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SOJOURN OF ENRIQUE STANKO VRAZ ON THE GOLD COAST

Josef Kandert — Jifina Todorovova*

ABSTRACT: The traveller and collector Enrique Stanko Vraz (1860-1932) spent the
period from 1885 to 1888 on the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) where he collected
zoological and botanical material, hunted animals and photographed. During the same
period, Friedrich Louis Ramseyer, a missionary from Basel, spent time on the Gold Coast
and photographed there as well. Contact between both men may be noted based on a
comparison of the photographic material held in the collections of the Naprstek Museum
and the historical photograph archive of the Basel Mission. Thanks to this association,
several hitherto unknown persons as well as places from Vrazs negatives have been

identified.

Key worps: Gold Coast — Ghana — Basel Mission - Asante — Fante — British Empire —
Abetifi

Almost 80 years after his death, our map of the life of the traveller Enrique Stanko Vraz
(1860-1932) is still full of blanks. Many of them are located in the black continent —
Africa.

One might assume that his sojourn on the Gold Coast (today’s Ghana) would be
well known to us thanks to his diaries, published as a book of memoirs compiled by
his daughter Vlasta Adéla Vrazova with the title “Life and Travels of E. St.Vraz“ /Zivot
a cesty E.St. Vraze/ (Vrazova 1937: 5-50). However, Vlasta only published those parts of
the diaries she considered important and interesting. A comparison between the original
diaries and the published excerpts is not possible now as the diaries have been lost. They
were not included in Vraz's papers, which that found their way to the Naprstek Museum
after World War I1, or in the bequest of his daughter, which came to the Museum’s archives
thanks to her friends in the 1990s. Vlasta A. Vrazova died on 28 October 1989. Vrazové
supposedly discarded them with a view to protecting her father’s reputation.

Another source of information concerning Vraz’s sojourn on the Gold Coast are the
articles he published in the Svétozor journal, volumes 33-37, in 1894 under the title “From
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the Gold Coast of Africa: Travelogues of E. St. Vraz” (,,0d Zlatého pobrezi afrického.
Z cestopisnych zapiska E.St.Vraze®).

Vrazs adventures along the Gold Coast of 1898 were published as part of a set of
travelogue sketches “From the Travels of E. St. Vraz® /Z cest E.St.Vraze/, edited by Vraz’s
friend Bohumil Bause (Vraz 1898: 154-208).

Itis possible to add several pieces to the puzzle of Vraz’s life thanks to a detailed examination
of pictures Vraz took on the Gold Coast between 1885 and 1888. These 102 negatives and
23 slides form part of the photographic collection of the Ethnographic Department of the
Naprstek Museum.

His very first journey outside of Europe led Vraz to the African continent. Beginning in
1880, he travelled through the north of Africa. Masked as an Arab merchant or a poor Jew
he tried to join caravans heading from the coast into the African hinterland, to mysterious
Timbuktu. This plan did not work out, so he decided to penetrate into Timbuktu from the
West African coast. He eventually reached Bathurst (now Banjul) in Gambia in 1883 via
Tenerife, part of the Canary Islands. At Bathurst he hunted and collected botanical and
zoological material. He either sold the hunting trophies and collections to local Europeans
or sent them to Europe. Vraz fell ill with malaria and red pestilence and left Gambia two
years later with his health ruined. He never reached Timbuktu.

In 1885, he landed on the Gold Coast where he was treated for the diseases from which
he suffered at the former Danish fortress of Christiansborg. Christiansborg, known in
modern times under the name of Osu and forming part of Ghana’s capital of Accra, was
then not only the seat of the governor, but also the headquarters of the Basel Mission, an
evangelic German-Swiss missionary society active on the Gold Coast from 1828.

During Vrazs sojourn one of the missionaries ordered a camera for himself, but
died before the camera was delivered. Vraz decided to buy it from the missionaries. It
was a wooden (also labelled “travel ) but rather heavy device produced by the Liesegang
Company in Diisseldorf. It was placed on a tripod and used glass plates measuring 13 by 18
cm and weighing 125 g. The camera was delivered together with a painted linen screen.

As Vrdz had never photographed before, he had to teach himself this new art. Vrazova
comments on this in her book as follows: “And soon, the Gold Coast shows off her own
modern European atelier that is in no way lacking in equipment: a screen brought from
Europe and a chair from Korycany (a small South Moravian town, note JT) in front of it,
where people willingly sit down, not only his missionary friends, but their baptized pupils,
Negroes proud of their partly European dress, as well as natives with pointy hairstyles
supported with skewers” (Vrazova 1937: 44).

In Accra, Vraz used to meet with the British governor William Brandford Griffith! and
his son of the same name who often posed for Vrédz's camera, sometimes with his sister.

' Sir William Brandford Griffith (1824-1897), ennobled 1887, governor of the Gold Coast during seven periods
between 1880 and 1895 (1 December 1880 — 4 March 1881, 4 October 1882 - 24 December 1882, 24 April 1885 —
11 April 1886,26 November 1887 - 30 June 1889, 18 February 1890 - 12 June 1891, 24 November 1891 - 12 August
1893,7 March 1894 - 7 April 1895) - http://www.britishempire.co.uk/maproom/goldcoast/goldcoastadmin.htm,
(27-05-2009). Between 1883 and 1884, he served as the vice-governor in Lagos (between 1874 and 1886 the
territory was a part of the Gold Coast Colony). Griffith is credited with the introduction of cocoa cultivation on
the Gold Coast (beginning in 1886, at Aburi, the summer seat with a botanical garden; cf. letter of W. Brandford
Griffith Jr. to the editorial board of the Journal of the African Society, dated 20 June 1916 (Journal of the African
Society, Vol. 15, No. 60, Jul. 1916, p. 400). The Basel Mission was also involved in the spread of cocoa cultivation.
The governor’s son William Brandford Griffith (1858-1939) was a lawyer and an author of several legal studies.




Map of Vraz's travels on the Gold Coast.

Photography became not only a passion for Vraz, but also, alongside his collecting of
botanical and zoological material, a source of income. From then onwards, he carried the
camera with him every time he set off on hunting and collecting expeditions.

He went on journeys to the north, to the territory of the Asante, for example with its
major centre at Kumasi and along the Volta river. He hunted, photographed and collected
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Inv. No. Af | 7379 - Son of the governor of the
British colony of the Gold Coast, William Brandford
Griffith Jr. (1858-1939), Accra, 1885.

botanical and zoological material, some of which he sent to the shop of Vaclav Fri¢ and
to the National Museum in Prague. The collections left from the ports on the Volta River
(e.g. Addah, today Ada). It is estimated that during the five years he spent in West Africa
he collected approximately 15,000 insect specimens, 1,200 bird specimens, 600 mammal
specimens and 800 other biological specimens.

Meanwhile he spent three months on the Canary Islands due to his bad health. He
arrived there on 10 March 1887 and by June of the same year he felt healthy enough to
leave the Islands and return to the Gold Coast.

At the end of March 1888 he set oft for the town of Akuse located on the bank of
the Volta River under the Akvapim Mountains. He then stayed in Aburi, an important
missionary station in the mountains. He continued through the rain forest and mountains
passing through a number of small towns and villages like Obosomasi (Vraz’s spelling:
Abusumase), Mampong, Koforidua, Kukurantumi, Tafo, Osiem (Oseem), Anyinam,
Mpraeso (Bepong) eventually reaching Abetifi in the neighbouring Okwawu Mountains.
At Abetifi, the Basel mission constructed an imposing house with a garden, a chapel and
a school. Vraz was cordially welcomed there by the station’s administrator, Ramseyer.

Friedrich August Louis Ramseyer (7 October 1840-6 August 1914) was a member of
the Basel mission on the Gold Coast at the time of Vraz’s sojourn there. In 1869, the Asante
took Ramseyer captive together with his wife Rosa Luise Ramseyer-Bontemps (7 July
1841-9 April 1914), the missionary Johannes Kithne? and the French merchant Bonnet in

* Missionary Johannes Kiihne (25 February 1842 - 7 July 1902) was active on the Gold Coast beginning in 1866
as a merchant of the Trading Company of the Basel Mission. Together with Ramseyer he was imprisoned at
Kumasi between 1869 and 1874. After his release he returned to Europe.




the region of Krepi. From there they were taken to the Asante capital of Kumasi, where
they were imprisoned from 1869 to 1874 — a fact Vraz mentioned in his book (Vraz 1898:
178). :

Ramseyer was also captivated by photography. A comprehensive set of his photographs
is now kept in the collections of historical photographs in the Basel Evangelic Mission
Archive.’ It is a matter of debate whether Ramseyer really took all the photographs
attributed to him, as the negatives are not preserved. Within the above mentioned
collection, 12 photographs are marked with the name of E. St. Vraz. Seven of them have
been matched with the negatives of the Vraz Files kept in the collection of the Naprstek
Museum.* Moreover, other photographs kept in the Basel Evangelic Mission Archive may
be attributed to Vraz.

Inv. No. Af | 7370 — One of the missionaries of the Basel
Mission in Abetifi. Vrdz's original caption: “to be sent
to the Basel-Mission Gesselschaft Schweiz’, 1885-1888.

* Basler Mission, recent name Mission 21, Evangelisches Missionswerk Basel, Missionsstrasse 21, CH-4003
Basel; www.mission-21.org. The fundament of the Ramseyer Files in the Basel Mission Archive is an album
called ,,Achtzig Ansichten von der Goldkiiste (Westafrika) nach Originalaufnahmen des Missionars Fritz
Ramseyer®, Neuenburg 1895.

The negatives from the Vraz Files identical with photographs from the Basel Mission Archive:

Af17371 = QL-30.013.0033 (Waterfalls Akropong), Af I 5393 = QL-30.013.0032, (without any title) ,Af I 7428
= QL-30.013.0034 (Road to Akropong), Af I 7386 = QL-30.013.0013 (Dr. Eckhardt in the bush), Af I 7368
= QL-30.013.0042 (Negro from Asante), Af I 5392 = QL-30.013.0021 (Dr. Smith in Kyebi), and Af I 7399 =
QL-30.013.0015 (Mrs. Rottmann and daughter with girls).

The photographs from the Basel Mission Archive attributed to Vraz, the negatives of which are not in the
collection of the Naprstek Museum:

QL-30.013.0014 (Querfurth in the bush), QL-30.013.0035 (Sanatorium Aburi),

QL-30.013.0012 (Missionaries in Abokobi), QL-30.013.0026 (Kufur and wife) and

QL-30.013.0008 (Missionaries in Akropong).
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Vraz made a remark on the edge of one of the negatives that is of particular interest
to us: ... to be sent to Basel-Mission Gesellschaft Schweiz” (Inv. No. Af 1 7370). The
picture shows a bearded man, obviously recognisable as one of the missionaries, with
a tropical helmet in his hand standing in front of a cliff overhang. The shot was taken

Inv. No. Af | 7408 — Missionary Heinrich Hiirlimann (1856-1912) with his sister and pupils from the missionary
school, Aburi or Akropong, 1887.
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in Abetifi. Another picture from the Basel Archive (Inv. No. QD-30.041.0048) shows a
man resembling the one from Vrazs photograph. However, whether these two men are
identical is questionable, as is the identity of the man.

Another missionary from Vraz’s photographs was identified thanks to the information
provided by the archive of photographs of the Basel Mission. Vraz described the negative
Inv. No. Af I 7408 as “Basel missionaries with their helpers on the way from Accra to
Aburi”. An identical image (Inv. No. QQ-30.101.0070) from the Basel Archive is captioned
as “Geschwister Hirlimann 26. September 18877, thereby identifying the Europeans as
the Hiirlimann siblings and giving the exact date when the photograph was taken.’
The captions do not give the name of the author of the picture; however, as Vraz was
around these places at the time in question and had the negative of the photograph in
his possession, it is likely that it was he who took it. The missionary Hiirlimann was also
identified on another picture from the Vraz Files, namely Inv. No. Af I 7407, a group
photograph of teachers and pupils of the missionary school at Akropong (identical to Inv.
No. QQ-30.101.0073 of the Basel Archive).

' www.bmpix.org, 03-11-2009, Biography; Heinrich Hiirlimann (6 January 1856 — 10 February 1912) worked
for the Basel Mission on the Gold Coast between 1883 and 1888.








































