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Praise for Loot

‘Gripping… a must-read.’

Financial Times

‘The storytelling is crisp, balanced and authoritative… As Britain continues to twist on the thorny issue of racism… this book’s laser-sharp focus on the case notes from one instance of colonial cruelty allows for a much more informed understanding of the wider issue. Whereas before the now highly valuable Benin Bronzes might have had us looking in the attic for some forgotten heirloom, perhaps now we are left examining our consciences.’

Tim Butcher, Spectator

‘[A] valuable guide to a complex narrative… Throughout this tortured history, Phillips writes with journalistic detail, gathering his accounts from many sources, attempting fairness.’

The Times

‘His compelling book is full of African voices… It is balanced, sternly critical of the Brits when that is appropriate, but at the same time humane, reasonable and ultimately optimistic.’

Evening Standard

‘Phillips is scrupulously fair yet damning. He points to the racist hypocrisy that rationalised colonial plunder… covers the ritzy, often clandestine, history of the Bronzes on the western market, where some objects have been sold for up to £10m. Above all, his tale is one of competing ways of assessing material culture.’

Prospect

‘A veteran journalist based for years in Africa, Mr. Phillips has written a humane and thoughtful book, devoid of the sort of posturing that mars the debate over the repatriation of objects brought to the West during the colonial era.’

Wall Street Journal

‘[A] balanced reconstruction of the Benin saga and probes the difficult choices facing European – and Nigerian – museums… Phillips excels at tracing the roundabout ways in which objects could find their way into museums.’

Times Literary Supplement
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‘The traveller who returns from a journey may tell all he has seen, but he cannot explain all’

Asante Proverb, from Letters from the Gold Coast by Princess Marie Louise








Contents

A Note on Language

Dramatis Personae

Timeline

Maps

preface: ‘A Joyful Moment’

1 ‘They Saw A Stool Descending from the Sky’

2 ‘King of Kings’

3 ‘An End to All the Peace and Quiet’

4 ‘The White Men Have Guns Which Hit Five Ashantees At Once’

5 ‘Every Doctor Looked Like A Butcher’

6 ‘Blew Up the Palace and Left Coomassie in Flames’

7 ‘Gold Is Always Pretty’

8 ‘Worthy to Find A Resting Place In the British and South Kensington Museums’

9 ‘Kumasi Was Falling Into A Ruinous State’

10 ‘Prepared to Sacrifice Myself to Save the Lives of My People’

11 ‘I Beg the Governor Not to Take My People and Myself Away’

12 ‘Simply A Policy of Robbery’

13 ‘Why Am I Not Sitting on The Golden Stool?’

14 ‘Gold Was A Perfect Curse’

15 ‘Consider How Wretched I Am’



16 ‘Return All Stolen Property to the People of Ashanti!’

17 ‘The Most Marvellous Experience of Our Lives’

18 ‘You Express The Views of A Civilian’

19 ‘The Past Should Not Dictate The Present’

20 ‘A Happy Day for Asante, for the Black African Continent’

21 ‘Which History We Remember’

 

Acknowledgements

Illustration Section

Illustration List

Bibliography

Notes

Index






 

 

To Nicole






A Note on Language

This is a book about the Asante kingdom, located in modern-day Ghana. Asante is both the name of the kingdom, and the people. They belong to the larger Akan ethnic group.

But should we write Asante, Ashanti, Ashantii, Ashante, Ashantee, Achantis or even Assjantees? And is their capital city Kumasi, Kumase, Kumassi, Koomassee, Coomassie, Comassie or Commassie? Should the name of the king who resisted the British invasion in 1874 be written as Kofi Karikari, Koffi Kakari, Koffee Kalcalli or King Koffee? Or Coffee Calculli? Or Coffee Calcalli? Or just plain Coffee?

There are multiple spellings for many of the names and terms in this book. Although Twi, the language spoken by the Asante and many other Akan people in Ghana is written in the Roman alphabet, it has some unique digraphs and vowels; for example, ‘ɛ’ is like the e in bread and ‘ɔ’ is like the o in dog. So rendering Twi words into English results in many inconsistencies.

I have tried to choose the most common spellings or transliterations as used in written English in Ghana today. Hence, ‘Asante’, ‘Kumasi’ and ‘Kofi Karikari’. When in doubt, I have synchronised my spellings with those of leading Asante scholars, or leading scholars of Asante history. I hope I have achieved at least an internal level of consistency and I apologise for any mistakes along the way. I have not changed spellings in quotations but have three or four times used asterisks to obscure a particularly offensive word.






Dramatis Personae

The kings of Asante, known as the Asantehene, who feature prominently in this book, with the dates they reigned.

Osei Tutu, the first Asantehene (c. 1700–c.1717). Together with the great priest Okomfo Anokye, he founded the Asante nation after victory over the Denkyira at the Battle of Feyiase in 1701.

Opoku Ware, the second Asantehene (c. 1720–1750). Oversaw an expansion of Asante territory and gold reserves and accumulated vast wealth. Known as Di Sika, ‘the one who ate gold.’

Osei Bonsu, the seventh Asantehene (1804–1824). Originally known as Osei Tutu Kwame, he took the name ‘Bonsu’, meaning ‘whale’, when he invaded the territories of the Fante people in 1806 and plunged his sword into the Atlantic Ocean. In 1817 he received the first British delegation to Kumasi and formed a friendship with Thomas Bowdich.

Osei Yaw Akoto, the eighth Asantehene (1824–1834). Suffered a great defeat to the British and their African coastal allies at the 1826 Battle of Katamanso (also called Dodowa).

Kwaku Dua I, the ninth Asantehene (1834–1867). Presided over a period of relative peace with the British.

Kofi Karikari, the tenth Asantehene (1867–1874). Ordered the Asante army to invade the Gold Coast in 1873, which in turn resulted in the catastrophic British invasion of Asante in 1874, when Sir Garnet Wolseley destroyed his palace and burnt Kumasi. Forced to abdicate by rivals thereafter, he died in 1884, apparently of dysentery, although some in Asante believe he was murdered.

Mensa Bonsu, the eleventh Asantehene (1874–1883). Younger brother of Kofi Karikari. Struggled to exert control in the confused period following the British invasion and abdicated when a crowd stormed his palace.

Kwaku Dua II, the twelfth Asantehene (1884). He ruled for only weeks during a period of unrest and division. Reportedly died of smallpox.

Agyeman Prempeh, the thirteenth Asantehene (1888–1931). He tried to preserve Asante’s sovereignty at a time of aggressive British imperialism. Exiled by the British, 1896–1924, at first to Elmina, then Sierra Leone and finally the Seychelles, where he spent twenty-four years. Returned as a private citizen but was still regarded by the Asante as their king and was granted permission by the British to take the title of Kumasihene, or King of Kumasi.

Agyeman Prempeh II, the fourteenth Asantehene (1931–1970). Successor to Prempeh, installed on the Golden Stool with British permission in 1935, marking the official restoration of the Asante confederacy. Presided over the writing of the epic History of Ashanti and the delicate politics of Ghanaian independence in 1957.

Opoku Ware II, the fifteenth Asantehene (1970–1999). Pleaded with the British government for the return of Asante regalia to mark the centenary of Wolseley’s invasion and supported landmark exhibitions celebrating Asante culture in London and New York.

Osei Tutu II, the sixteenth and current Asantehene (1999–). Successfully negotiated the long-term loan of some Asante regalia from the British Museum and Victoria and Albert Museum in 2024, as well as permanent returns of looted treasure from elsewhere.

OTHER SIGNIFICANT CHARACTERS

Adu Boahen, Albert (1932–2006). Renowned Ghanaian historian, activist and politician of Asante descent.

Adu Bofuo (c. 1815–1883). Asante general who seized European hostages in 1869 and favoured a policy of military expansion.

Afua Kobiri (lived late nineteenth century, died c. 1900). Queen Mother, or Asantehemaa, to Kofi Karikari.

Agyeman-Duah, Ivor Kumasi-born historian, diplomat and Director of the Manhyia Palace Museum. His great grandfather, Kwame Boatin, was exiled with Prempeh in Sierra Leone and the Seychelles.

Akufo-Addo, Nana President of Ghana from 2017 to 2025.

Alison, Archibald (1826–1907). British soldier and Wolseley’s deputy in 1873–4. A veteran of the Crimea and the Indian Uprising, where he lost an arm.

Amankwa Tia (early nineteenth century to 1874). Asante general who led the invasion of the Gold Coast protectorate in 1873. Killed at the Battle of Amoafo in January 1874.

Ansa, John Owusu (1851–1910). Led the Asante diplomatic mission to London in 1895, which failed to avert the British invasion of 1895–6.

Armitage, Cecil (1869–1933). British soldier and colonial official, who took part in the 1895–96 British invasion of Asante and survived the 1900 Siege of Kumasi Fort. Almost 500 of the Asante and Gold Coast objects he collected are now in the British Museum.

Asamoa Nkwanta (c. 1805–1875). Asante general who fought the British in 1873–4.

Baden-Powell, Robert (1857–1941). British soldier who served in the British expedition to Asante in 1895–96, became famous at the Siege of Mafeking in South Africa in 1899–1900 and later founded the Boy Scouts.

Barter, Charles (1857–1931). British soldier who brought the ‘Asante Ewer’ back to England in 1896 and sold it to the British Museum. Relieved of his command at the Battle of the Somme and spent the rest of his life trying to clear his name.

Bonnat, Marie-Joseph (1844–1881). French trader taken hostage by the Asante in 1869 and imprisoned in Kumasi. Freed in 1874, he guided Wolseley’s officers through the Asantehene’s palace, but regretted their plunder.

Bowdich, Thomas (1791–1824). Trained as a hatter in Bristol, he was a member of the first British delegation to Kumasi in 1817, after which he wrote the celebrated Mission from Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee. Died of malaria on the River Gambia.

Boyle, Frederick (1841–1914). Novelist, orchid collector and Daily Telegraph correspondent with Wolseley’s expedition. Wrote the definitive account of the auction at Cape Coast Castle. Committed suicide in his Bayswater flat.

Brackenbury, Henry (1837–1914). Wolseley’s trusted military secretary and a successful career soldier.

Bray, Xavier Director of the Wallace Collection since 2016.

Burleigh, Bennet (1840–1914). Daily Telegraph correspondent with the 1895–96 Asante expedition. Fought for the Confederates and reported on many wars thereafter.

Cade, Edwin Arthur (1856–1903). Pioneering gold miner with Ashanti Goldfields, died of malaria in Asante.

Cardwell, Edward (1813–1886). Liberal politician and Secretary of State for War, 1868–74, when his ‘Cardwell Reforms’ helped to modernise the British army.

Chamberlain, Joseph (1836–1914). Liberal and Liberal Unionist politician who served as Secretary of State for the Colonies between 1895 and 1903, when he pursued a policy of imperial expansion, especially in Africa. Father of Austen and Neville.

Cullinan, Nicholas Director of the British Museum since 2024. Art historian and formerly Director of the National Portrait Gallery.

Dawson, Joseph (late nineteenth century). Fante interpreter who was a prisoner in Kumasi 1872–74. Had the sensitive job of translating messages between Wolseley and Kofi Karikari.

Disraeli, Benjamin (1804–1881). Conservative politician who enjoyed two spells as Prime Minister, the first of which began in the midst of Wolseley’s invasion of Asante.

Dupuis, Joseph (1789–1874). British envoy, led the second British mission to Kumasi in 1820.

Fagg, William (1914–1992). Influential ethnographic curator at the British Museum, 1938–74.

Fischer, Hartwig German art historian who resigned as Director of the British Museum in 2023 following revelations that some two thousand pieces of ancient jewellery had been stolen.

Franks, Augustus Wollaston (1826–1897). The first Keeper (curator) of British and Medieval Antiquities and Ethnography at the British Museum, where he bought some of the Asante regalia after Wolseley’s return in 1874.

Freeman, Richard Austin (1862–1943). British writer of detective stories, often featuring forensic investigator Dr Thorndyke. He drew on his experience as a doctor in the Gold Coast. Visited Kumasi in 1889.

Freeman, Thomas Birch (1809–1890). Methodist minister, born in England to an African father and English mother. Worked as a missionary across West Africa. Visited Asante in the 1830s and 1840s.

Gavua, Kodzo Associate Professor of Archaeology at the University of Ghana in Accra.

Gladstone, William (1809–1898). Liberal politician, four times Prime Minister, including in 1873 when the decision was taken to send a British army to the Gold Coast under Wolseley’s command.

Glover, John (1829–1885). British naval officer and colonial official, who led African soldiers to Kumasi in February 1874 in what became a diversionary expedition to Wolseley’s main attack.

Grant, Frederick (late nineteenth century). ‘Native of Accra’, pioneering African photographer who took valuable photos of Kumasi in the 1880s and travelled to London to protect his copyright.

Henry, Prince of Battenberg (1858–1896). Son-in-law of Queen Victoria, who called him ‘Liko’. Took part in the 1895–6 expedition to Asante as military secretary to Sir Francis Scott but contracted malaria and died.

Henty, George (1832–1902). Novelist and war correspondent, passionately pro-imperialist, accompanied Wolseley’s expedition for the Standard newspaper.

Hingley, Samuel (1870–1939). British officer who received Yaa Asantewaa’s surrender in 1901 when she gave him a wooden stool. His daughter, Dorothy Jackson, returned the stool to Kumasi in 1985, amidst great fanfare.

Home, Robert (1837–1879). British officer with the Royal Engineers. ‘An able, daring and imaginative Irishman’ according to Wolseley, who entrusted him with the destruction of the Asantehene’s palace in February 1874. Died of typhoid contracted in Bulgaria five years later.

Hudson, Julie British Museum curator working on the African collections.

Hunt, Tristram Director of the V&A Museum since 2017, historian and former Labour MP.

Hodgson, Frederick (1851–1925). British colonial official who provoked the fifth and final Anglo-Asante war (also known as the ‘War of the Golden Stool’ and the ‘Yaa Asantewaa War’) of 1900–1 by demanding the Golden Stool. Survived the subsequent siege of the British fort in Kumasi with his wife Mary, who wrote a colourful account.

Kimberley, Earl; John Wodehouse (1826–1902). Liberal politician who was Secretary of State for the Colonies 1870–74 and 1880–82.

Kirby, Brandon (1852–1930). Australian-born colonial adventurer, self-styled ‘English gentleman’ who visited Kumasi in 1884 and took Asante gold regalia to Texas, where it remains.

Knox, William (1847–1916). British soldier who looted treasures from Maqdala in 1868 and Kumasi in 1874, which are now in the officer’s mess of the Royal Artillery in Larkhill, Wiltshire.

Kofi Nti (late nineteenth to early twentieth century). Son of Asantehene Kofi Karikari, taken by the British to England and later lived in Trinidad and Sierra Leone. Returned to Kumasi and collaborated with the British after 1896.

Kufuor, John President of Ghana from 2001 to 2009, from a prominent Asante family.

Kwabena Dwumo (early to late nineteenth century). Appointed commander of the Asante army as Wolseley approached in December 1873, and wounded at the Battle of Amoafo. Had the title of Mamponhene.

Kwabena Kyere (late nineteenth century to 1900). Asante chief who fought alongside Yaa Asantewaa. Captured by the British, defiant at his execution.

Kwame Boatin (mid-nineteenth century to 1918). Asante aristocrat with the title Kyidomhene, took part in the London diplomatic mission of 1895. Deported with Prempeh to Sierra Leone and the Seychelles, where he died. Great-grandfather to Ivor Agyeman-Duah.

Kwasi Gyambibi (mid-nineteenth century to 1903). Father of Prempeh, in 1896 was arrested and deported with him to Elmina, Sierra Leone and the Seychelles, where he died.

Little, George (1850–?). British soldier who wrote a vivid diary of Wolseley’s expedition of 1873–74. Left the army in 1883. His diary was donated to the V&A in 2022 by a family who are unsure of its origins.

MacCarthy, Charles (1764–1824). Soldier and colonial official, killed by the Asante at the Battle of Nsamankow. The subsequent fate of his skull – perhaps in Devon, or Kumasi – is an enduring mystery.

McCaskie, Tom British historian of the Asante and the editor of History of Ashanti by Prempeh II.

McLeod, Malcolm British anthropologist, taught in Ghana in the late 1960s, Keeper of the British Museum’s Ethnographic Department 1974–90, Director of the Hunterian Museum, Glasgow, through the 1990s. In 2022, Asantehene Osei Tutu II asked him and Ivor Agyeman-Duah to work for the return of Asante regalia.

Mahama, John President of Ghana 2012–17 and re-elected in 2025.

Maurice, Frederick (1841–1912). British soldier and private secretary to Wolseley in 1873–74.

Maxwell, William (1846–1897). British Governor of the Gold Coast in 1896 when he ordered the arrest and exile of Prempeh and his entourage. He died of malaria the following year.

Nkrumah, Kwame (1909–1972). The first leader of independent Ghana and a pioneering Pan-Africanist, overthrown in a coup in 1966 and died in exile.

Okomfo Anokye (mid-seventeenth century to early eighteenth century). Legendary priest and adviser to the first Asantehene, Osei Tutu. The Asante believe he used special powers to defeat the Denkyira kingdom and summon the Golden Stool from the sky.

Owoo, Nii Kwate (1944–). Ghanaian filmmaker. Studied in London, where in 1970 he made the classic film on colonial loot in the British Museum, You Hide Me.

Paget, Arthur (1851–1928). British soldier on Wolseley’s expedition, took a considerable collection of Asante loot. From a distinguished military family; his grandfather famously lost a leg at Waterloo.

Pope-Hennessy, John (1913–1994). British art historian and Director successively of the V&A and British Museum in the 1970s.

Prempeh, Molly Great-granddaughter of Asantehene Prempeh. Born in the Seychelles, lives in a village near Kumasi, speaks Old Creole.

Prior, Melton (1845–1910). War correspondent and artist for the Illustrated London News. Wolseley’s expedition was his big break. Went to considerable lengths to hide his Asante loot. Commemorated in St Paul’s Cathedral.

Ramseyer, Friedrich (1840–1914). Swiss missionary taken hostage with his family by the Asante in 1869, released in 1874. Later returned to Asante and survived the 1900 Siege of Kumasi Fort.

Rattray, Robert (1881–1938). British colonial official and anthropologist, who wrote seminal books on Asante language and culture. His memory is widely respected in Kumasi. Killed in a gliding accident.

Read, Charles Hercules (1857–1929). Succeeded Augustus Wollaston Franks as Keeper of British and Medieval Antiquities and Ethnography at the British Museum and played an important role in its acquisition of Asante gold and Benin Bronzes, as well as their dispersal amongst other museums and collections.

Richard, Henry (1812–1888). Welsh MP, ‘the Apostle of Peace’ and critic of imperial wars. Buried in an elaborate tomb in Abney Park, Stoke Newington.

Samori Toure (c. 1828–1900). African king of Mandinka origin who resisted the French in the 1880s and 1890s. The British worried he would form an alliance with the Asante. Died in a French prison camp in Central Africa, remembered as an anti-colonial hero.

Scott, Francis (1834–1902). British soldier, born in India, who led the 1895–6 expedition to Kumasi, which culminated in the arrest and exile of Prempeh.

Smith, Robert Soden (1822–1900). In charge of the Art Library at the South Kensington (later V&A) Museum 1857–1890. Took a keen interest in the museum’s 1874 acquisitions of Asante gold.

Stanley, Henry Morton (1841–1904). Welsh-born explorer and journalist. Emigrated to the United States as a teenager. Reported on the 1868 Abyssinia expedition, found Livingstone in 1871 – ‘Dr Livingstone I presume?’ – and reported on Wolseley’s expedition. Later explored Central Africa and worked for King Leopold of Belgium in the Congo.

Thomas, Joseph (late nineteenth century). British soldier with the Rifle Brigade who kept a diary on Wolseley’s expedition, published by his father John as A Full and Authentic Diary of the Ashanti Expedition.

Torrane, George (late eighteenth to early nineteenth century). British Governor of the Gold Coast 1805–07, who tried to placate Asantehene Osei Bonsu in 1806.

Victoria (1819–1901). She became Queen in 1837. Her reign saw a phenomenal expansion of the British Empire, and more specifically, repeated conflict with the Asante, in which she took a keen interest.

Vyazemsky, Leonid (1848–1909). Russian aristocrat who invited himself on Wolseley’s expedition in 1874, to the dismay of British officers. He bought some of the most precious Asante objects at the Cape Coast Castle auction. Both sons killed in the Russian Revolution, and the fate of his Asante loot is unclear.

Wallace, Richard (1818–1890). British aristocrat, illegitimate son of the Marquess of Hertford. Extravagant art collector who bought sixteen pieces of Asante regalia in 1874 following the return of Wolseley’s expedition. The Wallace Collection was bequeathed to the nation after his death.

Wilks, Ivor (1928–2014). British historian of Asante, author of the seminal Asante in the 19th Century. Also an expert on working-class politics in his native Wales.

Willcocks, James (1857–1926). British soldier, born in India, who led the relief of the Kumasi Fort and subsequent campaign against Yaa Asantewaa in 1900–1. Fought in the First World War and died back in India.

Winwood Reade, William (1838–1875). British writer who accompanied Wolseley’s expedition as correspondent for The Times. Author of an 1872 history of mankind, The Martyrdom of Man, criticised for atheist leanings. Returned from Asante ‘a broken man’ and died the following year.

Wolseley, Garnet (1833–1913). One of Britain’s most successful and influential soldiers in the heyday of Empire. Said his invasion of Asante in 1873–74 was ‘the most horrible war I ever took part in’, but it made him a household name. In Ghana it is still named after him: ‘the Sagrenti War’.

Wood, Evelyn (1838–1919). British army officer, on Wolseley’s staff in 1873–4 and injured at the Battle of Amoafo. ‘The vainest but by no means the ablest of men’, according to Wolseley, although they both rose to the rank of Field Marshal.

Yaa Asantewaa (late 1830s–1921). The Queen Mother of Ejisu, near Kumasi, who led the Asante in the fifth and final Anglo-Asante war (also known as the ‘War of the Golden Stool’ and more commonly in Ghana as the ‘Yaa Asantewaa War’) of 1900–1. Deported to the Seychelles, where she died. An icon of African resistance.

Yaa Akyia (c. 1843–1917). Influential mother of Prempeh and wife of Kwasi Gyambibi, arrested by the British alongside them in 1896 and deported to Elmina, Sierra Leone and the Seychelles, where she died.






Timeline

Perhaps thousands of years ago. The Akan people migrate southwards and westwards from the Sahel into what is today Ghana.

1471. The Portuguese arrive by ship on what they call the ‘Costa da Mina’, later known by Europeans as the ‘Gold Coast’.

1482. The Portuguese start to build the fort of São Jorge da Mina, or ‘Elmina’.

1660s. The British capture Cape Coast Castle from the Dutch. This will be their base on the Gold Coast for more than 200 years, from where they eventually subjugate the neighbouring coastline and territories to the north.

1701. Osei Tutu, a prince from Kumasi, leads his army to victory over the Denkyira at Feyiase, after which the Golden Stool reputedly descends from the sky and the Asante nation is born.

c. 1720. The second Asantehene, Opoku Ware, is enstooled. The Asante kingdom grows steadily richer and more powerful during the eighteenth century through trade in gold and slaves.

1800. Asante power and influence extends from the Atlantic seaboard some 600 kilometres inland and over 3–5 million people.

1806. Asantehene Osei Bonsu defeats the Fante near Cape Coast, and the British recognise Asante authority over the coastal people.

1807. The British parliament votes to abolish the slave trade.

April 1817. Thomas Bowdich travels 200 kilometres inland from Cape Coast to Kumasi as part of the first British delegation to visit the Asante capital and is received by Osei Bonsu.

September 1817. Bowdich leaves Kumasi with a short-lived ‘Treaty of Trade and Friendship’ between Britain and Asante and with a handful of gold objects donated by Osei Bonsu to the British Museum in London.

February 1820. Another British envoy, Joseph Dupuis, travels to Kumasi.

January 1824. The British, led by Sir Charles MacCarthy, are defeated by the Asante at the Battle of Nsamankow. Sir Charles is beheaded.

August 1826. The British, with their allies the Fante, the Ga, the Denkyira, the Akwamu, the Akyem and others, defeat the Asante army at Katamanso (Dodowa).

April 1831. The British and the Asante sign a peace treaty at Cape Coast Castle, bringing the First Anglo-Asante War to an end.

1844. The British start to establish more formal control of the southern Gold Coast as ‘protected tribes’ recognise British jurisdiction.

1850. The British buy Danish settlements on the Gold Coast.

1863. The Asantehene, Kwaku Dua, orders his army across the Pra River and into the British protectorate, in pursuit of a rebel chief. A British army, mainly comprised of West Indian soldiers, reaches the Pra but returns to the coast, weakened by disease. This is sometimes referred to as the Second Anglo-Asante War.

1867. Kwaku Dua dies and Kofi Karikari emerges as the new Asantehene.

1871. The British buy the fort of Elmina from the Dutch, despite Asante insistence it belongs to them. Britain is now the only European power on the Gold Coast and relations with the Asante kingdom to the north steadily deteriorate.

January 1873. An Asante army again crosses the Pra River and marches into the British protectorate. This is the beginning of the Third Anglo-Asante War, known by the Asante as the ‘Sagrenti War’.

June 1873. The Asante army reaches the coast and is close to Cape Coast and Elmina.

July–August 1873. Heavy rains and smallpox and dysentery amongst the soldiers force the Asante to retreat.

August 1873. British ministers and soldiers, including Sir Garnet Wolseley, meet at the War Office to discuss the crisis in the Gold Coast.

September 1873. Wolseley and senior officers sail from Liverpool for the Gold Coast.

November 1873. Three battalions of British soldiers sail for the Gold Coast from England and Ireland to join Wolseley.

January 1874. Wolseley’s army of some 2,500 soldiers starts to march towards Kumasi.

24 January 1874. Wolseley reaches Fomena, the first Asante settlement to be occupied by British troops.

31 January 1874. The British and Asante armies meet at the Battle of Amoafo. Many hundreds of Asante soldiers, but only four British, are killed.

4 February 1874. The armies meet again at the Battle of Odaso, as the Asante mount a desperate defence of their capital. After six hours of fighting, Asantehene Kofi Karikari orders his army to retreat and British soldiers enter Kumasi.

5 February 1874. Wolseley waits in vain in Kumasi for the Asantehene to surrender. In the evening, Wolseley orders his soldiers to plunder and destroy the Asantehene’s palace and set Kumasi alight. They work through the night to fulfil his orders.

6 February 1874. The British army retreats, with Kumasi in flames.

13 February 1874. The Asantehene’s envoys meet Wolseley at Fomena and agree that Asante will pay an indemnity of 50,000 ounces of gold, abandon territorial claims, stop human sacrifice and open its territory to trade.

23 February 1874. British soldiers at Cape Coast Castle auction treasure they looted from the Asantehene’s palace.

21 March 1874. Wolseley returns to England to a hero’s reception. He meets Queen Victoria the following day and Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli the day after that.

April 1874. Asante treasure goes on display at Garrard, the Crown’s jewellers in Piccadilly. Museums, as well as aristocrats and other wealthy individuals, compete to buy the best pieces.

June 1874. The South Kensington Museum (which later becomes the V&A) holds a special exhibition: ‘A Collection of Gold and Other Objects from Ashanti’.

July 1874. Britain declares the Gold Coast forts a Crown Colony and increases legislative powers over the surrounding protectorate, up to the borders with Asante.

1883. Asantehene Mensa Bonsu, enstooled after the British invasion of 1874, is forced to abdicate amidst turmoil in a weakened Asante.

1884. Asantehene Kwaku Dua II dies, apparently of smallpox, after only six weeks on the Golden Stool.

1884–1888. Asante is engulfed in civil war.

1884–1885. European powers, meeting in Berlin, agree to carve up Africa between them.

1888. Agyeman Prempeh is chosen by Asante chiefs as the new Asantehene.

1891. Prempeh rejects Governor Brandford Griffith’s suggestions that Asante become a British protectorate.

1894. Prempeh holds a coronation ceremony and formally assumes the Golden Stool.

March 1895. Asante envoys sail to England to make the case to Queen Victoria for continued independence. They do not meet the Queen and are ignored by the British government.

August 1895. Conservatives win the general election in Britain. The new Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, adopts a policy of aggressive imperial expansion, especially in Africa.

October–December 1895. British soldiers, commanded by Colonel Sir Francis Scott, sail for the Gold Coast. The British give Prempeh an ultimatum: accept the imposition of a British protectorate or prepare for another invasion.

17 January 1896. Colonel Scott’s army enters Kumasi unopposed. This is sometimes known as the Fourth Anglo-Asante War.

20 January 1896. In Kumasi, Prempeh begs Governor William Maxwell for forgiveness and accepts the imposition of a British protectorate. Maxwell orders Prempeh’s arrest, along with several family members and chiefs. British soldiers loot Prempeh’s palace.

22 January 1896. Prempeh and his senior chiefs and family members are carried off into exile, initially at Elmina. Many will never see Kumasi again.

4 March 1896. Joseph Chamberlain and officials at the Colonial Office admire the Asante treasure brought back by Colonel Scott’s expedition. It is later put on display at the Royal United Services Institution in Whitehall Palace. Much of it is eventually bought by the British Museum.

November 1896. Prempeh and almost thirty other Asante prisoners are taken by the British from Elmina to Sierra Leone.

1899. Fifty-one countries, including Britain, sign the Hague Convention, which prohibits all seizure and destruction of religious and cultural objects.

March 1900. Gold Coast Governor Sir Frederick Hodgson visits Kumasi and demands the Asante chiefs produce the Golden Stool. Some chiefs, rallied by Queen Yaa Asantewaa of Ejisu, decide to resist, marking the beginning of the Fifth Anglo-Asante War, also known as the ‘War of the Golden Stool’ and ‘The Yaa Asantewaa War’.

April–July 1900. British soldiers and officials are under siege at Kumasi Fort.

August 1900. The British send Prempeh and more than fifty other Asante exiles from Sierra Leone to the Seychelles in the Indian Ocean.

November 1900. British officers say they have crushed the last Asante resistance. One of Yaa Asantewaa’s senior commanders, Kwabena Kyere, is publicly hanged in Kumasi.

March 1901. Yaa Asantewaa surrenders and is sent to join Prempeh in the Seychelles.

September 1901. Asante is formally annexed by the British and put under the direct control of the Gold Coast Colony.

September 1921. Road workers near Kumasi accidentally discover the Golden Stool, which had been hidden for two decades from the British. Some connive to melt down and sell attached artefacts, causing confusion and tension. British officials stress they have no desire to take the Stool.

October 1921. Yaa Asantewaa dies in the Seychelles.

April 1924. The British Empire Exhibition opens at Wembley and attracts millions of people. It includes an ‘Ashanti village’.

12 November 1924. Prempeh returns to Kumasi as a private citizen after twenty-eight years in exile.

1926. Prempeh is installed as the king of Kumasi, or Kumasihene.

May 1931. Prempeh dies.

January 1935. Celebrations in Kumasi as Prempeh’s successor, Agyeman Prempeh II, assumes the restored position of Asantehene with the blessing of the British.

1957. The Gold Coast becomes the independent nation of Ghana, led by Prime Minister, later President, Kwame Nkrumah.

November 1961. Queen Elizabeth visits Ghana and brings with her two Asante chairs and two stools looted in 1874 and 1896. She gives these to Nkrumah. She receives a warm reception in Kumasi.

January 1974. Asantehene Opoku Ware II and his chiefs in the Kumasi Traditional Council present a petition to the British government asking for the return of golden regalia to mark the centenary of the ‘Sagrenti War’.

August 1974. The British government replies and regrets that it cannot help.

1974–1976. Opoku Ware II and the British Museum discuss the return of Asante regalia but do not reach agreement.

February 1981. The British Museum hosts a major exhibition, ‘Asante, Kingdom of Gold’, which is opened by Opoku Ware II.

1984. ‘Asante, Kingdom of Gold’ opens in New York.

1995. Opoku Ware II oversees the opening of the Manhyia Palace Museum in Kumasi.

November 2017. President Emmanuel Macron of France, visiting Burkina Faso, says European museums cannot hold on to Africa’s cultural heritage.

November 2018. The Sarr-Savoy Report, commissioned by President Macron, says France should return ‘objects taken by force or presumed to be acquired through inequitable conditions’.

May 2020. The murder of George Floyd by a policeman in the United States leads to Black Lives Matter protests around the world. In Europe, there is a renewed focus on the legacy of colonialism, including in museums.

July 2022. Germany transfers ownership of more than 1,000 Benin Bronze sculptures in its museums to Nigeria. They had been looted by the British in 1897.

December 2022. Germany’s Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock flies to Abuja with twenty-two of the Benin Bronzes, which she presents to the Nigerian government. ‘It was wrong to take them and it was wrong to keep them’, she says.

May 2023. Asantehene Osei Tutu II visits the British Museum and proposes the loan of some of the Asante regalia.

August 2023. The British Museum announces that some two thousand pieces of ancient jewellery have been stolen from its collection, apparently by a curator. Director Hartwig Fischer resigns.

February 2024. The Fowler Museum of Los Angeles returns seven objects taken by the British in 1874 to Osei Tutu II. They are unveiled at a durbar in Kumasi to mark the 150th anniversary of the ‘Sagrenti War’.

1 May 2024. At the ‘Homecoming ceremony’ in Kumasi, the British Museum and V&A give thirty-two pieces of treasure – almost all of which were looted in 1874 and 1896 – to the Manhyia Palace Museum on long-term loan. ‘Today is a happy day for Asante, for the black African continent’, says Osei Tutu II.

July 2024. Osei Tutu II tells a packed hall at the British Museum that both those whose treasure was taken and the museums who hold looted objects are ‘victims of a system that needs updating’.

November 2024. Asante celebrates the centenary of Prempeh’s return from the Seychelles.

March 2025. President Donald Trump accuses Smithsonian museums of portraying ‘Western values as inherently harmful and oppressive.’ In 2022, the Smithsonian had transferred ownership of twenty-nine Benin Bronzes to Nigeria, which, it said, had been ‘stolen’ by the British.

June 2025. The Dutch government returns more than 100 Benin Bronzes to Nigeria.







[image: Map of the Ashanti region and Ghana's position within Africa.]







[image: Map of Wolseley’s Route of Advance, 1873–4.]









Preface

‘A Joyful Moment’

On a hill above the city, an old man waited late into the night for his visitors. He could see the whole of Ghana’s capital Accra below, a tableau of twinkling lights bordered by the abrupt black of the Atlantic. It was close to midnight, but he had no intention of going to bed.

His name is John Kufuor, and for many years he was the president of Ghana. His home, next to the presidential guesthouse known as Peduase Lodge, is protected by policemen and has a grand entrance of pseudo-classical columns and gilded furniture. Kufuor, however, is affable and unpretentious. He is very tall – about 1.9 metres – and many in Ghana call him ‘the Gentle Giant’, although in his old age he uses a wheelchair. I remember Kufuor when he was President, in the early 2000s. He would, unusually for a head of state, often stop to chat to journalists on his way in and out of summit meetings. Civil wars in Liberia or Côte d’Ivoire, Commonwealth rows about Pakistan or Zimbabwe; we liked Kufuor, because he had time for our questions.

The visitors were driven fast up the winding road to the top of the Aburi escarpment. They had come from Accra’s airport with a police escort, speeding through empty streets. Kufuor greeted them: Ivor Agyeman-Duah, a Ghanaian scholar, and Julie Hudson, a curator from the British Museum. Carefully, Kufuor’s staff unloaded four wooden crates from the back of their van. And inside these were thirty-two pieces of ceremonial gold and silver.

These ornate objects included a cast gold peace pipe, seventy-five centimetres long (abua); an antelope-skin helmet decorated with cast and leaf gold (denkyemkye); a ceremonial sword with a gold leaf and leopard skin pommel (Mpomponsuo); a dagger with handle and sheaf covered in sheet gold (sikay); and several intricate gold badges (akrafokonmu). All of these had once belonged to the kings of Asante, whose lands fall within what is today Ghana, and almost all of them had been looted by British soldiers in the nineteenth century. They had been in London ever since, in the collections of two of Britain’s most famous museums: the British Museum itself and the Victoria and Albert, or V&A. Now they were coming home.

John Kufuor and Ivor Agyeman-Duah both belong to prominent Asante families. The memories and legacy of the Anglo-Asante Wars, a series of conflicts that began in the early nineteenth century and ended only at the beginning of the twentieth, are woven into their family histories. Kufuor later told me that Ivor had got in touch and explained that he needed a safe place to store the treasures for a couple of nights before they could be moved to the Asante capital Kumasi, some 250 kilometres to the north-west of Accra. ‘I was thrilled, and readily offered,’ Kufuor said.1

When the crates were unloaded, John Kufuor invited his guests to stay for a celebratory drink. ‘It was a joyful moment,’ said Julie Hudson. The temporary storage of the treasure at Peduase was an unconventional arrangement, but only Kufuor, Julie and Ivor were in on the plan and they trusted each other. And yet, after the others had gone, Kufuor took no chances. He ordered his staff to carry the crates into his bedroom. There, for two nights, the former president slept right beside the treasure. ‘Naturally we didn’t want any embarrassments, so I became a watchman,’ he recalled, and gave a deep chuckle.

It had been a long day for Julie Hudson. She’d flown from London that morning, already exhausted after weeks of discussions and negotiations over the politics and practicalities of returning the treasure to Kumasi. When she landed at Accra’s airport, she had been taken to a cargo area so the crates could be cleared through Ghanaian customs. About a dozen people – cargo and customs officials, police, the air freight company – crowded around her. She pulled the pieces out one by one. ‘No touching, and please, no photos,’ she said. Everyone respected her instructions. ‘There was a hushed silence, and gasps of amazement. But often just silence, and people gathered close together,’ she remembers.2

***

Gold runs through the story of Asante, integral to both its rise as one of Africa’s most powerful kingdoms and its near downfall. It was the lure that brought outsiders to this part of the world: a metal cherished since ancient times for its beauty and malleability and because it does not rust or tarnish. These qualities give gold a mystical power and make it a desirable adornment, but combined with its scarcity they also make it a store of value and unit of currency. ‘Neither moth or rust devoureth it, but the mind of man is devoured by this supreme possession,’ wrote the Greek poet Pindar.3 Herodotus wrote of how the Carthaginians travelled along Africa’s coast until they came to a mysterious land where they traded with a reclusive but trusting people, who would leave their gold on the beach and then withdraw. ‘Neither party deals unfairly by the other: for [the Carthaginians] never touch the gold until it comes up to the worth of their goods, nor do the natives ever carry off the goods until the gold is taken away.’4 For hundreds of years, Arab traders crossed the Sahara by camel to buy the precious metal in West Africa. When Henry III issued England’s first golden pennies in the thirteenth century, he used West African gold.5 Europeans arrived by ship on what is today the coast of Ghana in the fifteenth century. They called it ‘the Gold Coast’. By the early sixteenth century, historians estimate, about one tenth of all the world’s gold came from the Gold Coast.6 In the 1660s, when the English Royal Mint issued a new gold coin they called it the ‘guinea’, a then common term for West Africa, and many were stamped with an elephant below Charles II’s head to show the origin of the metal.

In 1817, a young British official, Thomas Bowdich, paid his respects at the court in Kumasi, where he met the king, known as the Asantehene. Bowdich described his reception: ‘The sun was reflected, with a glare scarcely more supportable than the heat, from the massy gold ornaments, which glistened in every direction.’7 His account of fabulous opulence was met with both incredulity and excitement in Britain. In 1874, the British army, led by one of its most celebrated soldiers, Sir Garnet Wolseley, fought its way to Kumasi, only to discover that the Asantehene, Kofi Karikari, had abandoned the city. On Wolseley’s instructions, British soldiers looted the three-storey palace. An eyewitness, a Frenchman who knew the palace and guided the soldiers through its chambers as they hunted for gold, described their behaviour as ‘repulsive and shameful’.8 When the British had taken what they wanted, Wolseley ordered the Royal Engineers to blow up the palace and set Kumasi on fire. This was not straightforward. The engineers were short of gunpowder and Kumasi’s thatched roofs were soaked by rain. Nonetheless they worked all night and an official British account records that Kumasi was ‘set ablaze in every quarter and altogether destroyed’ and the palace was ‘reduced to a crumbling ruin’.9 The celebrated explorer and journalist Henry Morton Stanley accompanied Wolseley’s expedition as correspondent for the New York Herald and described it as ‘heroic’, undertaken by England on ‘behalf of her honour, her dignity, humanity, and justice’.10

The British army returned to Kumasi twenty-two years later, in 1896. This time the Asantehene, Agyeman Prempeh, did not resist or run away. He was brought before a British official, Governor William Maxwell, who sat above him on a platform of biscuit tins. Prempeh and his mother kissed Maxwell’s feet and begged for forgiveness but could produce only a small part of the 50,000 ounces of gold the British demanded. Maxwell ordered the king’s arrest and then gave permission to his soldiers to loot the palace, which the Asante had rebuilt after 1874. One of those who took part was Robert Baden-Powell, who would go on to found the Boy Scouts. ‘There could be no more interesting, no more tempting work than this,’ he wrote, ‘To poke about in a barbarian king’s palace.’11 The British soldiers carried Prempeh, and their treasure, down to the coast. He spent more than two decades in exile on the Seychelles islands in the midst of the faraway Indian Ocean. In 1924, the British allowed Prempeh, by now an old man who called himself Edward, to come home.

***

Two days after her arrival in Accra, Julie Hudson was on the road to Kumasi, with Ivor Agyeman-Duah, having collected the treasures from John Kufuor’s house. Before they left, an Asante chief poured a libation of gin, wishing them a safe journey and honouring the gods of the Ga people, traditional owners of the land around Accra. Police motorcycles went first, clearing the highway with blaring sirens and flashing blue lights. Julie was in a van with the regalia, with a policeman and his Kalashnikov (‘Don’t worry, Madam, for your safety’) jammed uncomfortably next to her, watching the road ahead with trepidation. Ivor was in the car behind, asleep. Sitting next to him was a British man, Professor Malcolm McLeod.

Malcolm McLeod, in his eighties, lived in Ghana in the 1960s and was in charge of the British Museum’s Africa collections in the 1970s and ’80s. He has a soft Scottish accent and walks slowly with a stick after heart and eye operations. He is widely known and respected in Kumasi, where many refer to him as ‘Prof’. In 2022, European and American universities and museums were embroiled in anguished debates about the legacy of colonialism, specifically the future of looted artefacts in museums. Restitution – the return of objects to a rightful owner after historic injustice – had become a fashionable and much discussed topic. That was when the current Asantehene, Otumfuo Osei Tutu II, telephoned Malcolm, an old friend, to discuss the possible return of treasures from the British Museum and the V&A. ‘He said “Can you suggest how I can get some of my stuff back?”’ recalls Malcolm. ‘My advice was – don’t make a lot of noise, but quietly contact the directors of the V&A and BM, and tell them you’d like to discuss things.’ The Asantehene appointed Malcolm and Ivor as his advisers. ‘I love Ghana, I love the Asante, they’ve been very kind to me over the decades, it seems natural to be involved,’ Malcolm told me.12

They spent many months working on a deal. The British Museum and V&A would not permanently return the treasures – under the respective and controversial laws which govern their operations they are all but forbidden from doing so – but instead agreed to lend them to the Asantehene, for three years, which could be renewed. For many in Ghana, a loan was a bitter pill to swallow. ‘It turns my stomach to be quite frank,’ a Ghanaian filmmaker, Nii Kwate Owoo, told me. ‘An armed robber comes into your house, mows down your family and grabs your valuables, and comes back later and says “Ok, you’re making noises, I’ll give this back as a loan!”’13 And while the seventeen objects loaned by the V&A represent the entirety of its major Asante treasures, the fifteen objects from the British Museum are only a small part of its much larger Asante collection. In all, the British Museum has about 550 Asante objects taken in the Anglo-Asante Wars, of which about 220 are gold.14

The Asantehene took a pragmatic approach to the loan. He explained to me that after ‘about fifty years of not making any headway we accepted that option…. We had wished they would not have come to us through loans, but they did.’15 Ivor Agyeman-Duah agreed. Surely it was worth getting some treasure back, he argued, even if only for a few years. They would be on display, at the Asantehene’s palace museum. ‘Let’s show our children these creations of 150 years ago, and say “your ancestors, your forebears, were able to do some of these marvellous productions.” And it could inspire them to do similar things,’ he said. Former President John Kufuor also looked on the positive side. ‘It’s history-making, even if it isn’t a total return, it’s a breakthrough,’ he told me. ‘In this world pragmatism must be the top-most ideology. We live in a globalised world. Maybe this loan will be renewed, maybe these objects can also travel around the world. The agreement is a credit to the King.’16

I’ve been writing about museums and looted objects for a number of years. In a previous book, I looked at the Benin Bronzes, also looted by the British from a West African kingdom in the late nineteenth century and which have taken on an emblematic status in discussions about restitution.17 The story of how the British took the Asante gold is just as shameful as that of how they took the Benin Bronzes. I want to shed light on what happened, and why it still matters in West Africa, and by extension other once-colonised parts of the world. But I also want to confront readers with the complexities and contradictions within even such an apparently straightforward story. This is not a morality tale. Some readers will feel that there are plenty of villains in this book. Others will contend that not all of them are British, and that in any case many of them have redeeming features. The (invariably) men I write about are of their time. Nor is the way ahead always obvious. By the time I was writing this, universities and museums, especially in the United States, were reeling before a conservative backlash. The need for nuanced history, that challenges all of our prejudices, seems more urgent than ever.

***

The drive from Accra to Kumasi usually takes six hours, but with the police clearing the way it took barely three. The convoy arrived at the Asantehene’s home in Kumasi, the Manhyia Palace, in the afternoon. ‘We unpacked the treasures in the King’s audience room, where we were joined by some twelve or fifteen palace chiefs,’ Julie Hudson said. The objects were pulled out of their cases. Again, a hushed silence. Osei Tutu II was enthralled by all the objects but lingered especially over the helmet and sword. It was a very emotional moment. ‘There was so much respect for the objects, and so much joy,’ said Julie.

The King asked Malcolm McLeod to say a few words.

‘We did it,’ Malcolm said simply.

‘Yes, we did it,’ said the King.
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1

‘They Saw a Stool Descending From the Sky’

In the middle of Kumasi there is a large hospital, built in the 1950s in the tropical-modernist style, a time of optimism as the colonial era drew to an end. The sick and their families who gather each morning outside the now faded buildings convey the same repressed but potent mix of emotions that you feel in hospitals all over the world: silent fear, weary patience and hope. But in the middle of the hospital there is a small olive-coloured pavilion, with a history that is utterly unique to Kumasi. ‘Okomfo Anokye Sword Site’ reads the sign above the entrance. Inside, at the bottom of what looks like a shallow well, the hilt of a large sword protrudes from the gravel, surrounded by empty bottles of gin, whisky and other spirits, collectively known by Ghanaians as ‘schnapps’. The drinks are poured as libations, for this is a holy place and Asante chiefs sacrifice a sheep here every month. The sword, the pavilion caretaker will tell you, was thrust into the ground on this precise spot by Okomfo Anokye himself, the original Asante high priest, in 1695. Anokye said that if anybody could pull his sword from the ground, the Asante kingdom would fall.

‘The Cardinal Wolsey of Ashanti’ is how some historians describe Anokye.1 Not a king, but a kingmaker. But if Wolsey’s flame flickered only briefly in Tudor England, Anokye is venerated by the Asante to this day. Over the centuries many have tried to free his ‘immovable sword’, but always in vain. Perhaps the most famous, in 1964, was Muhammad Ali, who had travelled to Ghana to celebrate the new dawn of African independence. In Kumasi, he was taken to the sword in the hospital grounds and could not resist the challenge. For several minutes he wrestled with the hilt, before admitting defeat. The onlookers were delighted. Even ‘The Greatest’ had failed. Asante had not fallen.

In their oral histories, the Asante – the word means both the people and the kingdom – say they migrated southwards thousands of years ago, from the drylands of the Sahel and beyond, down to the forests of West Africa. They belong to the larger Akan ethnic group, who make up about half of Ghana’s population of 35 million and who also spill into the neighbouring country of Côte d’Ivoire to the west.2 The Akan are linked by their language, which is called Twi, and many customs. But Asante’s rise as the dominant power within the Akan only began at the end of the seventeenth century, and according to Asante legend, owes everything to the bond between that great priest Okomfo Anokye and Osei Tutu, a young and handsome Kumasi prince.

Okomfo Anokye was raised in a noble family, and even as a child displayed powers of prophecy. ‘When he was playing with his fellow boys, if he informed them that a certain Tree would fall down’, Asante legends recount, ‘then it all happened so just as he said.’3 But one day, when out hunting, Anokye accidentally killed a man and was imprisoned in the palace of a king outside Kumasi. Osei Tutu, the Kumasi prince, secured his release. After this, the Asante say, Anokye promised to serve Osei Tutu for the rest of his life.4 They worked together to expand Kumasi’s authority over the surrounding kingdoms. Anokye advised Osei Tutu on military appointments and used magic to ensure their supremacy in battle.

Osei Tutu’s greatest victory was over the Denkyira kingdom, which lies to the south-west of Kumasi and had long held it in servitude, extracting tributes in wives and gold. The Denkyira king, Ntim Gyakari, had ten times more soldiers than Osei Tutu, but when their armies met at a place called Feyiase in 1701, Anokye’s magic saved the day. In a scene reminiscent of Macbeth, Anokye was said to make the trees expand whenever Osei Tutu’s soldiers needed to hide. This battle, ‘sanguinary and fierce’, was a turning point. ‘With the vanquishment of Ntim Gyakari, King Osei Tutu the Great became the undisputed Ruler of all the Akan speaking peoples,’ according to History of Ashanti, an epic account written in the mid-twentieth century by a distant successor of Osei Tutu, the Asantehene Agyeman Prempeh II, working with a committee of scholars.5 Ntim Gyakari was executed and his head was cast in gold.6 The word ‘Asante’ may have its origins in the war against Denkyira. In Twi, ‘εsa nti’ means ‘because of war’ and Kumasi and its neighbouring kingdoms came together through their shared ambition to overthrow Denkyira and achieve independence.7

After this victory, Okomfo Anokye summoned the people of Kumasi to a ceremony intended to elevate Osei Tutu, and his successors, above all other kings. Perhaps not entirely disinterestedly, Prempeh II describes this moment in reverential terms in his History of Ashanti: ‘They saw a Stool descending down from the sky. It was shrouded in a thick cloud and it lighted gently on the lap of King Osei Tutu. Its appearance was acclaimed with repeated rousing and thunderous cheers by all of the people … This Stool is known in History as “The Golden Stool of Ashanti.” When the noise at last subsided Okomfo Anokye told the Assembly that the souls of all the Ashanti people had been fixed in and enshrined in the Golden Stool and that its occupant should be a father and Supreme Ruler over them all, before whom no one was to raise a hand in contempt.’8

The stool is much more than a mere wooden seat in Akan culture. Like a throne in English, it also means the office itself. ‘To be enstooled’ is to become a king, ‘to sit on the stool’ is to be a chief or king. ‘Stool land’, ‘stool money’ or ‘stool farms’ are those which belong to a chieftaincy or kingship.9 But the Golden Stool – or Sika Dwa – which Anokye had conjured from the sky was different to any other stool. Osei Tutu, formerly the king of Kumasi or Kumasihene, was now King of all the Asante, or Asantehene. This did not make him a tyrant who could do as he pleased. Anokye told the crowd that ‘their power, their health, their bravery their welfare were in this stool.’10 The Golden Stool embodied the soul of a single, united Asante nation and the Asantehene was the custodian of his people’s welfare.

More than 300 years later, the Golden Stool retains its mystical status, its whereabouts known only to a select group of palace courtiers, who bring it out for major festivals and place it on its own throne, to the left of the Asantehene’s. Nobody is allowed to sit on it, and it must never touch the ground. Perhaps inevitably, its actual appearance – it is some sixty centimetres high and wide, with bells, charms and effigies of vanquished rivals attached – falls short of its symbolic value. But context is everything. In May 2024, Osei Tutu II held a celebration to mark his Silver Jubilee, the twenty-fifth anniversary of his enstoolment. Thousands of people crowded onto the durbar ground outside the Manhyia Palace, including Ghana’s then president, Nana Akufo-Addo. An American visitor told me that when she saw the Golden Stool there, perched beside the King, amidst all the drums, umbrellas, gold and shouts of praise, all the awe and extravagant majesty of Asante, ‘it had such heft and solidity to it, it just looked every bit as wonderful as it is meant to look.’11

***

Long before the rise of Asante, the Akan lands had been famous for the gold which lay beneath them. The metal was precious to the Akan themselves, but was also coveted by people much further away. In the eighth century, following the Arab conquest of North Africa, small amounts of gold dust were being carried across the Sahara Desert.12 According to Peter Spufford, a historian who specialised in the medieval economy, this increased to ‘considerable quantities at the end of the tenth century, and [the trans-Saharan trade] continued … almost uninterruptedly, until the fifteenth century.’ By the eleventh century, meanwhile, West African gold had also reached as far east as Constantinople.13

In 1471, the Portuguese arrived by ship on the coast inhabited by the Akan and others, what they initially called the ‘Costa da Mina’ – the coast of mines – and were impressed by the quantities of gold on offer. In 1482, they sent a small fleet – ten caravels and two supply ships – to construct a permanent base, the fort of São Jorge da Mina (‘Elmina’). An Akan king, Kwamena Elsa, watched the Portuguese arrive, loaded with masonry, lime and artillery and said with contempt: ‘The Christians who have come here until now have been very few, dirty and base.’14 But the Portuguese built an imposing white castle, which soon towered over the nearby fishing village and was ‘the first true European building in the tropics’ according to Ivor Wilks, a distinguished British historian of Asante and West Africa.15 Portuguese enterprise was rewarded; within a few years traders from the interior flocked to Elmina, where they exchanged their gold for cloths, corals and brass bracelets known as manillas.16 Other Europeans soon arrived on the coastline, all interested in buying gold, in return for which they sold guns, cloth, brass vessels and alcohol. Elmina, writes Wilks, ‘had become transformed into a principal supplier of bullion to the world market and was exporting upwards of half a ton of gold annually’.17 The Akan were being pulled into a new era of globalisation, full of opportunities but also dangerous unforeseen consequences.

For centuries the Akan panned the sediment of the lazy rivers which wind southwards towards the Atlantic through forests and rolling hills – especially the Pra and its tributary the Ofin – looking for alluvial gold. They dived, dredged and dug trenches and shafts in the gravel along the banks in search of fragments of ore which contained the glittering metal. This was often a seasonal activity, carried out by men, women and children when they were not busy on the farms.18 But over time the Akan developed more sophisticated techniques, perhaps in response to the burgeoning demand for gold. By the end of the fifteenth century, Europeans learnt that Akan mining pits were ‘very deeply driven into the ground’.19 The Akan used iron-tipped sticks to dig these shafts, some so narrow that a miner could climb up and down by pressing their body against the walls.20 A British soldier who travelled through Asante at the beginning of the twentieth century wrote that ‘in many spots the ground on either side of the path is simply honey-combed with these “gold holes,” which, overgrown by grass and small “bush,” render walking by day dangerous, and by night impossible.’21 Ivor Wilks speculates that the Asante were descending as deep as sixty metres below the surface, exploiting reefs as far as was possible without mechanical pumps.22 They hacked away at the ore with crude chisels and picks made from stone, the discarded remnants of which they called God’s axes, Nyame Akuma, thunderbolts which had fallen from the sky.23

In the 1610s a Portuguese trader, João Rodrigues Roxo, wrote cynically that if only a slave trade could be introduced alongside the gold trade at Elmina, ‘there will soon be war among them and that will make them have to trade more gold to finance their wars.’24 The musket guns – the so-called ‘Long Danes’ – which the Europeans sold to Africans, were in themselves a catalyst for conflict. According to the Ghanaian historian Kwame Yeboa Daaku, they ‘shook the foundations of society’, as they gave stronger African states the power to conquer weaker ones.25 But the ‘drastic change’ came in the second half of the seventeenth century, with ‘the sugar revolution in the New World and its resultant demand for West African slaves …. The Gold Coast, which had been a gold mine both literally and figuratively … now became a “slave mine” for virtually the whole of western Europe.’

Slavery had existed in West Africa long before the arrival of the Europeans, traditionally imposed on prisoners of war, debtors and criminals. One result of the European demand for gold was an increase in the internal West African demand for slaves; a visitor to Asante in the early nineteenth century was told thousands of slaves worked in the pits by river beds in the search for alluvial gold.26 But West African slaves could traditionally inherit property and marry with their captors and thereby benefit from what the historian Basil Davidson describes as ‘an organic absorption of subjected persons into the society that used them.’27 In contrast, the soul-crushing irreversibility of the new transatlantic trade, not to mention its scale and racial underpinnings, introduced an entirely different degree of cruelty.

In 1637, the Dutch captured Elmina from the Portuguese. The English would soon establish their own stronghold a few kilometres to the east of Elmina, at Cape Coast Castle, which they themselves captured from the Dutch in the 1660s. The gold which England’s Royal African Company brought home between 1673 and 1713 was minted into more than half a million guineas.28 Ivory was a valuable supplement to the Gold Coast trade; elephants were not abundant in the coastal forests, but hunters brought tusks from further north. In 1706, an English ship loaded 339 tusks, each weighing twelve kilograms, described as something never seen ‘before from the Gold Coast’.29 By the eighteenth century there were some eighty forts and castles built by various European powers – the Portuguese, the Dutch, the British, the Swedes, the Danes, the French and the Brandenburg Germans – along a 250-kilometre stretch of the surf-pounded beaches and rocky promontories of the Gold Coast, each jostling to protect its foothold, each with a vested interest in the gold trade, the slave trade and war flourishing in the interior.30 But if the West African coast was lucrative for Europeans, the high probability of fever – malaria, dysentery and yellow fever – also made it dangerous. In the blunt words of one historian, ‘Their paramount interests were to maximize a quick profit and to leave before dropping dead.’31

***

Asante rose, just as it would one day fall, through conquest and plunder. Its army – not a permanent force but a sort of feudal levy that could be quickly assembled at times of war – developed a reputation for discipline and courage. After their victory in 1701, Osei Tutu and his soldiers entered the Denkyira capital and were ‘astonished at the amount of gold there … All the rooms of the palace were filled with bags and boxes of gold, not excepting the rooms where the King kept his wives.… It took more than two days to bring all this into the main street of the Denkyira capital. Denkyira people themselves who were captives were made to carry this gold back to Ashanti. It was a huge treasure that made King Osei Tutu rich beyond all his expectations,’ wrote Prempeh II in History of Ashanti.32

Reports of a powerful emerging inland kingdom reached the Europeans on the coast. In November 1701, the Dutch recorded the victory of ‘the Assjanteese’ over the Denkyira, the first known European reference to Asante.33 Indeed, Asante historians record that the Dutch had sold weapons – cannons, muskets and ammunition – on credit to both Osei Tutu and the Denkyira before the war and that Osei Tutu subsequently agreed to pay off these debts. In return the Dutch transferred the annual ‘Rent’ payment for Elmina Castle from Denkyira to Asante, thereby acknowledging the new predominant power of the interior.34

‘The correlation between the growth of [African] empires and the European trade, especially the slave trade, is one of the most important phenomena in the history of the Gold Coast’ according to Kwame Yeboa Daaku.35 In the final quarter of the seventeenth century, shortly before the emergence of Asante, an estimated 75,000 people were forcibly taken from the Gold Coast to the Americas. But in the eighteenth century the transatlantic trade boomed. An estimated 460,000 people were taken from the Gold Coast between 1701 and 1750. ‘Most of this massive increase came from Asante, and its name starts to appear with increasing regularity in the British, Dutch and Danish records,’ writes the British historian Tom McCaskie. The new kingdom responded to European demand for slaves in ‘quite spectacular fashion’.36

Osei Tutu was succeeded as Asantehene by Opoku Ware, who was enstooled around 1720. The Asante are ruled by a man, but like other Akan people have a matrilineal system of inheritance, in which almost all offices and property pass through the maternal line and in which the Queen Mother, or Asantehemaa, and royal sisters, wield considerable power. Opoku Ware was a great nephew of Osei Tutu, descended through his sister. ‘The true nature of the Asante inheritance is that the clan properties belong to the women’s line but the men act as caretakers’ is how one Asante scholar explains it.37

Opoku Ware reigned for three decades. In Asante oral history he is remembered not only as Katakyie, ‘the Impregnable Warrior’ but also as Di Sika, ‘the one who ate gold.’38 He ordered an entire cloth of it, but when he discovered this was too heavy to wear, he told his courtiers to cut it into pieces and turn it into royal regalia.39 Opoku Ware understood that gold was integral to Asante’s power; to adorn its rulers in ornamental splendour, to trade with Europeans, to influence allies and to overawe and entice enemies.40 In public, he appeared with copious amounts of gold jewellery. He walked under huge umbrellas with gold finials, his spokesmen, or akyeame, carried gold-topped staffs and his servants wore gold discs around their necks.

Kumasi was once a small settlement at the northern edge of the dense rainforest which reached down to the Atlantic coast. Its clay huts and narrow paths, gashes of bright red-brown from the laterite soil, were shaded by towering silk cotton and mahogany trees. But the gold and slave trade brought Asante not only guns but also New World crops, such as maize, cassava, cocoyam, groundnuts, tobacco and pineapples. The Asante cleared more land around Kumasi, their farms became more productive and their population grew. Kumasi was gradually developing into a city, its streets lined with two-storey houses and where craftsmen lived in specialist villages.

These craftsmen included skilled goldsmiths, who used the lost wax, or cire perdue, method to cast their pieces. The Asante and their trading partners needed accurate tools to measure gold dust and nuggets. The ‘gold weights’ or mbrammoo which the Akan developed for this purpose, cast from brass, are amongst West Africa’s most wonderful artworks; small, intricate and full of humour and charm, they bring vibrant societies to life. Some depict people: a man blowing a horn, a woman smoking a pipe, a mother suckling a child, men playing the board game oware and so on. Many relate to Asante proverbs. They might portray a porcupine (‘never rub bottoms with a porcupine’), a crocodile with fish (‘do not insult the crocodile before you cross the river’) or a tortoise (‘if hair were easy to grow, would not the tortoise have some?’).41 Their sheer abundance suggests the scale of the West African gold trade. One British collector estimates he may have handled more than one million over the course of his life.42

Asante’s artistic spirit is also displayed in the rich profusion of carved wooden stools, some decorated for royalty with sheets of patterned silver on their seats and legs. It is there, as well, in the carvings of the small female figures called Akua’ba, dolls carried by girls and women in days gone by and which symbolise fertility and the Asante ideal of beauty. It is also there in the varieties of kente cloth, often made from silk and cotton and woven on narrow strip looms, worn over one shoulder in the style of a toga and paraded at festivals and other social occasions, or used to clothe the dead.

By the end of the eighteenth century, Asante power and influence extended over three to five million people, from the Atlantic seaboard in the south, for some 600 kilometres inland and far into the savannah country to the north, dominating much of what is today Ghana.43 The Asantehene had sophisticated administrative, judicial and tax systems at his disposal. Malcolm McLeod describes Asante at this time as ‘one of Africa’s most powerful, complex, and spectacular kingdoms, a state distinguished by its extremely hierarchical ethos, military might and vast wealth.’44 It might be better understood as a confederation, dominated by the old kingdoms in and around Kumasi, and in which more distant ones had a vassal status, obliged to pay tribute and supply manpower. The Asantehene would consult the more powerful subsidiary kingdoms – such as Bekwai, Dwaben, Kokofu, Mampong and Nsuta – on decisions of diplomacy, war and peace, but the exact status of the tributary and satellite states was often fiercely contested. And
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