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THE "ROYAL GOLD COAST GAZETTE" AND  
THE ASHANTI

The above named paper is o f the greatest interest and value to the 
research historian o f Ghana. Yet even today it is hardly known among this 
class, since on ly a few o f the existing histories o f the Gold Coast Press 
make (cursory) references to i t ,  and since before 1957 the existence o f a 
co lle c tio n  o f the paper was known p ra c tica lly  only to the librarians who
kept i t .  The Gazette was founded by Sir Charles MacCarthy and published 
under him during the whole o f his i 11 «*fa ted governorship, from March 1822 
un til his death in the 4th Ashante War in January 1824. For coverage of 
this period in Ghana's history the Gazette is unsurpassed in its genre as 
primary source m a te r ia l .  In this a r t i c l e  we shall confine our interest first 
to glimpses o f the voluminous running commentary which the paper provided 
on the K ing  and people o f Ashanti during the entire period o f its currency, 
and secondly to selections frcm its reports on various engagements o f the war.
As an added interest we shall end w ith  a comparative comment on "Ashanti 
bloodth irs tiness", as the Royal Gazette saw i t .

The materia l on the Ashanti w il l show a consistently harsh a ttitude  
on the part o f Governor MacCarthy's editors, his "reporters", and his cor
respondents. This a ttitude  was not to be considered surprising in the c ircum 
stances, but it was nevertheless fa ta l, in its h o s tility  and u tte r negativism .
What we learn about it  from these pages, the reports we get about battles 
and campaigns and about the progress o f operations gene ra lly , were for the 
most part fragmentary and episodal; these were communicated to headquarters 
long a fte r the events they were reporting, or else the reports were brought 
back from the fronts by the British o fficers themselves even longer afterwards.
But the supreme value o f the whole material lies, needless to say, in its 
freshness and au then tic ity  as o r ig in a l, eye-witness m a te ria l. Above a l l ,  
both examples: comments on the Ashanti and accounts o f ba ttles, would be 
seen as provid ing a background against which to measure the tragedies of 
the MacCarthy story, that is, for those pursuing this story fu rther.

 ̂ A complete m icro film  copy o f th is , the on ly known co lle c tion  o f the G aze tte , 
w il l soon be ava ilab le  to researchers. M eanwh ile , the present w rite r holds 
Xerox copies o f many o f its pages, which can be consulted by any interested 
person.
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The first extensive notice devoted to the Ashanti in the Royal Gold  
Coast Gazette occurs in the issue o f the paper for 7 May, 1822, that is, in 
Volume I, N o .6. It reports the "pub lic entry into his new house" o f Osei 
Tutu Kwamena (known in Ashante history also as Osei Bonsu), and gives the 
interesting information that the house was o f stone, two stories h igh , and 
spacious w ith in ; that it had taken two years to b u ild , w ith  the bulk o f the 
masons and "a rtif ic e rs " coming from (Dutch) Elmina, and the rest from Dutch 
and Danish Accra; that lime and American boards were supplied from 
Elmina, w ith  some o f the lime being carried by Fante labourers -  compelled  
to do so by the K ing . . .  . There the interest o f the reader in this pleasant 
part of the account is abruptly ha lted . The next few lines o f the narra tive  
introduce that aspect o f Ashanti and its ru ler which obsessed the Gazette  
for the rest o f its existence, and which it made a great play o f, at every 
mention o f the inland kingdom, its rulers, and its history; in doing so the 
Gazette employed language hardly less extreme than the habits o f barbarism  
and bloodthirstiness w ith  which it unre len ting ly charged the Ashanti.

In a review of factors antecedental and contribu tory to the 4th 
Ashante War, the Gazette on 4 March, 1823, referred to "the demand made by 
the tyrant in 1 820 ... for no less a sum than 1600 ounces o f gold from the

/ la p e  C o a s t/ Castle  " , and "the concession so un ju s tifia b ly  made by
Mr, Dupuis to the b a rb a r ia n . . . . "  Continuing its own an ti-D upu is -O se i Bonsu 
campaign, the Gazette charged Dupuis (three years afterwards) w i th ' ' / t h e /

/rossest ignorance o f the true line o f po licy  which he was to pursue;
_ w ith  d irect disobedience to the instructions he had received in E ng land ... 
and of those given to him here by the Governor and C o un c il" , and w ith  
sanctioning "in his treaty (as far as such an instrument could sanction) the 
claims of the rapacious Osaii Totoo Quam ina, over the libe rties o f a whole  
nation of Fantees.. . . "

On 11 March the Gazette dismissed w ith  scorn the rumour that Elminas 
under the Dutch nearby had indicated they were going to jo in  the Ashante 
forces against the British and the ir F an te ^  protegees. It was unth inkable  
surely, said the paper, that w ithout any provocation at a ll Elminas would
2    — — -------------------------------------------------------------------------

In this paper I use the form "Fante" as an ad jec tive  or a singular noun, and
"Fan ti" as plural for "many Fantes". So also "Ashante" and "A shan ti". The
country is "F an ti" or "Fan tiland ", "A shan ti", e tc .
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forget the ir long standing connections w ith  the King o f the Netherlands and 
"en lis t under the bloody flag o f a murderer". Further on the Gazette declared, 
re ferring to the Sergeant Ricketts a ffa ir :^  "On the whole range of A fr ica ,  
from Senegal to the south o f the lin e , we have proved ourselves the friends 
of A fr ic a , and except from such a barbarian, we could not expect such an 
a c t  "

In the issue o f 18 M arch ,1823,a correspondent, "Africanus Secundus" 
wrote a long le tte r in which he defended certa in aspects o f the conduct and 
a c tiv it ie s  o f members o f the late A frican  Company, commiserated w ith the 
Fanti over the ir "extreme su ffe rings", and, expected ly, condemned the 
Ashanti. "A fricanus Secundus" maintained "that the Ashantees have by 
tha t war ruined the ir best in terest, as since then they have not had a moment's 
peace, but are constantly invo lved in intestine disputes and insurrections. . .  .
The Ashantees", he adds, "are revengeful and b loodth irs ty, and on the most 
s ligh t pretences g ive an uncontro lled scope o f the ir vengeance and resentment. . . 
But for a ll th a t, this correspondent manages to sound conc ilia to ry  and apologetic  
about a ll his topics -  even the Ashanti, o f whom he says fin a lly  that " i t  may not 
indeed be d if f ic u lt  to check the severities o f these people by a steady observance 
o f just c o n d u c t.. . . "  No t so the Gazette, which in that same week's editor ia l 
mentions "an insolent demand, from the Barbarian, o f 200 ounces o f gold upon 
a British merchant a t A c c ra " , "the repeated insults o f a Despot", "the Fantees 
who were compelled to fig h t in the ranks o f our enemy", and "a horde o f . . .  
barbarians" -  a ll re fe rring , o f course, to the Ashanti.

On the aftermath o f the first big battle  o f the 4th Ashante War -  
an account o f which follows presently -  the Royal Gazette o f 18 March also 
reported and su itab ly commented as fo llows:

W ith regard to the movements o f our enemy, we 
have no positive information: we know indeed that 
the Ashantee Caboceer, who acts as Resident, or 
Ambassador at Elm ina, on hearing o f the attack at

The murder o f a mulatto sergeant by the Ashanti which was one o f the 
immediate precip itants o f the 4th Ashante war.

3
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Dunquah le ft his post, and proceed/"sic /  there to enquire  
in to the circumstances, but refurnecTa few days a fte r.
The magnanimous Quamina Bootaquah, who w ith  so much zeal 
to his master had seized upon the Serjeant, and bravely  
witnessed his assassination, on hearing the fir in g  in 
the bush, turned his back, and cautiously proceeded to 
prepare quarters for his army, in the rear o f Mansu.
The messenger dispatched on that memorable occasion, 
reached Comassie in seven days: it  is said, that the 
great barbarian was h igh ly indignant a t the insult 
offered him , in the defeat o f his murderers and 
marauders . . .  that he foamed at the mouth more 
v io le n tly  than when he po lite ly  conversed w ith  
Consul Dupuis: his Captains, whom able Acting  
Consul Hutton calls the Aristocracy o f the country , 
were instantly summoned before the presence o f the ir 
master, and swore on the ir swords that they would cut 
the throats o f a ll the whites, destroy the English 
Forts, [ s tc . / . . . .
On hearing that the whites would not tamely a llow  o f 
the ir soldiers being murdered, in order that the ir 
skulls and limbs might ornament the banqueting room 
o f O 'S a ii Tootoo Q uam ina ,. . .  they aga in , and aga in , 
swore that w ithout reservation or excep tion a ll wh ite  
men or mullatoes should be immolated to the Ashantee 
Fetish. . . .

This passage ends w ith a line o f prayer for deliverance from the Ashanti, in
Latin: A furore Ashantorum, libere nos.1

The fo llow ing week, 25 M arch,1823, there was a fo llow -up  story on the 
despatch o f three Ashante captains, and also ed ito ria l comments on this p a rti
cu la r matter, couched in sarcastic terms at once macabre and h igh ly  en te rta in 
ing in its unintended humour:

Turning aside from the contemplation o f human 
misery and degradation.* we shall speak o f ourse lves.. .  
by recent information it  appears that the march o f the
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three Ashantee Captains who were to ann ih ila te  us, (or 
as a very wo rthy, ingenious, and modest man s a id . . .
"drive us in to the sea") -  te rrib le  as i t  was, did not 
extend beyond the suburbs o f the great Comassie: the ir 
courage being then more cooled, they returned the ir 
golden swords in to the scabbards, and retrograded home.
They may ta lk  to them o f the slavery which we wish to 
impose on the ir country (Fantee), praise the tender 
mercies o f O 'S a ii Tootoo Quam ina, who only takes a ll 
th e ir go ld , and, k in d ly  when none can be found, accepts 
as Pawns, th e ir wives and ch ildren to grace the sacri
fices he makes to his ancestors.. . .

We shall not enter in to a maze o f conjecture; a 
few days w il l  expose the crooked po licy  o f the sable 
monster. We w a it w ith  great composure and sang fro id .

(Curiously enough, the firs t phrase in the above passage was in reference to 
slave ra id ing and re -cap tive  a c tiv it ie s  around B raz il, the French West Indies, 
and Cuba, w h ich , on the Gazette 's own terms, would hardly appear to 
have been a less miserable or degrading subject than Ashante a tro c itie s .)

'W e reg re t", said the Gazette to its readers on 8 A p r il,  "that want 
o f room w i l l  prevent our o ffe ring any details upon last week's occurences.. .  
we can only say, that the attempt o f the Ashantees to frighten the Accras 
(English, Dutch and Danes) in to an offensive a lliance  against us, has fa iled : 
the Caboceers, le ft to the ir own judgment, have returned a most d ign ified  
answer to the messengers o f the murderous drunken b raggadocio .. . . "

But here and there the Gazette found itse lf compelled to acknowledge, 
though in a backhanded way, some positive qua lities and achievements o f these 
people whom itse lf referred to , or allowed a correspondent every now and then 
to describe, as "a superior peop le ", "a g ifted  peop le ", and be tte r. On 2 June/ 
1823, for instance, the paper carried a grudging but favourable fu ll-sca le  re
v iew  o f Ashante m ilita ry  and c iv i l o rgan iza tion , showing the sophisticated 
s k ill o f its techniques o f imperia l control and dom ination. Referring first to 
"the extent o f Ashantee power", and comparing Ashanti and Dahomey, to
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the advantage o f the former, the Gazette declared that "taking the extent 
o f the te rrito ry they claimed before the present war, it  is surprising how 
they conducted the ir a ffa irs , when everything is cons idered .. .  " The paper 
then continued:

W ithout archives, or even the advantage o f books 
or w r it in g , they appear to have managed every state so 
that the government were advised o f the ir proceedings.
The extensive connexions o f the ir merchants, must have 
put those in power in possession o f much valuable  
information . . .  by such means they would be able to 
learn the physical strength and resources o f every 
independent country w ith  whom they had intercourse.
By those fa c ilit ie s  they have aggrandised themselves ^
at the expense o f every people, w ithout excep tion , to  
whom they could extend the ir m ilita ry  in trus ion. The 
system o f placing a caboceer, or th ie f ,  in every 
conquered town o f consequence, had tended much to  
enrich the superior classes o f society genera lly . . .  
and as the measure enables them to maintain a numerous 
re tinue, it affords great fa c i l i t ie s . . .  organizing  
a large force on an emergency, and to this advantage 
alone the ir extraordinary success in arms is to be 
a ttr ib u te d .. . .

There were, to go one step fu rther, other ind iv idua ls who from time 
to time came to the defence -  but almost always qua lified  -  o f the Ashanti. 
Joseph Dupuis was one, though he was completely re jected in the results 
o f his mission. A British contemporary o f Dupuis, W .H . Hutton, was another. 
Hutton had been in service on the Gold Coast around the 182(Ts and, in the 
days o f uncertainty as to MacCarthy's fate in the Battle o f Nsamanko in 
early 1824, wrote to the Times o f London^ g iv ing his personal reasons for 
hoping that Sir Charles, i f  a live  and an Ashante prisoner, would be safe.
He said, in ter a lia :

Although it cannot be disputed that the Ashantees 
are a barbarous nation, yet as I have been among them, 
and witnessed the ir humanity to prisoners captured in

  — ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

See The Times Index, January-June, 1824.
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the late wars w ith  the Buntakoos . . .  I can o f course 
speak w ith  confidence upon the su b je c t.. . .

X X X
3 . It is not by any means a case w ithou t precedent 

for the Ashantees to have a European Governor in the ir 
possession, and treating him k in d ly ; as they some years
ago captured a Governor F lindt and kept him for five
months, during which time he was treated w ith  the
greatest humanity and respect, a fte r which he was
ransomed for 400 I . . . .

A las , Sir Charles MacCarthy's case did not turn out to confirm Hutton's 
evidence or hopes, for he was not taken prisoner but died in b a ttle .

Now le t us b r ie fly  examine the case against "Ashanti b loodthirstiness", 
"Ashanti a tro c it ie s " , "Ashanti barbarism ", b lo o d -le tt in g , "inhuman b r u t a l i t y . 
Why so much should have been said in so much horror and outrage about this 
subject, in the midst o f a medievalist world hardly d iffe ren t from Ashanti in 
its human manifestations, is a phenomenon tha t, du ly ca lled  to a tten tion , 
cannot fa il to exc ite  the most profound impression in the beholder. In what
way and to how many degrees o f horror Ashanti "c ru e lty " -  though tru ly  te r
rib le  in itse lf -  can be said to have surpassed that o f England, Europe, or
Am erica , is a question o f great interest. To it W .W . C la ridge , in his
indispensable standard work c ited  so o ften , provides some o f the answers.
"The charge o f c ru e lty " against the Ashanti, he writes (p. 188 o f the 
H istory), "stands on a d iffe ren t fo o tin g ". He continues:

Many o f th e ir customs are undeniably crue l; but this 
crue lty  is dependent not so much upon any innate b lood
thirstiness, as upon the stage o f c iv il iz a t io n  in which  
they a re . Their p rinc ipa l a troc ities have always been 
carried out in pursuance o f the ir re lig ious beliefs and 
practised on crim inals or prisoners o f war.

He adds:
A very large proportion o f the so-ca lled human sacrifices
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that are always adduced as evidence in support o f this 
charge were rea lly  nothing more than pub lic executions 
o f crim inals who, a fte r condemnation, had been reserved 
un til v ic tim s were required for some relig ious ceremony 
in which the sacrifice o f human life  was considered 
essentia l. . . .

C laridge continues by pointing out that no one must forget the equal 
truth that "on ly w ith in  comparative ly recent times / "  hac[7 the death 
p e n a lty . . .  been reserved for cases o f w ilfu l hom icide even in England". 
"Fo rm a lly ", he adds, "and at a time when the English were in f in ite ly  more 
c iv iliz e d  than the Ashantis, men and women were hanged or burned almost 
da ily  for offences that would now be considered t r iv ia l " .  The English 
record is indeed impressive, viewed from facts most o f which C laridge  
took from a famous o ld English jou rna l, the Gentleman's Magazine (V o l. Iix , 
part i ,  p .272). The passage from C laridge (p. 189) fo llows:

The judgem ent^the judging 7  o f  a p rim itive  race from a 
c iv ilised  standpoint is absurd; yet it  is common enough.
The sufferings o f those unhappy wretches who were 
stretched upon the rack, broken on the whee l, or o ther
wise to rtu red , must have been fu lly  as g rea t, i f  not 
indeed greater, than those o f any v ic tim  in Ashanti: 
and these were commonly in flic te d  punishments. The 
higher race, indeed, would seem to have used its greater 
knowledge on ly to devise more ingeniously cruel tortures.

It has been estimated that between the years 1170 
and 1783 at least 50,000 persons suffered death a t Tybum  
a lone, and were, moreover, tortured beforehand by being 
drawn or flogged at the cart's ta il from Newgate. When 
the place o f execution was moved there, ten- men were 
hanged together on the firs t occasion and twenty on the 
second, o f whom five  had been condemned for robbing a 
man of something valued at threepence, some na ils , a 
kn ife  valued at a penny, two sh illings and a counter
fe it ha lfpenny.
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But that was by no means a l l .  The p roc liv itie s  and social behaviour of 
the English people themselves at this time would seem to have been in no 
way in advance o f those o f the Ashanti. " . . . I t  is notorious", states 
C la ridge , "tha t so long as executions were carried out in pub lic , they never 
fa iled  to draw enormous crowds, who conducted themselves in the most dis
orderly manner and thoroughly enjoyed the spec tac le ".

We should remember, too , how in France during the Revolution the avenging 
"sans cu lo ttes" raised a shout and cackled loudly as they counted the heads of 
the n o b ility  severed by the dripp ing red blade o f Madamme la G u il lo t in e ,  k n i t 
ting and jok ing no is ily  in between the fa llin g  of heads. And what about the 
slavers who -  in add ition  to a ll we know about the an im al-cond itions in 
the ships o f the "M idd le  Passage" -  hurried ly threw overboard whole rows 
o f chained human beings, in the e ffo rt to escape condemnation and punishment 
by a capturing m an -o f-w a r? ^  O r the record le ft to us by W u lf f Joseph W u lf f , ^  
another Dane o f interest to Ghanaian h is tory, who wrote home in 1836 that

One is free to treat one's slaves as he likes. . . .  often 
they are bound to a post which is ca lled the v irg in , 
and now 2 soldiers are commanded, one on each side o f 
the sinner, who are g iv ing  him such lick ing  that the 
whole back is tattered and the blood is running down 
a t the hee ls . . .  J

A ll this matching o f barbarism w ith  barbarism took place in the dark 
ages o f as late as the 19th century.' By the 20th century the Ashanti were 
no longer in a position to indulge in the human-blood sports o f which they 
were accused in such shocked moral tones. But was the 20th century, then, 
a "season o f l ig h t"  for w h ite , European humanism?

5 ,6
See a series o f "Letters from the Guinea Coast", published in the Danish 
V a lky rien  in 1832 (V o l. l )  by a former Danish o f f ic ia l.  Passages dealing  
w ith  these episodes were translated for this author in Copenhagen by Miss 
Lise Pedersen, a secretary a t the Danish Embassy in Accra during a period 
between 1961 and 1963, to which eager cooperation I have become per-*- 
manently indebted.

^ The evidence on this and s im ila r practices during these times indicates that 
both the A frican  m iddlemen, the Arab raiders, and the European traders and 
residents indulged free ly in them.
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. . .  Aga in , the terms "c iv i l iz e d "  and "C hris tian " begin 
to have a very strange ring , pa rticu la rly  in the ears 
o f those who have been judged to be ne ither c iv iliz e d  
nor Chris tian , when a Christian nation surrenders to 
a foul and v io le n t orgy, as Germany did during the 
Third Reich. For the crime o f the ir ancestry, m illions  
o f people in the middle o f the twentie th cen tu ry , and 
in the heart o f Europe- God*s c itade l -  were sent to 
a death so ca lcu la ted , soTiideous, and so prolonged 
that no age before this enlightened one had been able 
to imagine i t ,  much less achieve and record i t . . . .

( E mphasis mine )

The words are those o f James Baldw in, in a now celebrated work, the essay 
"DOW N AT THE CROSS: Letter from a Region o f my M ind ".®  These words 
put "Pa id" to a debt, but s t ill leave Baldw in's question unanswered, his 
question why most o f the wh ite world has treated the non-wh ite  -  especia lly  
the black -  w ith  such monumental hypocrisy, such to ta l moral dishonesty and 
cowardice ?

Fortunately, as for James Baldwin so for the Ashanti: there were some 
Europeans, a t least, who saw other tra its o f character in them, apart from 
"inhuman c ru e lty " , bloodthirstiness, and worse.

C laridge himself says (pp. 190-1) that

The hos tility  that has been shown towards the 
Ashantis by the English were not o f the former's 
seeking. They were always favourably disposed towards 
the European and anxious to remain on friend ly  terms 
w ith  them. Indeed it is rid iculous to suppose that 
they could have fe lt otherwise; for they know that 
i t  was the ir presence on the Coast that provided them 
w ith  a pro fitab le ou tle t for the ir gold dnd slaves and______________

Better known in book form as The Fire Next Time.
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furnished them w ith  the means o f procuring such manufactured 
a rtic le s  as they learned to app rec ia te . . . .

He quotes James Swanzy (p. 187) who, testify ing before a committee o f the 
House o f Commons in 1816, said: " It is a singular thing that these people, the 
Ashantees, who had never seen a wh ite  man, nor the sea, were the most c iv i l
and w e ll-b red  people that I have seen in A fr ic a . It is astonishing to see men,
w ith  such few opportun ities, so w e ll behaved".

Joseph Dupuis, o f the il l- fa te d  Treaty, goes in to some de ta il o f his own and 
other peoples' experiences (pp. 187-8 o f C laridge):

The Ashantees, o f a ll ranks, are thus loya l and
ze a lo u s .. . .  and the king takes pleasure in recounting 
his forbearance, and describing the aggravation that 
roused the vengeance o f his ancestors and himself, 
against those federal powers w h ich , in an early age, 
were independent l i t t le  kingdoms, and now submit to the 
yoke o f government as provinces o f the empire. The 
k in g . . .  took pa rticu la r pains to ingraft an impression 
upon my mind that it  was a maxim associated w ith  the 
re lig io n  he professed never to appeal to the sword wh ile  
a path lay open for nego tia tion . He maintained that he 
would defy even his enemies to prove that his assertion 
devia ted from the tru th , e ithe r as regarded himself or 
his ancestors. Be this as it  may, the Moslems themselves 
corroborated the assertion, although they accuse the 
government o f unbounded am b ition . . . .  It is worthy o f 
remark, that many o f the whites upon the Gold Coast so 
fa r acquiesced in the sentiments as to adm it that Ashantee 
has never been engaged in war w ith  the maritime States from 
sheer caprice and rapac ity . I may also be permitted to 
quote M r. Mol Ian's words to me, 'tha t he never knew the 
king to make a palaver w ithou t cause, or v io la te  his w o rd . '

Another English o ffic e r under the old c iv i l adm inistration said: "The Ashantees 
are ev iden tly  be tte r acquainted w ith  the rules o f decency and m ora lity than any 
people we know o f in this coun try . "

K .A .B . Jones-Quartey.
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