissatisfaction to other BAC employees. This was most 
likely because they were hoping that the company would solve the prob-
lem internally. Since Brouw also acted in a manner that was contrary to 
the company’s interests, this goal was soon achieved through his dismissal 
and the appointment of a new director general, Johan Nieman. This case 
highlights that—far from being dictated unilaterally by the BAC/BAAC 
leadership in Emden or by its representatives in Grossfriedrichsburg—the 
conditions of economic interaction were defined by a multilateral negotia-
tion in which different alliances were actually possible.

In the early eighteenth century, the dependence of Grossfriedrichsburg 
on the Akan elites became even stronger. On the one hand, the French 
naval attacks during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) 
made it impossible for the BAAC to furnish its African bases with trad-
ing goods. Consequently, the factories of Pokesu, Tacrama and Akwida 
had to rely largely on Dutch interlopers and English private vessels (the 
so-called 10% ships) in order to obtain the stocks demanded by their 
Akan partners.38 On the other hand, mounting pressure due to the 
expanding Asante—victors over the once powerful Denkyera in 1701—
resulted in a growing concentration of power in the western part of the 
Gold Coast. In this context, the famous Akan  “merchant prince” Kɔne 
Kpole (“Conny the Great”) alias Jan Conny arrived on the scene around 
1710.39 Having grown rich by trading, managing a canoe fleet and pro-
ducing maize for the garrison and the transiting slave ships, Conny suc-
ceeded in developing a transversal system of alliances throughout the 
region. He affirmed himself as the major intermediary between the 
inland traders and the interloper ships, seriously undermining the busi-
ness of the RAC in Dixcove and the WIC in Axim. Under Conny, the 
BAAC forts not only consolidated their connections to the gold trad-
ers from Wassa but also became the favoured commercial partners of 
the Asante merchants on the western Gold Coast for many years. They 
offered the Asante firearms for their ongoing wars of expansion under 
Osei Tutu I. and Opoku Ware I.40 According to a report, gold dust, ivory 
and slaves were the principal commodities sold to Dutch interlopers and 
English “ten percent ships”.41 Although German sources and German 
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historiography have sometimes referred to Conny as a simple “broker 
of the Prussians”,42 he was obviously much more than that. In Pokesu, 
the balance of power had clearly tipped in favour of the new ɔbirɛmpɔn 
(“big man”) Jan Conny. He entertained diplomatic relations with other 
states on the Gold Coast and waged wars against rival Akan powers and 
their European allies. When a BAAC director at Grossfriedrichsburg did 
not accommodate his requests, such as occurred with Frans de Lange in 
1710, Conny imposed his removal and substitution.43 The last vestige of 
the asserted Brandenburg-Prussian protection over the people of Little 
Inkassa and Ahanta had disappeared. If the BAAC still held its forts on 
the Gold Coast, it was due to Conny’s protection.

When the Prussian king, Frederick William I (r. 1688–1740), decided 
in 1717 to liquidate the overseas enterprise launched by his grandfa-
ther and sell the African forts to the Dutch, Conny did not recognise 
the validity of this transfer. As a French memorandum recalled, “Jean 
Connain” told the Dutch in April 1718 “that he did not know all these 
kinds of agreements which had been made between this and that party” 
and “that if the King of Prussia was not intentioned to come and live 
in his fort, he was not entitled anymore to dispose of it in favour of 
any person, considering that he did not possess the land” on which it 
was built.44 Conny stated that he was the “master of the country” and 
that only he could choose which nation used the fort.45 The Dutch 
met this refusal by trying to conquer Grossfriedrichsburg militarily, but 
their attack in 1718 ended in a humiliating bloody defeat. As a result, 
Grossfriedrichsburg became “well known by the Name of Conny’s cas-
tle”.46 From his court, the “merchant prince” of Pokesu pursued for 
some years an open port policy, giving access to interloper and company 
ships of different countries.47 Only in November 1724, when Wassa 
and other former allies declared war on Conny, he was forced to retreat 
inland and the Dutch were finally able to take over Grossfriedrichsburg, 
which was then renamed “Fort Hollandia”.

The Invention of a Tradition: Grossfriedrichsburg 
as “The First German Colony” (Nineteenth 

to Twentieth Centuries)
The final failure of the BAAC and the thwarting of Brandenburg-
Prussia’s naval ambitions consigned their former African bases to a long 
oblivion. For about one-and-half centuries, their presence in German 
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historiography and literature remained quite sporadic. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, however, Grossfriedrichsburg was “rediscovered”, 
experiencing a sudden flourishing of interest among a broader audience.

On 27 January 1884, the German corvette-cruiser “Sophie”, com-
manded by Captain Wilhelm Stubenrauch, arrived at Pokesu. Its des-
tination was Little Popo (Aného), where the Hamburg Chamber of 
Commerce had asked the government to protect the interests of some 
German firms complaining about growing hostilities perpetrated by the 
Lawson clan.48 The expedition of the “Sophie” constituted the first mili-
tary intervention in West Africa of the German Empire. It opened the 
way for the establishment of the political dominion, achieved in July 
1884, over the territories that would later become the German colony 
of Togo. Though Germany had hitherto been very reluctant to intervene 
directly in the imperial “scramble” to govern Africa, Stubenrauch’s mis-
sion marked a crucial turning point in its overseas politics. Significantly, 
in the very moment in which the government of the Hohenzollern 
monarchy decided to claim its area of influence south of the Sahara, the 
old mercantile enterprises of the Prince-Elector Frederick William were 
thought of again. The orders given by the Chief of the Admiralty, Leo 
von Caprivi, did not actually mention a visit to Cape Three Points.49  
Indeed, it was an independent initiative of Stubenrauch. He had met the 
crown prince Frederick in the port of Genoa in December 1883, and 
the latter had inspired him to undertake the mission in order to “learn 
more” about “this very interesting aspect of Brandenburg’s history”.50

Once they had landed in Pokesu, Stubenrauch and his officers were 
brought to the local “chief”, who received them along with about one 
hundred of his men.51 After exchanging their greetings, the “chief” 
brought the Germans to the old fortress. In his own account, which he 
published after returning to Germany, Stubenrauch fashioned himself as 
an explorer, discovering the relics of a remote past.

Immediately after leaving the village, the path led up the hill on the peninsula. 
We passed through banana bushes, corn stalks and palm trees and encoun-
tered some stone ruins, until after about ten minutes we arrived in front of 
an opening in the decayed walls of the fort. The remains of the wall on both 
sides, as well as a kind of gateway, suggested that this was the entrance.52

The walk on the top of the hill was represented as a kind of time travel. 
Much more than this, it was also an act of imaginary re-appropriation in 
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which a group of German men salvaged the material traces of a German 
past, which had been obscured by timeless and ahistorical African nature‚ 
for the sake of the historical present. Now, the space of the fortress had 
to be wrested from the “dense creepers” which had wrapped it in a cha-
otic web of vegetation, causing it to fall into a deep slumber. In order 
to re-appropriate this past and to make sense of these weed-enmeshed 
stones, the remains of the fort were subjected to precise measurement.

The length of the front is 40 [meters], the two flanks measure 35 meters 
each, the bastion is 16 meters long and 7 meters deep. The outer wall is 
0.9 meters thick, [and] built of rough granite blocks. It is 5.2 meters high, 
lying about 15 meters above sea level. […] The rampart, on which the 
canons were positioned, is 3 meters wide, the parapet is 1 meters high; the 
gunports are located 3 meters apart.53

Finally, before continuing his voyage to Little Popo, Stubenrauch bar-
tered some goods for one of the old canons found inside the fort. 
A piece of the Hohenzollern’s African past was to be brought back to 
Germany. The court appreciated Stubenrauch’s initiative. As soon as the 
emperor knew of it, he ordered the canon—which at that time was still 
aboard the “Sophie” in the middle of the Atlantic—to be exhibited in 
the Hall of Fame in Berlin.54 As the German Empire was becoming a 
colonial empire, Brandenburg-Prussia’s overseas enterprises were glori-
ously integrated into the national history.

Frederick William’s overseas deeds suddenly became a major histo-
riographical issue and the German state itself started promoting publi-
cations (particularly the editions of historical sources) dealing with the 
BAC/BAAC.55 Military officers and civil servants played a major role 
in this work. In 1885, the General Staff of the German Armed Forces 
published a first collection of archival records.56 In 1889, Court Assessor 
Richard Schück prepared a larger and more accurate edition under the 
patronage of Paul Kayser, the future director of the Colonial Office.57 
This operation of historical memory was directly linked to ongoing colo-
nial ambitions.

The lively interest, which the nation has recently shown for the pioneer-
ing enterprises initiated by a powerful and purposeful statecraft in overseas 
territories, has drawn the memory to those times, in which Brandenburg-
Prussia’s flag was flying on the ramparts of imposing fortresses on the 
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west coast of Africa. The historical sense […], connecting the past with 
the present, finds in those [past] enterprises […] a promising exhortation  
[for the future].58

Travelogues also became a means of propagating historical mem-
ory. In 1886, the Prussian officer Paul Oettinger published Unter 
Kurbrandenburgischer Flagge. Deutsche Kolonialerfahrungen vor 200 
Jahren (Under the flag of the Electorate of Brandenburg. German 
colonial experiences 200 years ago), a kind of colonial novel based on 
the journal of his ancestor Johann Peter Oettinger, who had worked 
as a barber–surgeon on a Brandenburg slave vessel.59 In addition, the 
travel account of Otto Friedrich von der Gröben—who a riverside road 
in Berlin was named after in 1895, following an explicit order of the 
emperor William II60—was republished several times, between the early 
twentieth century and the Nazi period.

These texts were not only read by academic scholars. On the contrary, 
they were absorbed by a wide readership fascinated with a fast expand-
ing colonial culture that permitted German society to imagine itself as a 
colonising nation.61 The “legitimation of political ambitions and actions 
in the present” was achieved by recalling “old beginnings and models”.62 
The BAC/BAAC and the “colony” of Grossfriedrichsburg “were elevated 
to a myth” and integrated into an imagined “genealogy”, leading from 
early modern overseas trade to the plantation and settlement colonies 
of the late nineteenth century.63 Grossfriedrichsburg, and (some of) the 
many stories linked to it, became the building blocks of an “invented tra-
dition” of German colonialism. During the colonial period (1884–1918), 
the construction of this tradition—suggesting that Germany had been 
a colonising nation for centuries—functioned as a counterweight to the 
latecomer complex that informed the self-perception of German colonial 
actors. After the loss of the colonies during World War I, it was upheld by 
revisionist propaganda asking for a reconstitution of the colonial empire: 
the failure of the BAAC—determined by the “envy” of the English, 
French and Dutch—was then read as a precedent of the confiscation of 
the German colonies sanctioned by the Treaty of Versailles.64

In these decades, Grossfriedrichsburg became a widespread “site 
of memory”.65 For example, the meeting room of the Berlin sec-
tion of the German Colonial Society—the major organisation of the 
colonial movement in Germany and as such an important political 
lobby—was named “Grossfriedrichsburg”.66 The bourgeois gentlemen, 
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who met to drink coffee and discuss the latest political news concern-
ing Germany’s overseas territories, liked to fashion themselves as the 
descendants and torchbearers of the company employees who had traded 
and lived in the old fortress above Pokesu. In January 1902, the Berlin 
Philharmonic gave a concert to mark the 220th anniversary of the foun-
dation of Grossfriedrichsburg. The event was entitled Fetisie. Volksfest in 
Togo (Fetish. Folk Festival in Togo).67 Togo, the organisers suggested, 
was Germany’s new Grossfriedrichsburg. Another striking connection 
between the early modern mercantile enterprises of Brandenburg-Prussia 
and Germany’s modern colonial empire was established with the monu-
ment dedicated to Heinrich von Wissmann (1853–1905), a German 
explorer and colonial administrator.68 The Wissmann monument by the 
Berlin sculptor Adolf Kürle was inaugurated in Dar es Salaam in 1909. 
The sculpture of the triumphant explorer, at whose feet an Askari sol-
dier with a German flag and a dead lion were represented, was placed 
upon a pedestal with the form of Grossfriedrichsburg’s ground plan. The 
new explorers and conquerors, this monument evoked, had literally car-
ried out their deeds on the historical foundation of Frederick William’s 
overseas policies.

The myth of Grossfriedrichsburg was further elaborated and dis-
seminated through the literature.69 In this way, Otto Friedrich von 
der Gröben, Jan Conny and other historical figures became the heroes 
of a German colonial epic. As far as we know, authors such as Wilhelm 
Jensen, Emil Steurich and Wilhelm Henzen never travelled to Africa. 
They drew their inspiration from historiographical works and from 
edited sources—and at the same time altered them considerably.

In Steurich’s novel Johann Kuny, der erste brandenburgisch-preussische 
Negerfürst (Jan Conny, the first Brandenburg-Prussian Negro prince), 
Conny’s refusal to come to terms with the Dutch was reinterpreted as 
an extreme sign of loyalty towards the Prussian King. “We, the people 
of Ahanta have just one heart”, Conny told the Dutch Admiral asking 
him to hand over the fortress. “We cannot take it off like a dress and put 
on another one. Go, we cannot live in common with you Dutchmen, 
because you were always unfaithful to us poor Negroes”.70 Thus, Conny 
was conflated diachronically with those late nineteenth-century African 
elites who had chosen to ally themselves with the German Empire and 
with the “faithful Askari soldiers” who were idealised in colonial propa-
ganda as devoted subordinates acknowledging the benevolent character 
of Germany’s “protection”.71 The manipulation of the historical person 
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of the “merchant prince” of Pokesu, who had himself been the power-
ful protector of Brandenburg-Prussia’s factories, could not have been 
greater.72

Colonial novels and plays on Grossfriedrichsburg were informed 
by asymmetric hierarchies between the Brandenburgers and “their” 
Africans, by stereotypical discourses of racial superiority as well as 
by images of dominion and submission (Fig. 2.1). In Henzen’s play 
Grossfriedrichsburg. Ein deutsches Kolonialfestspiel in vier Aufzügen 
(Grossfriedrichsburg. A German colonial play in four acts), for example, 
the story of von der Gröben’s arrival in Pokesu was radically altered. In 
this plot, the major was not received by the 18 men armed with muskets 
mentioned in the original account, but by a small “mulatto” girl called 
Dia. Von der Gröben found her while she was mourning the death of her 
father, an East Frisian seaman, who had served the Dutch on the Gold 
Coast and who had been killed during the recent Adom attack.  In this 
play, Africa was introduced in the form of a defenceless girl—weak, femi-
nine, infantile and therefore incapable of caring for herself. Falling to von 
der Gröben’s feet, the girl cried:

Oh white Man, you’re German,

Like good Father was, you’re good like him.

Give protection to poor Dia! She afraid, she afraid!73

As the spectators would see soon, Dia (Africa) was not only asking for 
the powerful male and adult protection of von der Gröben (Germany), 
but once he had accepted her demand, she in turn offered herself to 
him. Following a common colonial discourse, the play staged Africa as a 
“virgin” continent whose “untouched”, “wild”, “uncivilized” and there-
fore “free” nature presented its male conquerors with its voluptuous 
fruits.74

The myth of Brandenburg-Prussia’s African adventures had one sig-
nificant blemish. They had been undertaken—not exclusively, but cer-
tainly to a good extent—in order to participate in the growing business 
of the slave trade. Considering that one of the main moral arguments 
used by European powers to justify their colonial dominion in Africa 
was the fight against slavery, this fact potentially limited the usefulness of 
the BAC epic as a tool of historical legitimation for Germany’s imperial 
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policies. Nevertheless, this evident contradiction was generally resolved 
in both fiction and non-fiction through the narrative marginalisation of 
the slave trade or through other exculpatory strategies.

Fig. 2.1  In popular culture, the encounter between O.F. von der Gröben and 
the inhabitants of Pokesu was represented in terms of dominion and submission. 
Drawing by Ludwig Burger, in Schorers Familienblatt, vol. VI, 1885, n. 9, p. 137
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Slavery and the slave trade are not mentioned at all in Henzen’s 
play. By contrast, in Wilhelm Jensen’s novel Brandenburg’scher Pavillon 
hoch! Eine Geschichte aus Kurbrandenburgs Kolonialzeit (Hoist the 
Brandenburg flag! A story from the colonial era of the Electorate of 
Brandenburg), the moral question of slavery is raised. However, this 
was mainly done to give the novel’s main characters, Didde and Cirk, 
the chance to prove their noble spirits by helping an enslaved woman to 
flee.75 To be sure, the condemnation of the slave trade did not involve a 
critique of racism. In his depiction of the Africans, for instance, Jensen 
constantly uses demeaning language such as comparing their houses to 
termite mounds, labelling their language as “gibberish” and insulting 
them as “pigs”.76 This attitude is summarised by Cirk’s exclamation after 
freeing the enslaved (and very beautiful) girl: “I have never seen such 
a Negress, in her case it’s really a pity that she’s not white”.77 As often 
in colonial discourse, the moral condemnation of slavery went hand-in-
hand with the racial denigration of the Africans.

Postcolonial Echoes

Nowadays, celebrative statements about Grossfriedrichsburg and 
the BAC/BAAC still survive in reactionary milieus such as the 
Traditionsverband ehemaliger Schutz – und Überseetruppen, a small asso-
ciation devoted to colonial nostalgia.78 In the popular literature, one may 
still find veiled expressions of admiration concerning the ancient deeds 
of von der Gröben and Frederick William.79 However, today in general 
the tendency prevails to associate Grossfriedrichsburg with the slave busi-
ness. Frequently, the interest concerning the BAC/BAAC is neatly con-
nected with an explicit moral condemnation of its role in the triangular 
trade. Insofar, Grossfriedrichsburg has become a symbol for German par-
ticipation in this “shame for humanity”.80 Significantly, after a contro-
versial debate that divided both public opinion and academic scholars, 
in 2010 anti-racist associations backed by local left-wing politicians were 
able to rename the Berlin riverside road that had been dedicated to von 
der Gröben.81 As the founder of the fortress of Grossfriedrichsburg who 
had “created the material conditions for the Electorate of Brandenburg’s 
slave trade” and who “during the German Empire and the Nazi period 
was honoured as colonial pioneer”, von der Gröben was no longer con-
sidered “worthy to be honoured”. Thus, the riverside road has been 
renamed in memory of May Ayim (1960–1996), a poet and anti-racist 
activist of German–Ghanaian descent. Through this act of symbolic 
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decolonisation, the public sphere is meant to reflect in a more appropri-
ate manner the democratic values of modern Germany and the “transna-
tional lives” of Berlin’s migrant population.82

Interestingly, even today’s critical memories on Grossfriedrichsburg 
are (at least partially) linked to the conceptual frames of nineteenth-
century colonial discourse. The old triumphant rhetoric has cer-
tainly been substituted by severe moral judgements, but the idea 
of Grossfriedrichsburg as “German” and a “colony” is frequently 
repeated.83 Furthermore, the founding place of the fortress in the imagi-
nary genealogy of German colonialism is often validated.84

The opinion that the old fortress is to be considered foremost as a 
“monument of German-African relations” is deeply rooted in mod-
ern German cultural memory.85 Furthermore, current memorial prac-
tices enacted at Grossfriedrichsburg are visibly influenced by it.86 Since 
the end of the twentieth century, Princes Town has been repeatedly tar-
geted by small German “development aid” initiatives.87 For example, 
the city of Havelberg—where some of the (slave) vessels of the BAC/
BAAC were built—launched a fundraising campaign in 2013 to finance 
a new football ground for the children of Princes Town.88 On an aca-
demic level, exchange initiatives between German, Togolese and Ghanaian 
universities are set up to disseminate knowledge of “this dark chapter of 
German history”.89 In addition, German cultural memory concerning 
Grossfriedrichsburg has influenced tourism in the Cape Three Points area. 
Unlike Elmina and Cape Coast—which starting in the 1990s became inte-
grated into circuits of international tourism and are now important sites 
of memory for African American visitors—Grossfriedrichsburg is, gener-
ally speaking, a second-rank attraction in Ghana’s sightseeing agenda.90 
Despite the fortress being owned by the Dutch for much longer than by 
Brandenburg-Prussia, it does not seem to represent a site of specific inter-
est for Dutch tourists nor does it seem to be a place of particular attraction 
for African Americans.91 Significantly‚ the major tourist group is repre-
sented by Germans aiming to discover the vestiges of “their” history.92
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