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PREFACE 

THE HISTORIC STRUCTURES REPORT on CHRISTIANS 
FORT was initiated by the Government of the 
Virgin Islands through its Commissioner of 
Conservation and Cultural Affairs, Mr. Darlan 
Brin. 

The purpose of the report has been to gather 
information on the structure that would serve 
as guidelines for decisions as to its future 
use and for its restoration. 

To achieve this, a detailed and careful examina­
tion has been made of the existing remains, 
both in regard to its present structural con­
dition and its fabric, as well as its original 
function. As part of this examination, accurate 
measured drawings of plans, sections, and 
elevations were prepared of the Fort and its 
associated buildings. 

A thorough research was undertaken of written 
and pictorial documentary sources to provide a 
complete construction history and a history of 
past uses of the Fort. The study of the existing 
remains have been correlated with the documentary 
research to establish the relative age of the 
different sections of Christians Fort as they now 
stand, and their importance to any further restor­
ation contemplated. The Report has also been 
correlated with an archaeological search that 
confirmed the presence of remains of demolished 
features of the fortification. 

The study of the existing conditions of Christians 
Fort and the documentary research has been undertaken 
by the principals of the deJONGH/GJESSING Team. In 
the documentary research, however, they have been 
supported by Miss Eva Lawaetz of St. Croix and 
Cand. Mag. Paul 01sen of Copenhagen, Denmark. 
Their aid in pinpointing pertinent documentary 
material for photocopying and in a few cases 
transcription, has provided valuable assistance 
in the preparation of the study. 

The advice and suggestions of Mr. and Mrs. Einar 
Kirk of the Danish Westindia Society has also been 
helpful to the selection of material for the 
Historic Structures Report. 

Credit for the Archaeological Search should be 
given to Miss Susan Sherwood, N.P.S. Archaeologist 
and the President of Technos, Inc., Mr. Richard 
Benson. 



It was found in the documentary research that 
the Fort, until recent years has been called 
Christians Fort, and in this study, the older 
name has been utilized. 

Photocopies of the documents pertinent to the 
study have been submitted to the Department of 
Conservation and Cultural Affairs separately 
from this Report. 

This project is funded in part through financial 
assistance provided by the Office of Archaeology 
and Historic Preservation, National Park Service, 
U.S. Department of the Interior and the Virgin 
Islands Planning Office pursuant to the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 as amended. 
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SECTION 2.0 OUTLINE HISTORY 

Danish interest in the West Indies dates back to 
the early seventeenth century. The Scandinavain 
countries, Denmark-Norway in particular, pro­
duced for export great quantities of salt, 
pickled and smoked fish, corned and smoked meats 
and other preserved foods as well as whale oil. 
Produce that was in great demand in the Mediter­
ranean countries during the Middle Ages. 

After the discovery of the Americas, and the es­
tablishment of Portugues and Spanish colonies, 
the market for these commodities expanded to in­
clude the Western hemisphere. During the six­
teenth centuries, the trade in exchange for the 
produce of the tropics was carried out mainly by 
Dutch and to a lesser degree English merchants. 
Nationals of the United Kingdom of Denmark-Nor­
way did participate but only as functionaries or 
employees of the Dutch and English concerns. 

In the early 1620s, Copenhagen based merchants 
proposed the formation of a company for commerce 
with the West Indies and America, and in 1625 
received the government's approval. Before the 
company was established, King Christian IV later 
the same year involved the country in the Thirty 
year War on the side of the Protestant German 
principalities against the Holy Roman Empire and 
its allies. 

It had a disasterous effect on the economy of 
the United Kingdom of Denmark-Norway, and 
scotched the plans for this commercial venture. 
By the mid-century the economy had recovered 
sufficiently that private individuals in Denmark 
Norway could once more consider with favor the 
capital investment in a transatlantic trade with 
its high risk of seizure by aliens, piracy and 
loss at sea and potentially high profits. 

Companies were formed in Copenhagen, Elsinore 
and Bergen that for several years had a profit-
albe trade with the West Indies. It was during 
these years that the Copenhagen based Westindia 
Company first proposed the establishment of a 
Danish colony in the West Indies. In 1657 heavy 
losses at sea and a war with Sweden (1657-60) 
put a temporary, stop to the company's activies. 

In 1665 the Danish Westindia Company received 
permission from the Royal government to settle 
in the West Indies. In July of the same year an 
expeditionary force left Denmark. It was under 
the leadship of Erik Smit. The following year 
possesion was taken of St.Thomas, then an unin­
habited island. 

The expedition had from the start been beset by 
disasters, a near wreck at St.Barts, fire aboard 
ship, another near wreck in a stormy arrival at 
St.Thomas, high fatality among its members and 
the death of Erik Smit a few months after land­
ing. 



In 1665 war had broken out between England and 
Holland in which France joined on the side of 
the Dutch. By the following year it had spread 
to the Caribbean. Initially this appeared to 
offer the Danish colony an advantage. 

Dispossessed individuals from English and Dutch 
possessions sought refuge on St. Thomas and aug­
mented the depleted labor force of the Danies. 
However, it provided the justification of French, 
Dutch and English freebooters to raid the new 
colony, ostensibly to capture the refugees but 
in reality also to secure such supplies and 
equipment the small force could not defend. 

After eighteen months of harrassment and depriva­
tion the survivors of the expeditionary force, 
who since the death of Erik Smit had been led by 
the Lutheran minister Kjeld Jensen Slagelse, 
decided to abandon the settlement. They made their 
way back to Denmark by stages. 

The Westindia Company and its expeditionary 
force was under the mantle of the Danish government 
for diplomatic and judiciary purposes but was 
not a public activity. It was financed by Copenhagen 
merchants and did not receive support from the 
government. The failure of the expeditionary force 
meant an end to the company. 

One positive result of the attempt was the interest 
it awakened throughout Denmark-Norway in the West 
Indies and the acquisition of a base for northern 
shipping in the Western Hemisphere. 

In March 1671 a new Westindia Company was licensed 
but on a substantially broader financial base. 
Although still mainly a private company from the 
start it had a semigovernmental cast since the King 
as well as other members of the royal family were 
major stockholders. The government also agreed to 
lend fleet units and personnel to the company for its 
expedition. 

Two ships, the "Gilded Crown" and the "Faero" left 
Denmark in August and October, respectively. They 
were to rendezvous at St. Eustatius. The "Faero" which 
carried the main body of the expeditionary force and 
its supplies developed a leak in the North Sea that 
forced it to seek harbor in Bergen, Norway for repairs. 

It was not able to resume the voyage before February 
1672 and did not reach the West Indies until May. The 
captain of the "Gilded Crown" in the meantime, had given 
up hope of seeing the "Faero" again and returned to Denmark. 

The "Faero" arrived at St. Thomas on May 25, 1672. The 
following day St.Thomas once more was taken in possession 
in the name of the King of Denmark and the Westindia 
Company. Like the first, the second expeditionary force 
had an alarming death rate among its participants both during the 
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crossing of the Atlantic and the first months on 
the Island. It was however, better planned and 
supplied than the first one and the attempt to 
settle succeeded. 

It was led by Jorgen Iversen who served as the 
colony's governor until 1680. This able and 
controversial man had come to St.Kitts in 1651 
at the age of 13. He lived there the following 
14 years, interrupted only by a trip back to 
Europe in 1660. He was first an indentured ser­
vant then a secretary to a British merchant and 
for the last years a full partner in a Dutch 
trading concern. He was deeply religious, en­
ergetic and thorough and combined in his char­
acter traits that made him at times despotic and 
arbitrary and at other a tactful, diplomatic neg­
otiator and manager of affairs. 

Against odds he succeding in creating a com­
munity out of the multinational and racial com­
ponents of the colony and steer it towards a 
promise of prosperity while building Christians 
Fort, carrying out an interisland trade for the 
company and establishing plantations on St. 
Thomas. 

Because of the high mortality rate among the 
settlers during the early years and the violence 
with which he at times handled people who opposed 
him. He created in the home countries the repu­
tation of the colony as "A charnel house ruled by 
a despot." It was a reputation that made it dif­
ficult to recruit replacements for the leadership 
of the colony. 

The following nine years were critical both for 
the company and the colony. The greed, inepti­
tude and personal ambition of the men sent out as 
governors or allowed to remain as governors be­
tween 1680 and 1688 brought the company to the 
brink of bankruptcy and almost lost st.Thomas 
for the company. 

Nicolai Esmit relieved Jorgen Iversen. He openly 
aided and trafficked with known freebooters and 
allowed them to sail under the Danish flag. His 
brother, Adolph Esmit who in 1682 deposed and im­
prisoned him, continued in the same vein. He al­
so arbitrarily confiscated British property. 

He was allowed to remain in the position as ac­
tive governor through the influence of his pow­
erful friends in Copenhagen and because the com­
pany due to the poor communications between the 
island and Denmark lost control of the situation. 

Governor William Stapleton, of the British Lee­
ward Islands demanded restitution for British 
property confiscated and threathened armed in­
tervention if freebooters were continued to be 
given refuge in St.Thomas harbor, which was giv­
ing it a reputation of a "den of pirates". In 
his dealings with Governor Stapleton Adolph 
Esmit was both evasive and flaunted his own au­
thority. 
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The true state of affairs in the colony was learned 
in Copenhagen through the Court of St. James. 
Governor Stapleton had finally brought his complaints 
to the home government. It gave the Danish envoy 
to London an ultimatum for delivery to the Danish 
King in 1684. 

Restitution and cleaning up of the lawless elements 
in St. Thomas were promised. Gabriel Milan was 
appointed as governor and sent out with orders to 
have Adolph Esmit returned to Denmark. Adolph Esmit 
had learned about the actions taken against him in 
Copenhagen and had prior to Milan's arrival, loaded 
all his movable goods and probably some of the 
company's as well on a ship headed for St. Eustatius 
for transshipment to Holland. 

Governor Milan in the hope of laying hands on this 
property retained Adolph Esmit first as a guest and 
then; as the governor's efforts to lay hands on his 
booty proved fruitless; as a prisoner in Christians Fort. 
He, like his predecessors neglected the Company's affairs 
in favor of his own and moreover did not account for them. 

In his dealings with the settlers he was dictatorial 
and arbitrary. He handed out harsh judgments for 
minor offenses as well as executions on trumped-up evidence. 
He refused to assist in securing a cargo for the "Fortuna" 
the ship that had brought him and detained it for more 
than six months when Capt. Meyers over his protest finally 
left for Denmark. 

The news of Governor Milan's mismanagement caused 
consternation. The directorate of the company asked 
for permission to return "Fortuna" to St. Thomas with 
a commissioner empowered to institute a hearing on 
Governor Milan. He should also be empowered to arrest 
him should the hearing so warrant and bring him and 
his family as well as former Governor Adolph Esmit back 
with him in which case Lt. Christopher Heins was to be 
appointed acting Governor. 

The news of these decisions reached Governor Milan 
through a son residing in Copenhagen prior to the 
return of the "Fortuna". It seems to have unhinged 
his already unstable mind. He forced a meeting of 
all planters and urged them to resist the company and 
the government by force and to assist him in sinking 
the "Fortuna" with the cannons of Christians Fort when 
the ship anchored. 

They refused, pointing out that they had given an 
oath of loyalty to the Danish government. Governor 
Milan then with threats of prison and gallows 
persuaded those present to sign a document that 
they would rather leave the island than be separated 
from their governor. He then without success tried 
to hire military forces from the French colonies 
and for the purpose of securing funds for his private 
war sent a ship to raid on Puerto Rico. 
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In late February the "Fortuna" anchored in the harbor 
shortly before the raiders of Puerto Rico returned with 
no more result than one fatality incurred in an 
encounter with a Spanish ship. 

The governor's forced support and then his own 
courage evaporated. A hearing was held with so 
much "shrieking, shouting and screaming" that the 
Secretary, Andreas Brock had difficulties in keeping 
his records straight. 

In early July 1686 the "Fortuna" left St. Thomas with 
the retinue and persons of Governors Esmit and Milan 
as well as a number of persons who were to be 
witnesses in the forthcoming court cases of Nicolai 
and Adolph Esmit and Governor Milan. 

In 1688 Nicolai Esmit who since 1682 had been a 
prisoner was given freedom without any recompensations. 
In 1689 Governor Milan adjudged to lose his life and 
property for treasonable actions during the last months 
of his regime. 

Adolph Esmit fared better and was given a tentative 
reappointment as governor of St. Thomas. His wife 
as the confidante of the Danish queen secured his 
access to the most influential persons of the 
Danish court. 

Here he provided the information on the locality of 
a Spanish galleon loaded with silver wrecked on the 
north shore of Santo Domingo in shallow waters forty 
years earlier. Its salvage would be enormously 
profitable. King Christian V and several private 
individuals provided the funds for sending out three 
ships to raise the cargo of the Spanish galleon and 
secondly to install Adolph Esmit as the governor of 
St. Thomas. 

The expedition was commanded by Vice Admiral Iver Hoppe. 
He was given secret orders to depose Adolph Esmit as 
governor if his reception in St. Thomas and his behavior 
so warranted and reinstate Christopher Heins as acting 
Governor. 

Adolph Esmit's active governorship lasted 24 days and 
he was then urged aboard the Admiral Hoppe's flag ship 
and returned to Denmark three months later. The 
knowledge of the silver treasure was found to be more 
widespread than Adolph Esmit had intimated and that the 
English had already secured it. 

The Westindia Company had in 1674 become the Westindia-
Guinea Company after amalgamation with an older Danish 
African trading company. 

During the governorship of Jdrgen Iversen, there had 
been gradual growth of profits to the Company. These 
however, had not been sufficient to provide an 
adequate return on the capital outlay. In 
addition promissory notes on investment in shares 
had not in many cases been honored and the 
company found itself as early as 1680 without 
sufficient working capital. The mismanage-
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ment of the Company-s affairs on St.Thomas by 
the brothers Esmit and Gabriel Milan had aggra­
vated the situation. 

It was to be further complicated by the intro­
duction of the Brandenburger African Company as a 
leaseholder on certain lands of St.Thomas. This 
Company had possessions on the Guinea Coast of 
Africa and was essentially a slave trading con­
cern. It needed a station in the West Indies to 
fully develope its activities. Friedrick 
William, Grand Elector of Brandenburg (Prussia) 
had a major interest in the company and had in­
itiated negotiations with the Danish Court for 
permission to establish a "factory" on St.Thomas. 

The chief director of the Danish Westindia-
Guiena Company, Jens Juel had opposed the plan 
from the very begining, but on the expressed de­
sires of the Danish King, a treaty was concluded 
in 1685. It was to remain in force for thirty 
years with provisions, however, for renegotiating 
the terms of the agreement. 

The Brandenburger Company was allowed to trade 
and establish a "factory on St.Thomas in return 
for paying stipulated rents plus import and ex­
port duties to the Danish Company on all goods 
and slaves brought to and sold off the island. 
It was also stipulated that it was to bring under 
cultivation a plantation assigned to the Branden­
burger Company and pay taxes on its produce. It 
was to refrain absolutely from dealing with free­
booters or trade in condemned prizes. 

The Brandenburger Company started its operation 
on St.Thomas in 1686. For its factory it had 
been assigned an area on the western outskirts of 
the growing village of Charlotte Amalie and a 
plantation ground on the northside of St.Thomas. 
From the start there was friction between the two 
companies. The Brandenburger fell behind in 
their payments and failed to bring their planta­
tion ground under cultivation. The difficulties 
with the Danish authorities on St.Thomas had led 
the Brandenburger government as early as 1688 to 
attempt to secure by purchase or occupation an 
independent foothold. 

Vieques, Tortola and Tobago north of Trinidad 
were considered but the attempts stranded on 
prior claims by Denmark, England and Holland, 
respectively. 

In 1689 Johan Lorentz became the acting governor 
of St.Thomas and proceeded to obstruct the act­
ivities of the Brandenburger Company with all the 
means within his power. 

Planters were forbidden to buy goods from the 
Brandenburger Company that could be supplied by 
the Westindia Company or to make payments to the 
Brandenburger Company before they had paid off 
their debts to the Danish Company. In 1690 after 
demanding payments of amounts due Johan Lorentz 



backed by the Colonial council had the warehouses 
of the Brandenburgers forcefully opened and their 
contents confiscated. 

Subsequently, the following year he seized one of 
the Brandenburger Company's slave ships and its 
cargo. There were claims and counterclaims that had 
to be settled in Berlin and Copenhagen. In these 
actions Johan Lorentz had the secret support of the 
Westindia Company's directorate. It had been belatedly 
realized that to share the harbor of St. Thomas with 
a competitor and a potentially powerful one was 
impolitic. The aim of the Danish Westindia Company 
was to bring the Brandenburger Company financially 
to its knees. 

The Danish-Westindia-Guinea Company in 1690 leased 
the island of St. Thomas with all of their facilities 
to the Norwegian merchant George Thorm0hlen for a 
period of 10 years at a fixed annual rate of 3.086 
Rigsdalers. It was an attempt to secure some ready 
capital for the company and returns for the shareholders. 

The company agreed to allow George Thormdhlen exclusive 
rights on the St. Thomas trade for three years when 
the company would be allowed to resume its trade and 
he; if he did not find the arrangement satisfactory, 
could cancel the lease. The actual transfer of 
authority did not take place until February 1691. 

Acting Governor Johan Lorentz was ordered to stay on 
until Thormdhlen's appointee Francis DeLavigne's 
arrival in September of 1692. The arrangement proved 
to be unsatisfactory to both parties. Thormdhlen's 
administration had difficulties in collecting rents 
and dues of the Brandenburger Company and the taxes 
he imposed on planters, nor could it meet the 
contracted payments to the company. In 1694 the 
agreement was voided and the Westindia-Guinea Company 
resumed authority in St. Thomas. 

To placate the Elector of Brandenburger the goods 
confiscated by Johan Lorentz were returned to the 
Brandenburger Company and Johan Lorentz was reprimanded, 
but his punishment that had been demanded by the 
Elector of Brandenburger was never executed. 

Instead, during a visit to Denmark in April 1694 
Johan Lorentz was appointed governor and returned as 
such to the island in September. During the following 
eight years he continued his efforts to curb the 
activities of the Brandenburger Company, but now 
by diplomatic means. In 1695 the terms of the lease 
were renegotiated and once more in the following year. 

Both negotiations were carried out in Copenhagen and 
the second one dragged on through 1697 without 
satisfactory conclusions. As a result the Elector 
Friedrick III refused to spend further funds on the 
Brandenburger African Company. 
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