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GERMAN HISTORY AS GLOBAL HISTORY: 
THE CASE OF COFFEE

GERALD D. FELDMANN LECTURE, DELIVERED AT THE GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE, 

WASHINGTON DC, MAY 19, 2016

Dorothee Wierling
UNIVERSITY OF HAMBURG 

I. Introduction

German historiography has long centered on the nation state. For 
British or U.S.-American historians the empire or an immigrant 
society served as important reference points for looking beyond the 
borders of the nation state whereas the birth of German historiog-
raphy coincided with the yearning for the nation as a homogenous 
community. However, transnational and even global history have, at 
least in the last decade, become a growing and already important new 
fi eld in German historiography, both conceptually and empirically.1 
The degree to which Germany, or rather specifi c places and regions 
in Germany, have been involved in global history, especially in the 
economic transformations of the nineteenth century, has been well 
documented in recent scholarship.

One of the connections between industrializing and urbanizing 
societies in Europe and North America on the one hand, and areas 
in the global South and East on the other, consists in specifi c com-
modities such as sugar, cotton, and other “colonial” products. These 
commodities not only transformed consumption in Europe and the 
United States, but they were the basis for creating industrial societies 
in the consumer countries, where — to take the British example — 
the textile industry laid the foundations for swift  and powerful indus-
trialization and urbanization, and sugar became an important food 
item for the new working class, especially in connection with tea.2

Through the analysis of global commodity chains, these connections 
have been made visible and have deepened our understanding of 
the mechanisms that created the industrial as well as the colonial 
or postcolonial worlds and the factors responsible for this historical 
transformation. As Sven Beckert has shown in his study of cotton, 
this process of transformation has not come to an end with the cre-
ation of industrial societies in the global North, but could also lead to 

1   Sebastian Conrad, Andreas 
Eckert, Ulrike Freitag, 
eds., Globalgeschichte. 
Theorien. Ansätze, Themen 
(Frankfurt a. M., 2007). 
Sebastian Conrad, Global-
geschichte. Eine Einführung 
(Munich, 2013).

2   Cotton is a favorite with 
historians of globaliza-
tion: Clayton Brown, King 
Cotton: A Cultural, Politi-
cal, and Economic History 
since 1945 (Jackson, Miss., 
2011); Giorgio Riello, Cot-
ton: The Fabric that Made 
the Modern World (Cam-
bridge, 2013), and most 
recently Sven Beckert, Em-
pire of Cotton: A Global Hi-
story (New York, 2014); for 
the classic study on sugar 
by S. Mintz see fn. 4.
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their eventual de-industrialization by shift ing the center of industrial 
production to those countries that had originally acted as mere sup-
pliers of raw products.3 Historical studies of commodity chains have 
highlighted the central role of colonial commodities as the driving 
forces behind the complex and uneven process we now call globaliza-
tion. However, commodity chains as a concept are sometimes used 
to describe structures that seem to function almost by themselves 
once the “chain” is established. The result can be an abstract and 
macro-economic approach to the history of globalization that “fl at-
tens” the phenomenon. Other studies, such as the groundbreaking 
work of anthropologist Steven Mintz on sugar, juxtapose the colonial 
world of production and the industrial world of consumers with a 
focus on their interconnected changes in regard to ways of working 
and consuming. But such studies seldom refer to the individuals and 
professional groups involved in creating these connections.4

In an inspiring essay, the historian of Africa Fred Cooper has recently 
challenged the usefulness of “globalization” as a concept because it, as 
he states bluntly, suff ers from two problems: one being “global,” the 
other “ization.”5 As to the former, Cooper argues that the idea of a global 
network including each part of the world is quite misleading because 
in reality, large sections of the globe and whole continents were more 
or less excluded from the process. And the second half of the term, 
“ization,” according to Cooper, falsely suggests an almost teleological 
development from an unconnected world to an ever more connected 
one, a suggestion of an ongoing progress very similar to the moderniza-
tion theory of the 1960s. Instead, according to Cooper, these processes 
are not only uneven with regard to region, but also with regard to time: 
breaks and movements into diff erent directions are quite common. This 
is certainly true for coff ee in the twentieth century; the impact of two 
world wars and the economic crises in their aft ermath led to dramatic 
interruptions of the transatlantic trade, and states began to heavily 
intervene in foreign trade. The result, at least in Europe, was a long 
process of de-globalization which only turned around again in the 1950s. 

Nevertheless I do believe that the concept of globalization is help-
ful for understanding the processes I am interested in: as a social 
historian, I particularly aim at what Jürgen Osterhammel has called 
a “transnational history of society” (transnationale Gesellschaft sge-
schichte), without assuming the existence of a “transnational society” 
or even Weltgesellschaft , but rather looking for a repertoire of transna-
tional practices of socialization (Vergesellschaft ung) in a broad sense of 
the word: the creation of ever closer systems of (social) interaction.6 

3   Sven Beckert’s book on cotton 
was also published in German 
as King Cotton. Eine Geschichte 
des globalen Kapitalismus (Mu-
nich, 2014). 

4   Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and 
Power (New York, 1985). 
The book was translated into 
German as Die süsse Macht. 
Kulturgeschichte des Zuckers 
(Frankfurt/New York, 1987).

5   Fred Cooper, “What is the 
Concept of Globalization Good 
for? An African Historian’s 
Perspective,” African Aff airs 
100, no. 399 (2001): 189-213. 

6   Jürgen Osterhammel, “A 
“Transnational” History of So-
ciety: Continuity or New De-
parture?,” in Comparative and 
Transnational History: Central 
European Approaches and New 
Perspectives, ed. Heinz-
Gerhard Haupt and Jürgen 
Kocka (New York/Oxford, 
2009), 39-51.
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As a consequence, I am not so much interested in coff ee as a product, 
a commodity or a consumer good as such, but in the role it plays as a 
mediator of social relations among the various actors along the com-
modity chain.7 Coff ee, growing in the global South and being mostly 
consumed in the industrialized North, is a commodity which involves 
a large number of actors who inhabit very diff erent, oft en distant yet 
closely connected worlds, geographically, culturally, and socially. 
Looking at one group of actors will be helpful for understanding the 
process of global connections and disconnections as motivated by 
interests, expectations, experiences, practices, and networks. I am 
taking the role and perspective of the merchants engaged in overseas 
trade with green coff ee as my starting point. Merchants as actors 
have long been neglected by historians of modern history and, oddly 
enough, especially in the analysis of global trade since the nineteenth 
century, a period for which the research of both economic and social 
historians has been dominated by industrialization and urbanization. 
Only recently have scholars of the late nineteenth and the twentieth 
century examined the crucial role that merchants played in creating a 
closely connected web of interactions and exchange as the stuff  that 
global history is made of.8 What Sven Beckert states for the cotton 
merchants — that they were the ones who kept the commodity fl ow 
moving and who personifi ed the global networks based on credit, 
trade, information, social connections, and a never-ending hunger 
for profi t — also applies to the coff ee merchants. I therefore regard 
them as true “agents of globalization.” Before examining more closely 
the global aspects of overseas merchants’ practices, it is important 
to stress, however, to what degree this group was fi rst and foremost 
locally grounded.9 

My case study examines Hamburg-based coff ee importers between 
1900 and the 1970s.10 Since the late nineteenth century Hamburg and 
its free port had become the main hub for importing green coff ee to 
central Europe. In the huge warehouse district, around two hundred 
coff ee merchants at a time occupied the Sandtorkai, their offi  ces and 
the coff ee exchange just a short walk away from the city center, the 
town hall, and the chamber of commerce. 

For Hamburg, a port city and a state in Imperial Germany’s (and later 
the Weimar Republic’s) federal system, trade played an important 
role in the economy as well as in local politics, and the personal 
connections between both spheres were close. At the same time, 
international relations were crucial for the city, which took pride 

7   On the concept of me-
diation through “things” 
see David Sabean, “Die 
Produktion von Sinn beim 
Konsum der Dinge,” in 
Fahrrad, Auto, Fernseh-
schrank. Zur Kulturgeschichte 
der Alltagsdinge, ed. 
Wolfgang Ruppert 
(Frankfurt, 1993), 37-51.

8   Christoph Dejung, Die 
Fäden des globalen Marktes. 
Eine Sozial- und Kulturge-
schichte des Welthandels 
am Beispiel der Handels-
fi rma Gebrüder Volkart 
1851–1999 (Cologne, 
2013); Sven Beckert, Cot-
ton, 200f. Becker devotes 
one chapter, titled “Mak-
ing Cotton Global,” to mer-
chants (pp. 199-241). 

9   For more on the local ba-
sis of the Hamburg cof-
fee trade, see Dorothee 
Wierling, “Coff ee Worlds. 
Global Players and Local 
Actors in Twentieth-
Century Germany,” German 
Historical Institute Lon-
don Bulletin XXXVI, no. 2 
(2014): 24-48.

10  The project on Hamburg 
coff ee merchants is part of 
a larger research context 
including two dissertations, 
one on coff ee consump-
tion in the two postwar 
Germanies: Monika Sig-
mund, Genuss als Politikum 
(Munich, 2015); the other 
on Germans in the coff ee 
production business in 
Central America: Chris-
tiane Berth, Biografi en und 
Netzwerke im Kaff eehan-
del zwischen Deutschland 
und Zentralamerika 1920–
1959 (Hamburg, 2014). 
All three projects aimed at 
exploring the many eco-
nomic, political and social, 
local, national and inter-
national relationships and 
interactions around coff ee 
as a commodity.
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in calling itself the “gate to the world” (Tor 
zur Welt, see Figure 1) even in 1939, when 
the gate was located in a country seeking 
to dominate the globe rather than open up 
to it.11 

The city’s bourgeois class, shaped by the 
ideal of the virtuous Hanseatic merchant, 
considered itself liberal, open-minded, and 
urbane.12 The merchants’ interests in Ham-
burg were politically supported by a number 
of institutions of bourgeois self-regulation, 
such as the Verein der am Caffeehandel 
betheiligten Firmen [Association of Com-
panies Engaged in the Coffee Trade]. At 
the same time, the city had many consul-
ates, and international trading partners fre-
quently visited, established agencies, and 
shared a culture of transnational sociability 
with their local hosts. As a result, Hamburg 
was an internationally oriented city whose 
politics were shaped more by its overseas 

connections and interests than by its role as part of the German 
national state.

Keeping the local basis in mind will deepen our understanding of 
the coff ee merchants’ overseas relations, global connections, and 
transnational practices. Those practices, while based on the economic 
logic of trade, were largely social in character and formed a complex 
context for the economic dealings around coff ee. At the same time, 
the actors themselves saw no contradiction between their local and 
global activities, but thought of them as connected worlds. In the 
following section, I will briefl y sketch the coff ee commodity chain in 
order to give an impression of the variety of actors and places that 
determined the basic economic practices in the coff ee trade as well as 
the specifi c role of the overseas merchants. This will be followed by 
an analysis of “transnational” travel and socializing as practices that 
played a key role in keeping business connections alive and running. 
Transnational families and their role in the global coff ee trade were 
also crucial for establishing stable and reliable connections around 
the globe. While focusing on typical structures and practices, it is 
important to consider the changes they underwent in the course of 

11  Lars Amenda, Sonja Grünen, 
„Tor zur Welt“. Hamburg-Bilder 
und Hamburg-Werbung im 
20. Jahrhundert (Munich/
Hamburg, 2008).

12  Lu Seegers, Hanseaten und das 
Hanseatische in Diktatur und 
Demokratie: Politisch-ideologische 
Zuschreibungen und Praxen, 
Zeitgeschichte in Hamburg, 
ed. Forschungsstelle für 
Zeitgeschichte in Hamburg 
(Hamburg, 2014), 71-83.

Figure 1: “Hamburg: Das 
Tor zur Welt” [Hamburg: 
The Gate to the World], 
Poster by Bruno Karberg 
for the 750th anniversary 
of the Hamburg port in 
1939. Source: Bruno 
Karberg: Gebrauchsgrafi ker 
in drei Epochen (Hamburg, 
2005), p. 89.
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the twentieth century. By way of conclusion, the merchants’ sense 
of community and belonging will be discussed.

II. Trading in a Global Commodity

Coff ee is a typical “colonial” product. It grows only in regions with 
specifi c climate conditions and was originally cultivated in Africa 
and later in parts of East Asia. In the mid-nineteenth century, coff ee 
was introduced to Latin America, where its production was closely 
linked to nation building processes.13 Today, Brazil is still the largest 
producer of coff ee, while Vietnam has risen to become the second 
largest producer since the late 1980s following the direct intervention 
of the global coff ee industry. 14 

At the end of the nineteenth century coff ee had become a commodity 
of mass consumption in the United States and Europe, especially in 
Germany, and production expanded rapidly. This, however, required 
huge sums of initial capital. Clearing the land was one issue; the 
other was economically surviving the fi rst fi ve years before new plants 
would bear fruit or getting through the periodical cycles of overpro-
duction. Planters needed a workforce for picking and preparing the 
coff ee for transport in so-called benefi cios, where the fruit was washed 
and dried to separate the green bean from the pulp. In addition, 
coff ee-producing states had to provide the infrastructure, such as 
railway lines from the highlands, where coff ee grew best, to the ports. 
European (mostly London-based) merchant banks became central to 
these initial investments, at least before the First World War; aft er 
the war U.S. banks steadily increased their economic engagement in 
the coff ee business. To this day, the coff ee commodity chain shows 
typical characteristics of social inequality between societies produc-
ing raw products and consumer societies processing these products 
for the world market.15 

Figure 2 shows a typical illustration of the coff ee commodity chain. 
When it comes to trade and merchants, both importers and exporters, 
such charts say very little about the kinds of activities necessary to 
realize the mediation between producers and consumers.

The following sketch shall therefore convey an overview of the 
many actors involved in “facilitating trade” or at least of those ac-
tors with whom importers dealt with on a regular basis. Sometimes 
planters were also exporters, but as a rule an agent was needed to 
mediate between the exporter and the European (in my case study: 

13  William Roseberry, ed., 
Coff ee, Society and Power in 
Latin America (Baltimore, 
1996). 

14  According to the Food 
and Agriculture Orga-
nization of the United 
Nations, Statistics Di-
vision, Vietnam pro-
duced over 1.500.000 t 
of green coff ee in 2012, 
half the amount pro-
duced in Brazil. http://
faostat3.fao.org/browse/
rankings/countries_by_
commodity/E (last ac-
cessed 07/30/2015)

15  Steven Topic, Alan Wells, 
“Commodity Chains: Cof-
fee,” in A World Connecting 
1870 — 1945, ed. Emily 
Rosenberg (Cambridge, 
Mass., 2012), 773-793. 
The earliest comprehen-
sive attempt to grasp the 
coff ee commodity chain 
was undertaken by 
William Ukers, All About 
Coff ee (New York, 1935); 
see also John Talbot, 
Grounds for Agreement: 
The Political Economy of the 
Coff ee Commodity Chain 
(Lanham, 2004); William 
Clarence-Smith, Steven 
Topik, eds. The Global Cof-
fee Economy in Africa, Asia 
and Latin America 1500-
1989 (New York, 2003).
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Figure 2: Coff ee global 
value chain, input — output 
stages. Courtesy of Duke 
University/VIU.

Hamburg-based) im-
porter. These agents 
would not only take 
care of negotiating 
the price of coff ee, but 
also of insurance and 
freight (cif-agents). 
Brokers, on the other 
hand, would arrange 
business connec-
tions with exporters 
by order of the im-
porters and arrange 
transactions among 
several buyers. Both 
agents and brokers 
could — and often 
would — import cof-

fee on their own account and — like importers — deal in futures at the 
coff ee exchanges, be it in Hamburg, Le Havre, London, Santos or New 
York, i.e. act as hedgers. Once an international deal was decided on, 
the fi nancial transactions were arranged by a merchant banker, who 
mediated between exporter and importer through an “acceptance 
credit”: paying the exporter of coff ee based on the “bill of lading” 
and being paid by the importer as soon as the commodity arrived in 
the port. Through their own (cif ) agents, banks could also take care 
of shippers and insurers. Once received by Hamburg importers, all 
of whom were based in the free port area, coff ee was taken over by 
storekeepers and — again through brokers — either re-exported to 
other European countries, mainly to Scandinavia and to central/
eastern/southeast Europe, or imported and sold to wholesale deal-
ers and roasters, from where it went into retail sale or coff ee houses. 

Apart from the brokers, storekeepers, and possibly local shippers and 
insurers, all other partners in the importer’s business would typically 
be based overseas, oft en out of direct reach, in the remote areas of 
highland coff ee growing regions. Regular communication, initially by 
letter and telegraph cable in the nineteenth century, and by telephone, 
telex, fax, and the internet in the twentieth century, was crucial: even 
leaving aside disasters such as frost and pest infestation, a great 
deal of information was needed to minimize the risk of a bad deal: 
Would the coff ee be of the promised quality? Would it arrive in time? 
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Would world market prices rise or fall? Would bills be paid? Would 
shipping be handled professionally? Would agents and brokers get 
their share? Would competitors respect established business con-
nections? These and many more issues were oft en out of the direct 
control of the parties involved. Although there were internationally 
accepted trade regulations, these transactions were mostly about 
trust.16 Trust, however, had to be gained and secured through a variety 
of social relations which were embedded in two basic structures: the 
fi rst was the family fi rm with its mutual strengthening of economic 
and kinship ties.17 The second was the network built on long-term 
business relationships, on which each partner relied to secure credit 
both in the literal and the fi gurative sense and thus build “goodwill,” 
which represented the core capital of the merchant company.18 As a 
result, the coff ee trade (like any other overseas trade) comprised a 
much larger and broader range of interactions than those of simpler 
economic dealings. In what follows, I will concentrate on two com-
mon practices and the way they changed from the late nineteenth 
into the twentieth century and in particular under the impact of the 
many economic crises, political disruptions, and two world wars in 
a century of extremes. 

III. The Grand Coff ee Tour

Travel formed an important part not only of bourgeois leisure practices, 
but also of education, and, in the case of global merchants, of the 
general introduction into the professional world of global economic 
activities.19 In the nineteenth century travel intensifi ed, and as part of 
their overall business education young European coff ee merchants, 
in particular the sons designated as successors for the company, were 
expected to make at least one visit to a place of international fi nance 
and at least one visit to a “place of origin,” as the coff ee producing 
regions were called. 

Thus in the fall of 1893, Alphons Hanssen, eldest son in the family 
fi rm Hanssen & Studt, which dealt exclusively with green coff ee, 
left  Hamburg for a trip that was to last fi ve years, until the spring of 
1898. “With peaceful commercial intentions” Hanssen, then prob-
ably in his twenties, fi rst went to Le Havre and London, from where 
he travelled to France, Belgium, Holland, and again to England and 
Scotland. Following this pre-study in mobility, he ventured on a 
much more exciting journey that would lead him around the globe, 
visiting each and every of the world’s coff ee growing regions for 
the following two years. It was not “Wanderlust” alone that drove 

16  Trust has developed into 
a central concept in the 
history of economics in a 
cultural perspective. For 
the basic concept see Paul 
Seabright, The Company 
of Strangers: A Natural 
History of Economic Life, 
2d ed. (Princeton, 2010).

17  Harold James, Family 
Capitalism. Wendels, 
Haniels, Falcks and the 
Continental European 
Model (Cambridge, Mass., 
2006). Although built on 
the case of three industrial 
enterprises, James’ 
arguments for the success 
of the family fi rm also ap-
ply to the coff ee trade. 

18  According to the online 
dictionary Investopedia, 
goodwill is: “an intangible 
asset . . . the value of a 
company’s brand name, 
solid customer base, good 
customer relations, good 
employee relations and 
any patents or propri-
etary technology represent 
goodwill.” www.
investopedia.com, (last 
accessed 9/12/2015) 

19  The signifi cance of travel-
ing for the education of 
the Wirtschaft sbürgertum 
is still rather underre-
searched, compared to 
the Bildungsreise of the 
young nobility and bour-
geoisie in the 1800s. 
Jürgen Osterhammel, 
“Von Kolumbus bis Cook. 
Aspekte einer literatur- 
und Erfahrungsgeschichte 
des überseeischen 
Reisens,” in Neue Impulse 
der Reiseforschung, ed. 
Michael Maurer (Berlin, 
1999), 197-233; Birgit 
Wörner, Frankfurter 
Bankiers, Kaufl eute und 
Industrielle. Werte, 
Lebensstil und Lebenspraxis 
1870 — 1930 (Frankfurt 
a.M., 2011), 272ff .

WIERLING | GERMAN HISTORY AS GLOBAL HISTORY 15



him in his endeavor, he defended himself, 
but primarily “business interests” — and 
the plan to become a shareholder in his 
father’s company, which had been founded 
by his grandfather in 1836. Global trade, he 
argued, had accelerated to such a degree 
that deals were decided on in the course of a 
few hours, so that a merchant lacked the time 
to gather all the relevant information he 
needed for his decision, and instead had to 
build up thorough knowledge beforehand — 
through travelling. “This insight defi ned the 
purpose and goal of my journey.”20 

During his voyage to South America, 
Hanssen socialized with the other twenty-
two passengers, among them the wife of the 
German ambassador in Brazil, who was just 
the beginning of an endless chain of new 
acquaintances he made during his travels. 
Provided with a letter of recommendation 
by his uncle, the director of the Hamburg-
Südamerika-Dampfschiff ahrtsgesellschaft , 

he met business partners of his father’s and other Hamburg com-
panies; he visited various fi ncas or facendas in every country where 
he was welcomed by their owners or managers who would help him 
to arrange his travels to his next destination. His hosts, mostly 
Germans, talked business over German beer and took him to the 
local German club. In the backcountry, he encountered small farm-
ers, former slaves, and the indigenous population. The poverty sur-
rounding him sometimes created feelings of sympathy, but mostly 
of disgust, especially with the poor quality of food and shelter that 
he had to share and about the laziness of the “negroes,” whereas he 
was full of respect for the hard labor of the “indios.” Thus, although 
he was always in command of a small group of servants and porters 
for his extensive luggage, he was by no means shielded from the 
realities of the countries he visited. But he shared the way the elites, 
and the Germans in particular, interpreted the country they lived 
in and judged the people who worked for them. When he returned 
to Hamburg, Hanssen had acquired a huge amount of knowledge 
not only about the product itself, but also about the national and 
regional variations of the global merchant habitus. The cultural and 

20  Alphons B. Hanssen, In 
den Kaff eeländern. Wande-
rungen durch die Kaff eelän-
der der Erde. Eine Weltreise 
in den Jahren 1896-98 
(Hamburg, 1902), X.

Figure 3: Cover of Alphons 
Hanssen’s self-published 
travelogue, In den Kaf-
feeländern. Wanderun-
gen durch die Kaff eeländer 
der Erde (Hamburg, 1902). 
Courtesy of FZH Hamburg.
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social capital he had accumulated during his travels would serve him 
immensely in the future.21 

Half a century later, in 1955, another travelogue was published by a 
Hamburg coff ee merchant: Fritz Steinmetz published his “Summa-
rized Impressions of an 18-Day Journey: From Santos, the World’s 
Largest Coff ee Port to Bogota, the Capital of Colombia” in eight 
parts in the trade journal Coff ee and Tea Market.22 Steinmetz had 
joined the coff ee brokerage business of Josef Königsberger in 1937 
as a third partner with the founder and his own father-in-law.23 Both 
Steinmetz and his father-in-law put pressure on Königsberger, whom 
the Nazis defi ned as Jewish, to sign the company over to them, which 
he did. The court battle about restitution was still ongoing when 
Steinmetz undertook his journey in the mid-1950s. Unsurprisingly, 
these circumstances are not mentioned in his travelogue, and there 
is only one very indirect reference to the war when Steinmetz quotes 
a stewardess calming down anxious passengers over Bolivia by refer-
ring to the pilots as “great boys from Texas who had gathered their 
experience during the war in Germany.”24 This silence was in line 
with the general attitude of the business aft er 1945. A newspaper 
article published in the mid-1950s praised the “Hanseatic” German 
merchant and the “goodwill” he still enjoyed in the world of trade 
by referring to the aft ermath of the First World War and the ability 
of companies then to quickly regain the trust of their global partners 
while there was no reference whatsoever to the Second World War.25 

The diff erences between the journey in the 1950s and that in the 
1900s are striking in many ways. Times were faster: journeys of 
multiple years were no longer feasible but also no longer necessary 
to make the required contact. Whereas Hanssen spent many pages 
describing the arduousness of the journey, Steinmetz crossed moun-
tain ranges by plane, used well-maintained streets and railways, and 
enjoyed the luxury of hotels and guesthouses on the various facendas 
he visited. As a consequence, Steinmetz had no contact with people 
outside the narrow circle of his business partners, no encounters with 
the poor, the unwashed, and the dark-skinned population, whom he 
nevertheless described, in sync with his hosts, as “frugal, but lazy.”26 
There is another striking diff erence: Steinmetz did not travel along 
a chain of acquaintances or friends, and none of his contacts seems 
to have been German. 

Steinmetz was probably around 50 years old when he undertook this 
fi rst postwar journey overseas. He thus represented the second 

21  See above. I found 
Bourdieu’s concepts of 
habitus and capital ex-
tremely helpful to better 
understand the mecha-
nisms of their economic 
and social practices. 
Pierre Bourdieu, Outline 
of a Theory of Practice 
(Cambridge, 1977); Pierre 
Bourdieu, “The Forms of 
Capital,” in Handbook of 
Theory and Research for the 
Sociology of Education, ed. 
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1986), 241-258. 
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generation of large-scale coff ee merchants, newcomers of the 1920s 
and 1930s, not members of the old and established Hamburg 
merchant class. His cohort was not “Hanseatic” by tradition or 
experience, but had learned the business in times of fi erce com-
petition and economic crises, Nazi rule, and war. Germany had 
not imported coff ee between the summer of 1939 and 1948, seven 
years before Steinmetz took his trip. The German presence and 
infl uence in Latin America had been considerably weakened; 
German property had been confiscated after 1941, and many 
German nationals had been deported to and interned in the United 
States. The latter had now become the most important trading part-
ner for Latin America. The restrained tone of Steinmetz’ travelogue 
refl ects, it seems, the ambiguities of the situation ten years aft er the 
war and at the beginning of free trade and the “economic miracle” 
in West Germany.

But there was also another, younger cohort travelling in the early 
1960s, members of a generation nowadays referred to as the “chil-
dren of war.” Klaus Jacobs and Albert Darboven, both born in 1936, 
were sent by their fathers to the “places of origin” in the early 1960s. 
In the case of Darboven this was El Salvador, a country experienc-
ing a recent coff ee boom. Darboven had a great time in Central 
America, partying with his peers and being allowed to openly carry a 
weapon; most importantly, he fell in love with Inès, the “coff ee 
princess” of El Salvador, daughter of a wealthy coff ee grower from a 
Sephardic family.27 Klaus Jacobs was sent to Guatemala and stayed 
there for several years, building close friendships and likewise fall-
ing in love with a young woman.28 Finally, Michael Neumann, also 
born in the mid-1930s, was sent to New York by his father for an 
apprenticeship with Leon Israel & Sons, who had maintained a 
branch in Hamburg until 1934. From there he continued to Colom-
bia, where his father’s company had become the exclusive agents 
for the state-regulated coff ee export.29 The postwar travels of 
these young men brought them experiences of excitement, lib-
eration, and eroticism. Like their grandparents and their parents 
before World War II, they engaged in what Simone Derix has 
called “cosmobile idleness” (kosmobiler Müßiggang),30 practices of 
shared leisure, providing intra-generational bonding experiences 
and building friendships, and at the same time renewing the bro-
ken ties between families and companies while these “innocent” 
youngsters enjoyed the “places of origin” with naïve impartiality 
and curiosity.31 Under the circumstances of the postwar era, the 

27  Jens Meyer-Odenwald, Albert 
Darboven. Aus Freude am Le-
ben, 2d ed. (Hamburg, 2005).

28  René Lüchinger, Britta 
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autorisierte Biographie des 
Unternehmers Klaus J. Jacobs 
(Zurich, 2007). 

29  Life history interview with 
Michael Neumann, July 13, 
2005. 

30  Simone Derix,“Transnationale 
Familien” in Dimensionen in-
ternationaler Geschichte, ed. 
Jost Dülff er and Wilfried Loth 
(Munich, 2012), 335-352, 
quote p. 343.

31  Life history interview with 
Albert Darboven, March 2, 
2005 transcript p. 47f.
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relationships they engaged in on their travels were less oft en with 
ethnic Germans than with the national elites, whom they now met 
on a more equal footing since the latter had acquired a level of 
wealth and luxury comparable to Europe and the United States in the 
meantime. Their encounters served their mutual business interests 
very well. 

IV. Transnational Families: Kinship and Credit 

Recently, historians have become more interested in socio-economic 
family structures and practices extending beyond and across regional 
and national boundaries.32 Globalization as a process of connecting 
ever more regions of the world and creating permanent economic re-
lationships and fl exible economic networks depends to a large degree 
on strategies of industrial, banking, and trade families organizing 
their own “internationalization.” 

This was also the case in the coff ee trade, which in Hamburg was still 
organized in the form of family businesses, and from which global 
links and networks created through kinship originated. Family members 
might leave Hamburg for good, establishing family branches abroad 
or associating themselves with families in their new home country, 
whether those families were of local or of German origin. How did 
the structure of these “transnational” families in the coff ee business 
follow the logic of the coff ee commodity chain? What was Hamburg’s 
place in the shift ing relationships between center and periphery? 

Among the 190 bourgeois Hamburg families who had their genealo-
gies published in the Hamburger Geschlechterbuch33 sixteen were en-
gaged in the coff ee trade. They represented the traditional type of the 
Hanseatic merchant and the fi rst generation in the rapidly growing 
trade before World War I. All of these families were more or less 
transnationally organized. In my brief characterization, I will focus 
on two types of transnational kinship systems. The fi rst one is that 
of the merchant banking family.34

Some of the most respected members of the Hamburg-based 
Coffee Association had started as merchant bankers, as in the 
case of the Schlüter family. In 1820, Ferdinand David, the son 
of a Hamburg mayor, founded an import company together with 
his cousin Johann Georg Maack. They traded in various prod-
ucts from the Americas, among them coff ee, at least up to the 
First World War. In all their transactions, Schlüter’s nephew 
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Edmund’s involvement in founding the London banking house Edm. 
Schluter & Co. was crucial. The ties between the two family branches 
were further strengthened by Edmund’s niece marrying into the 
Maack family. One of her sisters married into a Hamburg merchant 
family active in Venezuela, another sister married a future Hamburg 
mayor and board member of Norddeutsche Bank. From their fi rst 
daughter links go to the Waitz family, akin with the Münchmeyers, 
another merchant bank that also dealt with coff ee and held important 
political and economic positions in Hamburg. A brother of Edmund 
Schluter married the daughter of a banker and Hamburg mayor 
from the highly respected Amsinck family, merchant bankers with 
a branch in New York. His oldest daughter married into a Hamburg 
merchant family in Caracas. Meanwhile, the London family branch — 
British nationals since the outbreak of the First World War who had 
anglicized their name to Schluter — prospered and opened branches 
in Ethiopia, Uganda, Tanzania, and Costa Rica (all coff ee producing 
countries), while also serving as advisers to the British government 
on matters of the coff ee trade.35 As indicated above, merchant bank-
ing was crucial for organizing overseas trade in coff ee. The ledgers 
of the Schluter bank show that although the bank itself traded in 
rubber and coff ee, the largest profi ts were made with the accep-
tance business, a common technique of overseas trade, in which a 
bank advanced payment to the exporter and was paid back by the 
importer upon the delivery of the goods.36 The transnational charac-
ter of merchant banking shaped not only economic, but also social 
and kinship relations in Hamburg well into the twentieth century. 
Whereas many merchant banker family alliances originated in 
Hamburg, the banks increasingly followed the evolving centers of 
international fi nance — from Hamburg to London and from there 
to New York — while oft en carefully renewing Hamburg alliances 
at the same time.

This was also true for a second pattern, coff ee families in the “places 
of origin.” The sixty-three German family names Alphons Hanssen 
mentions in his travelogue point to larger kinship systems with 
German roots in the coff ee producing countries, especially in Latin 
America. As a rule, before 1941 Germans in Latin America would 
socialize mostly amongst themselves and set up a number of ethnic 
institutions; they did, however, also have a lot in common with the 
local elites, not least wealth and the elitist isolation from the rest of 
society. The degree of ethnic and/or class mixing varied considerably. 
Whereas in Costa Rica, where coff ee was mostly grown by small 

35  Hamburgisches Geschlechter-
buch, 17 (Limburg, 2003), 
343-415. 

36  London Metropolitan Ar-
chives, CLC/B/077/MS 
35,977
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holders, Germans tended to mix much more with the locals, includ-
ing intermarriage, in Guatemala they formed a close-knit, albeit 
infl uential community that owned half of Guatemala’s vast fi ncas. 
Germans, many of them from Hamburg, had been attracted to 
Guatemala and its coff ee since the 1870s and had massively invested 
in the country’s infrastructure.37 At the turn from the nineteenth to 
the twentieth century it was a common pattern that sons or nephews 
not eligible for or fi t to be successors in the Hamburg family fi rm went 
abroad to found their own coff ee business in the “place of origin,” 
either as agents or planters. However, their business was oft en less 
profi table (and quite risky, especially in agricultural production), and 
they tended to marry into less prestigious, local families. In these 
cases they formed a mere sideline of the family business, whose 
economic and power center remained in Hamburg. 

The situation was quite diff erent in the case of Hamburg’s Nottebohm 
family. In 1822, Carl Ludwig Nottebohm had founded a company 
specializing in colonial products of all sorts while his brothers had 
gone to Antwerp. Carl Ludwig’s son, Carl Friedrich Wilhelm, gained 
immense infl uence in Hamburg, not only as a merchant banker and 
political leader, but also as co-founder (and/or chairman) of several 
important German banks. During the fi rst international overproduc-
tion crisis at the end of the nineteenth century, many coff ee planters 
in Guatemala (as elsewhere) lost their property to their creditors; 
it was probably in this context that the Nottebohms got directly 
involved in the coff ee production business.38 Carl Friedrich Wilhelm 
had seven sons.

One of them, Carl Ludwig II, took over the Guatemalan coff ee busi-
ness and, in 1894, founded Nottebohm & Hermanos with two of 
his brothers. While Carl Ludwig himself remained in Hamburg 
and served as a member and then president of its chamber of com-
merce as well as on the board of the Reichsbank in Berlin and the 
Hamburger Commerzbank, his brother Johannes went to live in 
Guatemala and married the daughter of a Hamburg-born merchant 
from Santos, whose wife came from the powerful Woermann family, 
owners of Hamburg’s largest shipping company. The three sons from 
Johannes’ marriage went on to expand the family coff ee business 
considerably. One of them founded his own company, which his son, 
who married a woman from Hamburg, then took over. The couple 
had fi ve children, three of whom stayed in Guatemala, among them 
Thomas, born in 1949. 
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The Nottebohms are a unique case for sev-
eral reasons. One is the long tradition of 
their Guatemala business, despite the fact 
that they were — like most Germans — 
expropriated twice in connection with the 
two World Wars. Aft er the Second World 
War Guatemala generally refused to resti-
tute German possessions.39 Only the Not-
tebohms managed to get their plantations 
back right aft er the war — obviously because 
of their good economic and personal con-
nections with the governing (in this case 
left ist) elite. More interesting, however, are 
the shift s in power and infl uence within 
the family, which in the nineteenth century 
had started out as one of the most impor-
tant Hamburg merchant banking families. 
Untypically, in the case of the Nottebohms 
it was the Hamburg banking branch that 
lost signifi cance whereas the Guatemala 

business of coff ee production and export became the center of the 
family business.40 

The frustrating discretion of the “Hanseatic” merchant class makes 
it diffi  cult to trace their marriage patterns in the postwar era of the 
twentieth century. To make things even more diffi  cult, the new-
comers who became the global players of the 1950s did not make 
it into Hamburg’s Geschlechterbuch. Some of the emerging global 
players were roasters big enough to import their own coff ee: Albert 
Darboven, roaster of the famous “Idee-Kaff ee,” married the young 
“coff ee princess” of El Salvador and brought her to Hamburg. Klaus 
Jacobs of the Jacobs Café fi rm, by contrast, was forced to leave his 
Guatemalan lover behind and married a respectable Hamburg lady. 
Both marriages ended in divorce. Darboven then married a German 
noblewoman while Jacobs took his Italian-Swiss secretary for his 
second wife, who embodied the exact opposite of the female Han-
seatic type. Short of more systematic information about marriage 
patterns, this anecdotal evidence suggests that by the 1960s tradi-
tional marriage norms no longer held sway over all family members, 
and individual romantic choices began to play a larger role. These 
choices, however, could still be in line with broader business inter-
ests: Michael Neumann married the American he had fallen in love 
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Figure 4: Portrait of Carl-
Ludwig Nottebohm II, 
founder of Nottebohm & 
Hermanos in Guatemala 
and head of the Hamburg 
Chamber of Commerce 
(1931-33). Source: http://
www.hamburgerpersoen-
lichkeiten.de.
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with during his stay in New York; their son David’s wife is from Co-
lombia, still the most important business partner of the Neumann 
coff ee group, which today is the world’s second largest importer of 
green coff ee. 

Twentieth-century history calls for a thorough historicization of the 
way families, kinship, and the international trade interacted. The 
two world wars, in particular the second one, stand out as the most 
dramatic events, followed by world economic crises and national 
restrictions on global trade. As a result, European involvement in 
the global coff ee trade lost its status to the United States of America. 
While New York emerged as the coff ee trade’s fi nancial center and 
Latin American elites gained status and wealth aft er World War II, 
Hamburg lost its signifi cance as the center of the European coff ee 
trade — its coff ee exchange, re-founded in 1955, never developed 
any activities worth mentioning and essentially closed down a 
few years later. At the same time, as part of a dramatic process 
of monopolization, Hamburg also lost its exclusive status as the 
kinship center of coff ee merchant companies. Once the impact 
of the Second World War no longer played a negative role, both 
in regard to economics and social contacts, center and periphery 
were renegotiated.41

V. Global Belongings 

By way of conclusion, I would like to address the issue of a global 
social history and take up the question whether — and if so — how 
the global connectedness of Hamburg-based coff ee importers shaped 
their sense of belonging to a larger collective entity beyond family 
and fi rm. If we look at the many self-descriptions of individuals and 
groups, both in oral history interviews and in the coff ee association’s 
fi les, the concept of a “community of the coff ee trade” (Gemeinschaft  
des Kaff eehandels) clearly stands out. The German concept of Gemein-
schaft  has a much stronger emotional, if not sentimental connotation 
than its American equivalent. Thus coff ee merchants oft en identifi ed 
it with the idea of an extended family. But the strong bonds defi ning 
this community ended at the borders of the port city of Hamburg. If 
the local coff ee merchants described themselves as a Gemeinschaft , 
Hamburg clearly was their “home,” with the emotional and senti-
mental connotation of the German term Heimat. Well into the 1950s, 
Hamburg coff ee merchants had formed an estate in the Weberian 
sense of the word, with shared interests, norms, and values formed 
around the concept of honor.42 Membership had been exclusive, and 
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the community had sealed itself off  from other branches of the coff ee 
business, such as roasters, from their competitors in other port cit-
ies, in particular Bremen, and in general from economic groups not 
engaged in overseas trade and not represented in Hamburg. For Ham-
burgers, the notion of Hamburg as Heimat applied to family, kinship, 
and business connections. Yet the ledgers of the London-based Edm. 
Schluter & Co. do not suggest any preference for Hamburg business 
partners over those in other port cities; nor did German coff ee pro-
ducers in Latin America stick to Hamburg customers once it became 
more profi table to sell their coff ee to the United States of America. 
Instead, it was the cultural capital Hamburg stood for and the social 
capital it had to off er that made the city so attractive that those abroad 
would send their sons to Hamburg for professional training and tried 
to have them marry into a respectable Hamburg family.

At the same time, the focus on Hamburg as Heimat was a statement 
about the nation state. It might be helpful to distinguish between the 
two parts of the term, since Hamburg’s economic elites, and overseas 
merchants in particular, tended to display an emotional distance to 
the nation as community while they recognized the state as an insti-
tution with certain claims to and services for them. This had become 
evident already in the 1880s, when Hamburg refused to enter the 
Customs Union of the German Reich unless it was granted a free port. 
Companies based in Hamburg’s extraterritorial harbor would there-
aft er refer to the German nation state as “Inland” (domestic territory), 
with a clearly distancing notion. By contrast, the place of the “coff ee 
community” was the Sandtorkai with its close personal connections 
and privileges. And while there was strong support for the “free” 
city of Hamburg, the nation state was perceived mostly as an alien 
central power eager to control free trade. Under the circumstances 
of the twentieth century which included an increasingly interfering 
state, lip service had to be paid to the claims of the state and nation, 
but even under the Nazis the coff ee association continued to value 
world trade above everything else.43 If the Hamburg coff ee merchants 
did not primarily identify as German, there was, however, another 
nation that the Hamburg merchants did feel attracted to since the 
nineteenth century. 

Hamburg was known as the most anglophile community outside of 
Great Britain.44 The Hamburg bourgeoisie generally tried to follow 
a vague gentleman ideal. Indeed, the self-image of being “Hanse-
atic” was to a large degree based on their idea of “Englishness.” Ian 
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Buruma has linked 
the phenomenon of 
anglophilia to port 
cities and the mer-
chant class in gen-
eral, claiming that 
“merchants can’t 
aff ord to be reaction-
ary. Their snobbery 
is a sign of social 
mobility, of acquired 
airs and graces, not 
of birthright or noble 
privilege.”45 But here Buruma is only partly right. The old and estab-
lished Hamburg families of the nineteenth century had a very strong 
sense of birthright. His statement thus applies more to the genera-
tions that came of age in the twentieth century, who had to “acquire 
[the] airs and graces” of British gentlemen, and continue to do so 
to this day. Obviously, this anglophilia was not so much about the 
English nation as such, but about notions of Empire and of London 
as the center of international fi nance, in other words, a kind of impe-
rial cosmopolitanism with which Hamburg coff ee merchants liked to 
identify. The coff ee merchants’ attitude therefore followed the ideal 
of a global elite class. It is therefore class — or rather a transnational 
class habitus — that seems central to the merchant group’s sense 
of belonging.46 As Alwin Münchmeyer, a merchant banker and 
coff ee merchant who as a young man travelled to London, New York, 
Antwerp, and Buenos Aires in the early 1930s, laconically writes: 
“I met people who thought and lived like us. They engaged in trade 
and sports and stayed amongst themselves.”47 

While this sense of belonging constructed out of multiple elements 
changed over time — at the cost of the former sense of community 
once free trade was re-established in the 1950s and towards an inter-
generational weakening of Hamburg’s attractiveness — the concept 
of a transnational class habitus grew stronger. 

In Hamburg itself, images of coff ee’s “place of origin” were continu-
ously reproduced, as in this window at the postwar Hamburg coff ee 
exchange at Sandtorkai (see fi gure 5). Thus the global and the local 
have stayed intertwined in mutual sentimental phantasies, pointing 
to the close connections between the diff erent coff ee worlds, both 
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Figure 5: Stained glass 
window at the Hamburg 
Coff ee Exchange (1956). 
Courtesy of Monika 
Sigmund.
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in practical and in cultural terms. Is a global social history possible? 
Yes it is, but the historian engaged in such an endeavor has to travel 
herself quite a bit, at least in thought, and keep all the various places 
in mind: the personal and the social, the economic and the political, 
the local and the global, and all the places in-between. 

Dorothee Wierling recently retired from her position as professor of con-
temporary history at the University of Hamburg and deputy director of the 
Hamburg Institute for Contemporary Studies. She is a social historian of the twen-
tieth century. Her most recent publications include a co-edited volume on the 
modern history of coff ee — Kaff ee-Welten (Göttingen, 2012) — and the history 
of a Berlin German-Jewish family during World War One: Eine Familie im Krieg: 
Leben, Sterben und Schreiben 1914-1918 (Göttingen, 2013). 
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