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The mission to Cameroon in Central West Africa by the North American Baptist 

Conference (then called the German Baptist Churches of North America) started when 

a newly graduated seminary student, August Steffens and wife Anna sailed to 

Cameroon in 1891.  But it seemed the mission might end after only nineteen months. 
 

In 1890 August Steffens, a student in the Rochester Seminary [1] in 

upper New York read about two Native Baptist churches in the German colony 

of Cameroon in Africa that had called for a missionary to come and help them.  

British and Jamaican Baptist missionaries had been there earlier, but had left 

because of irreconcilable differences with German Government officials who 

had suddenly taken over Cameroon.  Thousands of villages in Cameroon’s vast 

interior had never heard the Good News of Jesus (the Gospel).  Steffens decided 

he would volunteer to go there after finishing his senior year of seminary.   

Other student friends of Steffens had been sent overseas as missionaries 

to India by the American Baptist Missionary Union.  But the Union’s support 

was not available to Steffens since Cameroon was not one of their fields.  The 

Missionary Committee of the German Baptist Churches in North America to 

which Steffens belonged was concentrating their mission work on starting 

German-language churches among German immigrants in North America.  So 

Steffens corresponded with Pastor Eduard Scheve in Berlin, Germany who was 

in contact with the two Native Baptist churches in Cameroon.  Steffens wrote: 
“…More and more the conviction grows upon me that I should go there [Cameroon] as 

a missionary.  I have therefore decided to go, if God will open the way…” [2].  
After 5 months, Steffens’ letter still had not been answered.  The Berlin 

Mission Committee, an auxiliary [3] of the Baptist churches of Germany, was 

sending financial support to the two independent Native Baptist churches in 

Cameroon.  But the Committee was not planning to send missionaries to 

Cameroon since it did not have the financial resources for such an undertaking.   

But things changed when Pastor Scheve received a letter from his 

friend August Rauschenbusch [4] who had been Steffens’ seminary teacher.  

Rauschenbusch wrote: “There is a young man in our seminary, who will graduate 

next spring and who is anxious to become a foreign missionary…He is possessed of a 

desire to go to Cameroon.  I urge upon you brethren to give this matter serious 

consideration” [5]. The personal recommendation by the esteemed August 

Rauschenbusch was in effect a missionary appointment and probably taken to 

imply financial support.   August Steffens had also said in an earlier letter: “I do 

not think that I should have any financial need because the Lord, if it is His will, He 

will open a way” [6]. The Berlin Mission Committee would most likely continue 

to rely on Rochester Seminary’s German Department for recommendations of 

missionaries from North America to Cameroon.  Thus Rochester Seminary’s 

German Department became, in essence, a missionary sending body since 

financial support of the missionaries from the German Baptist Churches in 

North America was also tied to their recommendations.       
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The Pioneer Missionaries 
 

August Steffens was born in 1861 in Germany.  As a teenager he 

became a believer, was baptized and joined a Baptist church.  The Steffens 

family immigrated to the USA when August was nineteen and settled in 

Trenton, Illinois, a small town some 25 miles east of St. Louis, Missouri in 

America’s Midwest.  Like other German immigrants, Steffens found it harder 

to adjust to America than those from the British Isles because of the language 

difference.  With no Baptist church in Trenton at that time, Steffens took the 

convenient train service to St. Louis to a Baptist church where the worship 

services were in his native German.  The church was a part of the German 

Baptist Churches of North America, an ethnic denomination encouraged and 

supported by American Baptist churches.  On Sunday afternoons Steffens 

would return to Trenton to lead a Sunday school class for young boys in a 

schoolhouse.   

Through such experiences along with Bible study and prayer Steffens 

sensed a pull toward full-time Christian ministry.  As a teenage apprentice 

tailor his schooling did not include a high school education.  Through his 

church he heard about the Rochester Seminary in Rochester, New York which 

had a department that offered preparatory level courses as well as college level 

courses in Bible, theology, and other subjects.  Created as a school to train 

pastors for German-language churches, the courses were taught in German.    

So in 1886 at age 25 after a farewell gathering in the Trenton Methodist 

Church, August Steffens boarded a train to enroll in Rochester Seminary’s 

German Department which in reality was a Bible school sponsored by a 

graduate theological seminary.  Classes were small and up to that time the 

largest graduating class had been twelve.  The graduates of department received 

a diploma stating they had ‘completed the course’.   

This training school had started as a separate department of the 

Rochester Seminary in 1858 when August Rauschenbusch was called from the 

German-language Baptist church he pastored in rural Missouri to be the 

German Department’s head professor.  Rauschenbusch’s education had been in 

the German universities at Berlin and Bonn under the influence of pietistic [8] 

Lutheran professors.  He had become a Baptist after coming to the USA as a 

missionary to remote German immigrant settlements in Missouri.    

As the only full-time professor of the German Department at its start, 

Rauschenbusch taught many different courses.  He did have help from the 

pastor of Rochester’s German Baptist Church as well as budding young 

professors from Germany that Rauschenbusch recruited for short-terms.  

Augustus Strong, who later became president of Rochester Seminary, said of 

Rauschenbusch’s teaching:  “He taught psychology, Bible, botany, history, 

homiletics, zoology, grammar, speech, theology, astronomy, ethics, and etiquette, along 

with Latin, Greek, German, and English.  But whatever he did, he did well.  He was 

born to be a scholar and a teacher.  In him extraordinary versatility was combined with 
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extraordinary precision” [9].  Rauschenbusch’s wife Karoline pitched in to help 

make the struggling school a home for the students: “She was a motherly friend to 

many.  At her instigation a ‘sewing circle’ was formed in their house in order to care for  

the students’ clothing and laundry.  From other societies and individuals she procured 

important gifts of bedding…needed by the students” [10].  
The Seminary’s German Department, was sometimes (borrowing from 

the Old Testament) called “School of the Prophets”.  An early seminary professor 

and historian of the German Baptist churches in North America, Albert J. 

Ramaker, wrote: it is “to the credit of the small group of German churches and their 

leaders in this early time that, although they had neither hand nor voice in the founding 

of this ‘school of the prophets,’ they nobly co-operated from the very first and thereby 

made it a successful school” [11].  Charles Zummach, who like Ramaker was a 

graduate of the seminary’s German Department and a history buff, explained 

how the German Department became a formal part of the German Baptist 

Churches of North America:  “In 1865 the first General Conference met in Wilmot, 

Ontario.  “Among the many far-reaching actions taken by that body was the official 

adoption of the seminary as a denominational project” [12].  
The leaders of the small group of German-language Baptist churches 

had early on expressed appreciation to the Rochester Seminary for taking the 

initiative of opening their school to German-speaking students.  This was 

recorded in a resolution in 1851 at the first conference of leaders of German-

language ministries in North America: ”…we express our joy and hearty thanks to 

the administration and faculty of the Theological Seminary in Rochester for their 

willingness to put forth efforts to train German young men for the ministry”  [13].  

After graduating from seminary Steffens went to his home church in St. 

Louis and was ordained for missionary service.  He then traveled to New York 

City raising funds along the way as he visited German Baptist churches in 

Iowa, Illinois, and Michigan  [14].  At a farewell gathering for him in a New York 

church it was reported that for the Cameroon mission “several hundred dollars 

were received by the brother and many commitments and support for the mission work 

without request” [15].  (Note: Hundreds of dollars in 1891 would be equivalent to 

thousands today when adjusted for inflation).   

In New York August Steffens boarded a steamship bound for Germany.  

In his seminary days he had met Anna Cappell at a mission conference of the 

Student Volunteer Movement [16].  “According to family tradition, it was love at first 

sight” [17].  Anna was known to have a warm interest in foreign missions.  

August had earlier asked Anna to marry him so together they could go to 

Cameroon.  However she did not give him an answer before he left New York 

for Germany.  But Anna knew that her beloved’s contact in Germany was 

Pastor Scheve.   

Upon Steffens’ arrival in Germany Pastor Eduard Scheve handed him a 

recently received telegram.  It had been sent by “A. Cappell” and gave an 

upcoming arrival time in Germany.  Not knowing if “A” was a man or woman, 

Scheve asked August for an explanation.  Somewhat embarrassed, August said 
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the telegram was from Anna, his sweetheart, whom he had earlier asked to 

marry him but had not received an answer before he left New York.  He then 

explained:  “This telegram is the answer, and according to it, she must arrive in the 

next few days” [18].  After Anna arrived in Germany Pastor Scheve was able to get  

a judge to allow their marriage in Berlin even though the law in Germany at  

that time was unclear about marriages of foreigners.  After securing their travel  

papers the Steffens’ left by ship for Cameroon, then a German colony. 
 

The Dream Realized  
 

On December 8, 1891 newlyweds August and Anna Steffens were at 

the destination that would have seemed impossible a year earlier when he was a 

student at the seminary in Rochester and she was teaching school in Cincinnati.  

But there they were, ready to go ashore to the country in central-west Africa 

known to English speakers as Cameroons or Cameroon.  In Germany it was 

known as Kamerun or New Germany.   

Before 1884 the Cameroons River (Wouri River to the natives) area 

had in effect been an international port where traders on ships came from 

various countries.  At that time Cameroon was not yet ruled by a European 

government as was the case for most of Africa.  But the status of Cameroon 

changed in 1884 when German authorities came with a military escort and 

concluded a treaty with some tribal chiefs of the Cameroons River area that 

made Germany the sole European ruling country of Cameroon.       

From the anchored ship August had his first look at Cameroon.  He 

wrote: “...when the sun’s rays met the water at an almost perpendicular angle, the 

Cameroon Mountains came enchantingly into view.  Like a great world pyramid these 

mountains, whose peaks rise above the clouds, appear to hold watch over the gates of 

New Germany.  I had imagined the destination of my journey to be very beautiful, but 

how could I in my fancy ever picture anything nearing this reality” [19]!   
August and Anna Steffens were taken ashore to Victoria (today’s 

Limbẻ).  There they were joyfully received by members of the small Baptist 

church established 30 years earlier by British Baptist Missionary Alfred Saker 

together with Jamaican and African believers who had left the nearby island of 

Fernando Po because the ruling Spanish authorities would no longer allow their 

church to meet corporately [20].     

The pastor and the members in Victoria wanted August and Anna to 

stay there and had prepared a little house for them [20].  But Steffens’ plan was to 

start in the more populated area of today’s city of Douala with its river access 

to the hundreds of villages where the Gospel had not yet been proclaimed.  

Within a few days members of the Bethel Native Baptist Church of Douala 

came to Victoria with a big canoe to collect August and Anna. 

The way to Douala went through miles of mangrove swamps.  Steffens  

would describe the experience in a letter published in the periodical of the  

German Baptist Churches of North America:  “Soon we reached the dark currents  
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of the Matuma River where we were quickly covered with sailcloth and the men rowed  

with all their strength in order that we might not be exposed very long to the stinking 

vapors from the mangrove swamps” [21].  It was thought that the often-deadly  

(especially for newly-arrived white people) tropical fever common in coastal  

Cameroon was contracted from such “bad air”.  The fever became known as 

“malaria” derived from the Italian “mal” and “aria” meaning “bad air”.  Most 

Europeans coming to Cameroon experienced tropical fever at different levels,  

with death not uncommon.  A better understanding of malaria, however, was in 

process.  A medical researcher had tracked the cause of the fever to a parasite in  

one’s blood transmitted by a bite from a certain mosquito species.  This,  

however, seems to have not yet been commonly-accepted knowledge.  In his  

letter Steffens continued: “All breathed with relief when, after several hours of 

travel, we had the fever miasmas [infectious vapors] behind us and reached the 

magnificent Cameroons River, which in its lower course is mixed with saltwater and 

looks more like a lake than a river” [22]. 

In Cameroon the young couple’s time passed quickly during the years 

1892-1893 as they learned to be at home in the new culture .  Steffens’ desire to 

reach beyond the established mission work would at times take him away from 

the lowlands of Douala to the looming Cameroon Mountains.  In a letter he told 

of one such experience in the vicinity of today’s town of Buea: “Among the 

Bakwiri tribes in the Cameroon Mountains, we have taken hold of three places besides 

Victoria from which the last [at times] lies high in the clouds.  I preached one evening 

there about the one mediator between God and mankind and was very happy to see the 

eagerness for the faith of the young little congregation.  Nevertheless, the sharp 

coolness of the night was uncomfortable for me” [23].   

Steffens’ vision of reaching beyond the already evangelized Douala 

area after helping the established Native Baptist Church there did not always sit 

well with the Cameroonian pastor who had earlier written to Germany asking 

for a missionary to come and help.  On one occasion when Missionary Steffens 

had been away from Douala for a week among the Bakwiri people in the 

mountain area, his Douala Cameroonian pastor friend explained:  ‘If we could 

have succeeded alone we would not have needed to pray unceasingly for help.  It would 

only then be right that the missionary should overlook us and help others’” [24].       
 

The Vision 
 

Early in the Steffens’ time in Cameroon he had written:  “Our plan for 

the future, or at least as far as the doors open, is to conquer the whole of Cameroon for 

the Lord Jesus Christ” [25].  In today’s terminology it might be stated as the 

evangelization of all of Cameroon.  But Steffens was also a realist and later 

would write to editor Julius Grimmell: “We will not expand the mission field 

beyond our strengths…A few government officials desire very much that we would 

begin an entirely new work [of schools and churches]…They tell of a beautiful land [in the 

interior’s grasslands] where there is no lack of food…only eight days’ travel [by foot] 

distant.  Such an undertaking, however, lies completely beyond our reach, since the trip 
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would consume [cost] huge sums” [26]. The tribal groups in Cameroon’s interior 

grasslands would have to wait years, or perhaps decades, before it would be 

feasible for missionaries and native evangelists to establish churches there.      

In the meantime, evangelization would continue in the coastal forest 

area.  To start the process of planting a church, the missionary would talk with 

the village chief and agree to start a school if the village would provide the 

building.  A trained Cameroonian from the Bethel Native Baptist Church in 

Douala would be sent to teach at the school and start a preaching station.  But 

then Steffens hit a wall:  the Berlin Committee ran out of funds to support more 

Cameroonian workers.  In a letter, Steffens, evidently after a siege of malaria, 

shared his discouragement as he pondered the huge task: “My wife and I were 

given to the work anew from the brink of the grave…[Then] from among the [American] 

Mennonites came the news that they would help…Also, the brothers studying in 

Rochester [Seminary] as well as the [women’s] societies in Brother Daniels’ congregation 

in New York sent sums so that we can maintain eight newly-founded stations” [27].   

After two and one-half years the unhealthful conditions took its toll.  

August would at times be worn down by recurring attacks of malaria but 

always seemed to be able to spring back.  Quinine, a substance that could ward 

off the effects of malaria [28] was available in Cameroon.  However questions 

lingered about its effectiveness, possibly due to lack of knowledge of how to 

properly prepare and administer the medication.     

On July 4, 1893 August Steffens died in Douala from the complications 

of malaria.  As was then common in the tropics, he was buried the same day.  

His gravestone stands in Douala with the words ‘His memory remains a 

blessing’.  With no other Baptist missionaries in Cameroon, Mrs. Steffens 

would most likely return home.  The Steffens’ vision for the evangelization of 

all of Cameroon would likely also die.  Or so it would seem.  
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