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Introduction

They were telegrams that no one would ever wish to receive, even in
an age when such electronic communications were still something of
a novelty.1 Both messages, bound for Hamburg, were nearly identi-
cal in content and had travelled a long distance to reach their final
destination. They began their trans-Atlantic journey as hand-written
messages originating in the heart of Brazilian sugar country. Upon
arrival in the Bahian city of São Salvador, they were then transcribed
into short telegrams of fewer than twenty words each and dispatched
on separate sailing vessels bound for Lisbon and Bordeaux. This was
a precautionary measure to ensure their swiftest possible delivery to
locations on the Atlantic coast where there were direct telegraph con-
nections to northern Germany. The first arrived in Lisbon on the
afternoon of 17 April 1863. Two days later, the message finally made
it to Hamburg. The second later reached the French main land at 7
a.m. on 21 April and was wired by 9 a.m. that same morn ing. It was
a costly but effective method of sending the Schramm and the
Jencquel families, two prominent merchant clans who resided in the
Hanseatic port city, the sobering news that their relative, Adolphine,
was dead.
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1 Dwayne R. Winseck and Robert M. Pike, Communications and Empire: Media,
Markets, and Globalization, 1860–1930 (Durham, NC, 2007). For accounts that
stress the competitive dynamics of the growth of global communications net-
works, see Jill Hills, The Struggle for Control of Global Communication: The For -
mative Century (Urbana, Ill., 2002); Daniel R. Headrick, The Invisible Weapon:
Telecommunications and International Politics 1851–1945 (New York, 1991).
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Like so many residents of her home town during the nineteenth
century, Adolphine Schramm had contracted cholera. The disease
struck the small town of Maroim, where Adolphine and her husband,
Ernst, ran a sugar export business, with particular virulence that
spring. Extreme heat coupled with an extended drought had wors-
ened the town’s rudimentary public health conditions, so that when
the cholera outbreak struck, it rapidly reached epidemic proportions,
particularly among the large black slave population who harvested
the bulk of the sugar produced in the region. For weeks, Adolphine
and her two German domestics had been monitoring their household
slaves carefully, warning them not to sleep on damp floors or eat the
dwindling food supplies that were rotting in the brutal heat. When
the cholera epidemic struck, the couple took all possible measures to
protect Adolphine from harm, but such measures proved to be in
vain.

The first signs of the disease appeared on 8 April. Adolphine,
beset by high fever, diarrhoea, and extreme dehydration, delivered a
stillborn baby girl the following day. Two days later, at 5 a.m. in the
morning, after protracted bouts of delirium made worse by the heat,
she died with her doctor and husband at her side. Eight days later,
her family in Hamburg read the news: ‘Adolphine died of cholera 11
April. Prepare her poor mother for this terrible blow.’2 It would be
several months before Ernst was able to write a more detailed version
of the events, confiding in letter form to his brother-in-law how ter-
rible and tragic his wife’s last days and hours had been.3 ‘You cannot
even imagine just how terrible those six weeks were for all of us here
at the time’, her doctor later wrote, noting that he had not slept for
twenty-eight days out of forty-two when the cholera outbreak struck.
‘An epidemic in a small place like Maroim is horrible beyond
words.’4

The tragic series of events that ended Adolphine Schramm’s life at
the age of 37, while unexpected, had not come without warning
signs. Following near-fatal complications from her first miscarriage
and an arduous pregnancy the following year, Adolphine confided
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2 Percy Ernst Schramm, Kaufleute zu Haus und Übersee: Hamburgische Zeug nis -
se des 17., 18., und 19. Jahrhunderts (Hamburg, 1949), 472.
3 E. Schramm to Gustav Jencquel, 15 July 1863, quoted ibid. 472–4. 
4 Letter to Gustav Jenquel, 1 Aug. 1863, quoted ibid. 227.



in a letter to her sister in 1862 that she would scarcely recognize her,
that she had gained weight, and that her complexion had turned yel-
lowish and sickly. Despite her declining physical condition, she
wrote several months later of her desire to travel to India and, were
her husband fifteen years younger, to invest in the cotton trade.5
Ernst Schramm and his only surviving son, Max (1861–1928),
returned to Hamburg in 1866, a momentous year in German history
that would see Prussian armies defeat an Austrian-led coalition of
south ern German states, setting the stage for the North German
Confederation.6 In accordance with his wife’s wishes, Ernst released
their slaves from bondage before liquidating the company’s assets,
which amounted to some 600,000 Marks, before returning to north-
ern Germany. Com bined with the profits that his older brother,
Adolph, had also made in the Brazilian sugar trade, the Schramm
family business was on a solid footing, despite sustaining serious
losses during the 1857 global recession, which had struck the mer-
chant investors in Hamburg particularly hard.7 Brazil may have cost
Ernst Schramm his wife and their young son a mother, but her over-
seas sacrifices helped to secure their family’s fortunes among the
mercantile elite of her home city.

In time, Ernst would travel to the United States as well as the
Middle East, Mediterranean, and Persia, further enhancing his repu-
tation as a well-travelled, cosmopolitan citizen of the world, while his
son would marry into another globally active merchant clan, the
O’Swalds, who ran a profitable overseas trading company in
Zanzibar and on the East African coast, in a region that would later
become the site of German colonial ambitions in the 1880s and early
1890s. Such influential family connections, which included a future
Hamburg mayor, William O’Swald (1832–1923), enabled Max
Schramm to rise quickly through the political ranks. He became a city
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5 A. Schramm to Mina Schramm, 25 July 1862; A. Schramm to Emma Jen c quel,
quoted ibid. 470–1.
6 David Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century: A History of Germany, 1790–
1918 (New York, 1998), 243–59. For a Prussian perspective on the war see
Christopher Clark, Iron Kingdom: The Rise and Downfall of Prussia 1600–1947
(Cambridge, Mass., 2006), 531–46. 
7 Percy Ernst Schramm, Hamburg, Deutschland, und die Welt: Leistung und
Grenzen hanseatischen Bürgertums in der Zeit zwischen Napolean I und Bismarck
(Munich, 1943), 545–81.



senator in 1912 and was elected mayor in 1925, completing the
transnational cycle of upward mobility that his parents had begun
half a century earlier. When he died, the Brazilian consul-general
attended the funeral, laying a wreath at the grave of the Hamburg
statesman whom the diplomat regarded as a fellow citizen of the
South American republic whose interests he represented. Among the
books that Adolphine’s grandson, Percy Ernst Schramm (1894–1970),
would later publish about Hamburg’s entangled global histories was
a collection of documents on Hanseatic overseas merchants in which
her personal letters were made available to a wider public for the first
time.8

The changing roles of Hanseatic cities in German history have
often been told through the lenses of their merchant families like the
Schramms. Such accounts usually stress that the local autonomy
which these microstates enjoyed for much of the nineteenth century
declined in the face of growing nationalist pressures to modernize
the social, economic, and political order and resulted in their inte-
gration into the larger German Empire that came into existence in
1871.9 The focus on local identity versus national unity, however, has
come at the expense of a more detailed appreciation of the cosmo-
politan networks and colonial projects in which Hanseatic mercantile
elites participated. Inspired in part by the growth of new publications
on British cosmopolitanism during the early modern period, in par-
ticular regarding the city of London, historians of Germany have
begun to explore the scientific, commercial, and religious networks in
which Hanseats and other Germans were embedded.10
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8 Schramm, Kaufleute zu Haus und Übersee, 471–6. The correspondence was
later reprinted by Schramm in Neun Generationen: Dreihundert Jahre deutscher
‘Kulturgeschichte’ im Lichte der Schicksale einer Hamburger Bürgerfamilie 1648–
1948, 2 vols. (Göttingen, 1964), ii. 197–234.
9 Maiken Umbach, ‘A Tale of Second Cities: Autonomy, Culture, and the
Law in Hamburg and Barcelona in the Long Nineteenth Century’, American
His torical Review, 110/3 (2005), 659–92. 
10 Alison Games, The Web of Empire: English Cosmopolitanism in an Age of Ex -
pansion 1560–1660 (New York, 2008); Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, Deutsche
Kaufleute in London: Welthandel und Einbürgerung (1660–1818) (Munich, 2007);
Margaret Jacobs, Strangers Nowhere in the World: The Rise of Cosmopolitanism in
Early Modern Europe (Philadelphia, 2006); Margrit Schulte Beerbühl and Jörg
Vögele (eds.), Spinning the Commercial Web: International Trade, Merchants, and



This essay offers an alternative account of German commercial
and colonial expansion into equatorial areas of the globe during the
middle half of the nineteenth century. It begins by discussing the
merits of a networked approach to Hanseatic overseas history and its
relevance for future periods of German colonialism in Africa and
Asia. A second section looks more deeply at the daily life of the
Schramm family in Brazil, particularly as it relates to larger debates
in the German public sphere concerning race and slavery. The third
section then surveys the global range of North German commercial
interests in marginal economies in the tropics and explores their links
to the emerging colonial movement in the 1880s. A concluding sec-
tion returns to the subject of cosmopolitanism and the nostalgia that
scholars since the Second World War have sometime attached to earl -
ier forms of Hanseatic expansion from the nineteenth century.

Commercial Networks and German Colonial History

Networked approaches to German history as part of larger transna-
tional transformations have thus far focused primarily on Europe,
the United States, and the British Empire. They have, for example,
hardly reached the field of German colonial history, which has wit-
nessed a dramatic resurgence of scholarly interest in the past
decade.11 One important insight emerging from this new wave of
research is that the impact of colonialism on German culture began
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Commercial Cities, c.1640–1939 (New York, 2004); David Hancock, Citizens of
the World: London Merchants and the Integration of the British Atlantic Com -
munity, 1735–1785 (Cambridge, 1995); Charles A. Jones, International Business
in the Nineteenth Century: The Rise and Fall of a Cosmopolitan Bourgeoisie (Brigh -
ton, 1987).
11 Sebastian Conrad, Deutsche Kolonialgeschichte (Munich, 2008); Eric Ames,
Marcia Klotz, and Lora Wildenthal (eds.), Germany’s Colonial Pasts (Lincoln,
Nebr., 2005); Gisela Graichen and Horst Gründer, Deutsche Kolonien: Traum
und Trauma (Berlin, 2005); Birthe Kundrus (ed.), Phantasiereiche: Zur Kultur -
geschichte des Deutschen Kolonialismus (New York, 2003); Alexander Honold
and Klaus R. Scherpe (eds.), Mit Deutschland um die Welt: Eine Kulturgeschichte
des Fremden in der Kolonialzeit (Stuttgart, 2004); Sara Friedrichsmeyer, Sara
Lennox, and Susanne Zantop (eds.), The Imperialist Imagination: German Co lo -
nial ism and its Legacy (Ann Arbor, 1998).



much earlier than the establishment of its overseas empire in 1884
and lasted well after its demise in the wake of the First World War.12

For generations, Ger man views on colonialism were shaped by cross-
cultural exchanges involving merchants, migrants, missionaries,
naval officers, diplomats, political exiles, writers, and intellectuals.
Such global travellers appeared frequently in the loose coalitions of
German liberals that formed in 1848 and in the post-revolutionary
decades to call for greater state protection for ‘national interests’
overseas. The colonial movement that coalesced in the late 1870s
drew explicitly on these earlier efforts to expand German influence
into overseas regions of prior commercial, religious, and scientific
penetration.13

Hanseatic trading houses and shipping companies which con-
ducted business in emerging tropical markets in Africa, East Asia,
and the Pacific benefited directly from their government’s cautious
embrace of colonial protectionism. Leaders of the colonial movement
actively recruited among the Hanseatic merchant elite, encouraging
them to assume the roles of pioneers in a national project of overseas
conquest.14 Due in no small part to the propaganda efforts at the time
to represent Hanseatic merchants as trail-blazers for German empire,
historians have struggled over how best to explain the role that they
played in the larger history of German imperialism.15 With the
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12 George Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German
Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa (Chicago, 2008); Daniel
J. Walther, Creating Germans Abroad: Cultural Policies and National Identity in
Namibia (Athens, OH, 2002); Lora Wildenthal, German Women for Empire,
1884–1945 (Durham, NC, 2001); Russell A. Berman, Enlightenment or Empire?
Colonial Discourse in German Culture (Lincoln, Nebr., 1998); Susanne Zantop,
Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and the Nation in Precolonial Germany,
1770–1870 (Durham, NC, 1997).
13 Matthew P. Fitzpatrick, Liberal Imperialism in Germany: Expansionism and
Nationalism 1848–1884 (New York, 2008). 
14 Klaus Bade, Friedrich Fabri und der Imperialismus in der Bismarckzeit:
Revolution—Depression—Expansion (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1975); Hans-Ulrich
Wehler, Bismarck und der Imperialismus (Frankfurt am Main, 1984). 
15 Jan Rüger, The Great Naval Game: Britain and Germany in the Age of Empire
(Cambridge, 2007), 154–9. A strong tendency to treat Hanseatic merchants as
colonial pioneers can clearly be detected in Percy Ernst Schramm, Deutsch -
land und Übersee: Der deutsche Handel mit den anderern Kontinenten, insbeson-



notable exception of Ulrike Kirchberger’s innovative transnational
study of Anglo-German overseas expansion in the mid-nineteenth
century, little of this new research has revisited the questions of how
Hanseatic communities came to back the colonial movement and
what the historical implications of this convergence may have been.16

Dirk van Laak suggests that Hanseatic merchants ‘slowly pulled
Germany into imperial practice’, citing in particular the role of trad-
ing companies such as Woermann, O’Swald, Godeffroy, and others.17

Horst Gründer acknowledges the role of such merchant houses, but
he presents them as minority voices in Hanseatic communities com-
mitted to the economic principles of free trade.18 This ambivalent
image of a merchant elite largely sceptical about colonialism, save for
a committed minority of traders and ship owners, goes back to works
by Helmut Washausen and Ekkehard Böhm published more than
thirty five years ago.19 For both, the eventual capitulation to the colo-
nial movement was part of the nationalization of Hanseatic political
and commercial culture, which eroded the regional distinctiveness of
the Hanseatic cities and drew them more tightly into the affairs of the
German Empire. New research paradigms drawn from the emer ging
field of global history promise to reframe the debate about Ger man
overseas expansion. They enable scholars to replace the dichotomous
logic of pro-colonial and anti-colonial factions with a multidimen-
sional approach to the overlapping commercial and social networks
that connected German communities to the global marketplace.20

105

Hanseatic Networks in Tropical Markets

dere Afrika, von Karl V. bis zu Bismarck. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Rivalität
im Wirtschaftsleben (Brunswick, 1950), esp. 413–60.
16 Ulrike Kirchberger, Aspekte deutsch-britischer Expansion: Die Überseeinteres -
sen der deutschen Migranten in Grossbritannien in der Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts
(Stuttgart, 1999).
17 Dirk van Laak, Über alles in der Welt: Deutscher Imperialismus im 19. und 20.
Jahrhundert (Munich, 2005), 64.
18 Horst Gründer, Geschichte der deutschen Kolonien (5th edn., Paderborn,
2004), 43–8.
19 Helmut Washausen, Hamburg und die Kolonialpolitik des Deutschen Reiches
1880 bis 1890 (Hamburg, 1968); Ekkehard Böhm, Überseehandel und Flottenbau:
Hanseatische Kaufmannschaft und deutsche Seerüstung 1879–1902 (Düsseldorf,
1972).
20 David Ciarlo, ‘Globalizing German Colonialism’, German History, 26/2
(2008), 285–98; Reinhard Wendt, Kolonialismus, Imperialismus, Globalisierung:



A networked approach to German overseas history emphasizes
the importance of the Hanseatic port cities as nodal and transfer
points through which people, commodities, and knowledge circulat-
ed.21 These channels allowed ideas about overseas trade and empire
to flow into the German public sphere, out of which a political move-
ment committed to colonial expansion would later coalesce. As trans-
shipment points for exchanging globally traded and produced com-
modities as well as locations for acquiring detailed knowledge about
world markets, cultures, and politics, Hanseatic cities like Hamburg
helped to render topics like colonialism, race, and slavery increas-
ingly normal aspects of German domestic life. At the same time as
their home towns were being fused into the global circuitries of trans-
oceanic commerce and migration, Hanseats also saw the German
Customs Union and railway networks press up against their com-
munal boundaries. As gateways to the world as well as endpoints of
the nation, their city-states were potent meeting points between two
overlapping commercial networks: a cosmopolitan web made up of
duty-free storage depots, telegraph interchanges, emigration points,
commodity distribution centres, and cultural transfer sites; and a
developing national web of politicians, business interests, intellectu-
als, and government reformers who sought to remake the German
Federation into a more powerful imperial state capable of supporting
large-scale projects of economic expansion.22

Between both cosmopolitan and national networks, however,
were the tightly-knit local networks of patrician families whose
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Von 1500 bis zur Gegenwart (Paderborn, 2007); Sebastian Conrad, Andreas
Eckert, and Ulrike Freitag (eds.), Globalgeschichte: Theorien, Ansätze, Themen
(Frank furt am Main, 2007); Sebastian Conrad, Globalisierung und Nation im
Deutschen Kaiserreich (Munich, 2006); Anthony G. Hopkins, Global History:
Interaction Between the Universal and the Local (New York, 2006).
21 Manuel Castells’ theory of network societies is an important foundation
for such an approach. See Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society (2nd
edn., Oxford, 2000); Felix Stalder, Manuel Castells: The Theory of Network
Society (Cambridge, 2006); Daniel Chernilo, A Social Theory of the Nation-State:
The Political Forms of Modernity Beyond Methodological Nationalism (New York,
2007).
22 Andreas Schulz, ‘Weltbürger und Geldaristokraten: Hanseatisches Bürger -
tum im 19. Jahrhundert’, Historische Zeitschrift, 259 (1994), 637–70; Dieter K.
Buse, ‘Urban and National Identity: Bremen, 1860–1920’, Journal of Social
History, 26/3 (1993), 521–38.



livelihoods depended on business transactions with both Germany
and the wider world. Men and women from this commercial elite
sought to make names for themselves abroad by providing valuable
information about trends in world commerce and local conditions
overseas, which could then be used to solidify economic and political
influence for their business partners and relatives at home. The
result, as Lars Maischak suggests for Bremen merchants in nine-
teenth-century Baltimore, was a ‘conservative cosmopolitan’ ethos
capable of reproducing traditional values and fostering a modern
awareness of foreign markets, technological advancements, and
trans-Atlantic capital flows.23 Their cosmopolitan communities came
under threat duing the wars of national unification of the 1860s, forc-
ing the opposite ends of their network to integrate more fully into the
American and German state systems in which they respectively
resided.24

A Hanseatic business model combining trade neutrality with cos-
mopolitan networking proved to be a cost-effective means of exploit-
ing economic opportunities in a wide variety of global markets for
three main reasons. First, it relied on small-scale businesses whose
members were willing to travel far and wide in search of specialized
market opportunities and who bought and sold goods based on glob-
al trends, not national economic priorities. Hanseatic firms and pri-
vate vessels preferred to operate in regional economies where the
costs of security and local infrastructure were borne by a combina-
tion of outside and indigenous powers. They cemented their status as
efficient intermediaries who channelled goods and services from one
economic region to another, such as the trans-African cowrie shell
trade or the inter-coastal rice trade in the South China Sea. In some
cases, these transactions led to direct transfers of German-manufac-
tured goods—textiles from Bielefeld or Brünn, harmonicas from
Thuringia, grain alcohol from East Prussia, metal ware from the
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23 Lars Maischak, ‘A Cosmopolitan Community: Hanseatic Merchants in the
German-American Atlantic of the Nineteenth Century’ (Ph.D. thesis, Johns
Hopkins University, 2005). The case of Hanseatic merchants in New York has
been studied by Sven Beckert, The Monied Metropolis: New York City and the
Consolidation of the American Bourgeoisie 1850–1896 (Cambridge, 2001).
24 Charles Bright and Michael Geyer, ‘Global Violence and Nationalizing
Wars in Eurasia and America: The Geopolitics of War in the Mid-Nineteenth
Century’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 38/4 (1996), 619–67.



Rhineland—to distant buyers in Brazil, China, Hawaii, Cameroon,
Australia, or the Fijian islands.25 In most instances, however, Han se -
atic ships plied the waters of distant overseas markets in search of
foreign cargo to move from one regional location to another, regard-
less of national provenance. 

A second reason for the success of the cosmopolitan business
model was that Hanseatic envoys succeeded in negotiating their own
trade treaties with postcolonial states in Latin America and African
states such as Liberia and Zanzibar, which provided them with basic
legal and personal protection. Hanseatic merchants quickly negotiat-
ed commercial treaties with the newly formed states of Latin
America, whose diplomats were eager to line up Western European
recognition of their fledgling governments.26 Beginning with a trade
arrangement with Brazil in 1827, Hanseatic delegations representing
Hamburg, Bremen, and Lübeck signed additional treaties with
Mexico, Venezuela, Ecuador, and other Latin American republics.27

By 1845, more than forty Hanseatic firms operated in Mexico, twen-
ty-eight in Central America and the Caribbean, and sixty-seven in
South America.28 In contrast to North American cities like Baltimore,
Hanseatic commercial networks in Latin America, Africa, Asia, and
the Pacific were initially less susceptible to nationalist pressures. By
cultivating cosmopolitan connections with both Western and non-
Western merchants, suppliers, and purchasers, Hanseats succeeded
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25 Karl Andree, ‘Das Erwachen der Südsee’, in Geographische Wanderungen
(Dresden, 1859), ii. 318–20. On the role of German-manufactured harmonicas
in the world economy of the nineteenth century, see Hartmut Berghoff, ‘Har -
mon icas for the World: The Creation and Marketing of a Global Product’, in
Martin H. Geyer and Johannes Paulmann (eds.), The Mechanics of Inter nation -
alism: Culture, Society, and Politics from the 1840s to the First World War (Ox -
ford, 2001), 321–56.
26 Albrecht von Gleich, ‘Die Hansestädte und Lateinamerika’, in Volker Plage  -
mann (ed.), Übersee: Seefahrt und Seemacht im deutschen Kaiserreich (Munich,
1988), 22–5.
27 J. Prüser, Die Handelsverträge der Hansestädte Lübeck, Bremen, und Hamburg
mit überseeischen Staaten im 19. Jahrhundert (Bremen, 1962); Herbert Minne -
mann (ed.), Handels- und Schiffahrtsvertrag zwischen den Senaten der freien und
Hanse städte Lübeck, Bremen, und Hamburg und Sr. Majestät dem Kaiser von
Brasilien, unterzeichnet zu Rio de Janeiro am 17. November 1827: Eine Doku men -
ta tion (Hamburg, 1977).
28 Schramm, Deutschland und Übersee, 55.



in protecting their local autonomy while pursuing low-cost tech-
niques for global expansion into desirable commodities markets.
While they never attained the magnitude of the trans-Atlantic trade,
such initiatives were clear signals of the expanded commercial
opportunities that German businessmen in the second half of the
nineteenth century enjoyed, whether the location was a Brazilian
sugar plantation, a South Seas island, a Hong Kong tea exchange, or
a Liberian trading post. 

By 1866, before Hamburg’s overseas consulates were absorbed
into the North German Confederation, the city maintained a global
network of 279 consular outposts, including sixty-nine in European
colonies and sixty-six in states outside Europe.29 Unable to compete
head-to-head with better capitalized Western European firms that
enjoyed state subsidies and gunboat diplomacy, small, family-run
firms thrived in regional and niche markets around the world.
Hanseatic traders and commercial sailing ships operated throughout
Latin America, in India, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, China, and
in the Spanish and Dutch colonies in the Pacific. Increasingly, some
merchants with commercial networks in South America began
branching out into high-risk emerging tropical markets in the Pacific
and along the West African coast, locations which would play major
roles in the creation of Germany’s colonial empire several decades
later.30

A third reason for the success of the Hanseatic cosmopolitan
model was that it relied heavily on British imperial infrastructure
and liberal trade policies to expand globally at relatively low cost.
The British Empire, with its extensive network of coaling stations,
colonies, commodities markets, communications hubs, and overseas
outposts, offered an ideal business platform upon which Hanseatic
firms could operate. Hamburg firms, in particular, took advantage of
the phasing out of British mercantile laws in order to access markets
in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific. By working within a British imperial
order, they drew upon existing patterns of Anglo-German cultural
exchange that resulted in a wide variety of political, scientific, and
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29 Washausen, Hamburg und die Kolonialpolitk, 54.
30 Dirk Bauendamm, Wagnis Westafrika: 150 Jahre C. Woermann. Die Geschichte
eines Hamburger Handelshauses, 1837–1987 (Hamburg, 1987); Renate Hücking
and Ekkehard Launer, Aus Menschen Neger machen: Wie sich das Handelshaus
Woermann in Afrika entwickelt hat (Hamburg, 1986).



commercial partnerships and that were sustained by continued
migration of Germans to Britain during the nineteenth century.31

German Cosmopolitans and the Question of Slavery

While commercial partnerships with their British counterparts re -
mained a popular option for many Hanseatic trading houses through -
out the nineteenth century, the decline of the Spanish and Por tu guese
empires, combined with the rapid economic growth of the United
States, created a range of new possible markets in the Americas for
enterprising merchants to explore. Like a growing number of nine-
teenth-century Europeans, Adolphine and Ernst Schramm crossed
the Atlantic in search of personal fortune.32 Unlike the majority of
German travellers bound for the United States, however, they and a
small number of German merchants and migrants chose Brazil as an
attractive alternative, one that the Schramms felt held great potential
as an emerging tropical market.33 In the 1830s Ernst had worked with
his brother in Pernambuco, Brazil, in the sugar export business. He
returned home at the age of 46 to marry the 32-year-old Adolphine
Jencquel, who, like her husband, came from a well-connected and
worldly merchant family. Following shopping trips in Paris and
London, the newlyweds left Europe in 1858 for the north-eastern
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31 Stefan Manz, Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, and John R. Davis (eds.), Migration
and Transfer from Germany to Britain, 1660–1914 (Munich, 2007); John R. Davis,
The Victorians and Germany (Berne, 2007); Panikos Panayi, German Immigrants
in Britain during the Nineteenth Century, 1815–1914 (Oxford, 1995); Ulrike
Kirch berger, ‘Deutsche Naturwissenschaftler im britischen Empire: Die Er for -
schung der aussereuropäischen Welt im Spannungsfeld zwischen deut schem
und britischem Imperialismus’, Historische Zeitschrift, 271 (2000), 621–60.
32 Klaus Bade, Migration in European History, trans. Allison Brown (Oxford,
2003), provides an excellent introduction to this topic. For a global overview,
see Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second Mil len -
ium (Durham, NC, 2002). 
33 For German migration to North and South America during this period, see
the individual chapters in Klaus Bade (ed.), Deutsche im Ausland—Fremde in
Deutschland: Migration in Geschichte und Gegenwart (3rd edn., Munich, 1993).



Brazilian state of Sergipe, where they soon built a modest but com-
fortable home in Maroim.34

Life in a remote tropical location was not without risk, but it was
precisely such family-based enterprises upon which the reputation of
Hamburg as a continental European emporium for globally traded
commodities such as sugar depended. Acquiring personal experi-
ence in the rapidly changing world marketplace was an important
rite of passage for many Hanseatic mercantile elites. Aided by
Britain’s embrace of free trade, Hamburg’s merchants and sailors
extended their city’s commercial networks further and wider than
ever before. Latin America, with its expanding economic ties to
Europe and North America and its relatively open trading condi-
tions, offered an ideal base of operations for the Schramms and other
Hanseatic merchants.

Hamburg’s commercial ties with Latin America predated the
arrival of the Schramms by several generations.35 By the 1850s, how-
ever, Brazil had become the centre of a controversy in Germany over
its suitability as a place for emigrants to relocate where they could
maintain their ethnic identities more effectively than in North
America.36 Concerns that German farmers were being exploited as
cheap sources of replacement labour for African slaves led Prussian
authorities to ban Brazilian migration agents in 1859, casting a dark
shadow over private plans to establish German settlement colonies.37
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The Brazilian export economy was undergoing a massive reorienta-
tion away from slave-produced sugar in the north east to coffee cul-
tivation in the southern states, using a mixture of free and slave
labour.38 The profitability of coffee cultivation and the difficulty of
recruiting immigrants from Europe to perform the work-intensive
cultivation prolonged the widespread use of slave labour in Brazil
until its legal abolition in 1888, making it the last state in the western
hemisphere to do so. 

The long-running Brazilian struggle over slavery marked
Adolphine Schramm’s unfolding narrative of Hanseatic tropical do -
mes ticity in indelible ways. To pass the long hours of solitude,
Schramm maintained a steady stream of correspondences with
friends and family, in which she provided them with a detailed por-
trait of plantation life. When asked why her letters contained rela-
tively few criticisms, Schramm replied: ‘when you have to wait three
months for someone to learn of your complaints and offer comfort,
you just forget about it. For it only makes that person depressed to
read of such things.’39

Unlike her husband, who conducted business in four languages
(German, English, Portuguese, and French) and who could travel at
will in and around town, Adolphine found it hard to leave the house
or access the wider variety of reading materials that were at his dis-
posal. Heavy rains in the winter season made outdoor riding and
walking ‘impossible’, and the combination of heat, dust, and poor
roads during the parched summer months of drought and tropical
heat made such excursions unpleasant. Even a visit to her nearest
neighbour was a formidable obstacle, as the evening walk home
required her to enlist the services of two torch-bearers and two male
escorts, who needed to be paid a high gratuity for their services.40
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Beyond the daily tribulations of domestic living, Schramm was
also exposed to some of the larger economic struggles and public
health hazards that impacted on Brazilian society during the 1850s
and early 1860s. Slavery and the gradual transition to wage-labour
work relations in the country were inescapable issues of public and
private debate in the sugar-growing region, where much of the har-
vesting and processing of sugar cane was performed by slave labour-
ers. The Schramm business in town relied on slaves, and in their
household the Schramms employed both slaves and emancipated
servants, as well as female servants from Germany. Several serious
cholera outbreaks had depleted the labour supply in the region, lead-
ing to a growing demand for replacement wage-labourers in the
sugar fields and production facilities. The start of the US Civil War in
April 1861 intensified the debate within the country about the moral
and economic costs of tolerating slave labour and prompted
Schramm herself to share her own contorted views on the subject in
letters to friends in Germany. ‘Theoretically no one is for slavery, nat-
urally’, she wrote to a friend from Hamburg. ‘For practical reasons,
however, almost everyone regards it as a necessary evil and feels that
a sudden emancipation of all slaves without a transitional period
would be unmanageable. I wish that all idealists like [Harriet
Beecher] Stowe and the like were themselves slave owners or com-
pletely dependent on slave labour, as is the case with those in the
tropics.’41

In order to counter the impression that she was an advocate of
slavery, Schramm added that she and her husband hoped to free
their own ‘house slaves’ after their planned return to Germany, but
she expressed strong negative opinions about the working habits of
freed slaves in the country and voiced doubts about their value as
reliable replacement labourers in the household. In particular, she
shared the concern of others in the town about the loss of bargaining
power that would result from the creation of an independent labour
force of wage workers and domestics. 

Writing to her network of female correspondents back home,
Adolphine transmitted a rich array of impressions about slave-own-
ing society intimately connected with the family business and
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Hamburg’s commercial standing in Central Europe. She passed on
stories of slaves receiving Christmas gifts of money and clothing, of
the Maroim marketplace filled with diverse products and purchasers,
and of local celebrations with riotous dancing, fireworks, and sing -
ing. She described the clothing and hairstyles of the Brazilian women
she encountered, noting, for example, that freed blacks in the market
could be identified by the fact that they wore shoes, while slaves
went barefoot.42 She explained how white Brazilians sought to main-
tain their blood purity by avoiding interracial unions and remarked
on the stares that she received on the street because of her pale fea-
tures and hair colour. In one letter Schramm outlined an encounter
she had with a runaway female slave from a nearby plantation. The
woman begged to be purchased to escape punishment by her master.
Unsure of how to react, Schramm left the woman alone on the veran-
da, allowing her to escape into the forest when an overseer came to
the door to take the escapee into custody.43

Although Adolphine’s stories of Brazilian plantation life do not
appear to have circulated publicly beyond her personal readership,
similar accounts proliferated in liberal print culture during the 1860s.
Such journals included Ernst Keil’s Die Gartenlaube, Oscar Peschel’s
Das Ausland, August Petermann’s Mitteilungen aus Justus Perthes’ Geo -
gra phischer Anstalt, Otto Ule’s Die Natur, and Karl Andree’s Globus:
Illustrierte Zeitschrift für Länder- und Völkerkunde. As contributors to
newspapers, magazines, and popular science journals, German trav-
ellers provided domestic audiences with continually updated images
of the new global age.44 Many of these stories sought to educate their
readers on such issues as slavery, emigration, colonialism, and the
world economy. As editor of Globus, Andree published numerous
articles about emancipation and race relations around the world, and
he was quite critical of German readers who sympathized with the
anti-slavery movement in the United States. Lacking the knowledge
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of modern racial science, citizens of ‘average education’, he argued,
were unable to grasp the dangers that such ideas posed for global
economic growth and social stability.45

Andree also applauded the creation in 1863 of the London
Anthropological Society, founded in part to counter the influence of
British anti-slavery and aboriginal rights groups.46 New scientific
research had proved the basic falseness of humanist principles of
equality, he wrote: ‘Nature has organized humanity hierarchically,
not democratically. The principle of equality cannot stand up to the
notion of racial stratification. It is one of those inane ideas that have
no foundation but hot air; it is not in the least “liberal”, but quite sim-
ply absurd.’47 In seeking to emancipate slaves from their conditions
of bondage and human degradation, he argued, philanthropists
failed to appreciate the need for Africans transplanted from their
homelands to be compelled to work, lest they return to a state of
indolence and savagery.48

The prominence of race in the first decade of Globus resulted from
the growth of new intellectual theories in the natural and cultural sci-
ences, and the growing awareness in Germany of the changing pat-
terns of global commerce and labour migration that the new tech-
nologies of the mid-nineteenth century had made possible. Race was
a dynamic category for Andree, not an ancient or unchanging one,
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and it was directly relevant to the political and economic concerns of
the modern world. The decline of the ‘savages and half-savages of
the world’ was, in some senses, part of the past history of Andree’s
globalization narrative, while the rise of a new, pan-Asian labour
force was viewed as part of the future of the world economy. The
most primitive of the world’s populations, like the aboriginal peoples
of Australia, New Zealand, and Tasmania, were destined for extinc-
tion, Andree believed.49 Race relations between white and coloured
residents of a given colony or former colony were, above all, part of
the global present. Outside the United States, Globus reported on the
status of mixed race populations in a variety of colonial settings: the
Dutch East Indies, South America, the Caribbean, and the Cape
Colony of South Africa.50 Such descriptions of colonial life portray a
world in motion characterized by changing racial configurations and
cultural influences. Racial mixing is a sign of danger, particularly if it
occurs between black and white, but also a secondary effect of the
process of European global expansion. 

Along with the writings of scientific popularizers such as Andree,
Hanseatic communities also helped to shape the image and reality of
a racialized global labour force upon whose backs the burdens of
empire and of worldwide economic stability rested.51 By making
effective use of transnational networks and multi-generational know -
ledge of world markets, they facilitated cross-cultural ex changes
between Germans and the wider world. They supplied the German
public with consumer goods that helped to define middle-class
respectability.52 In addition to material goods, Hanseatic networks
generated other, less tangible commodities demanded by a modern-
izing civil society. As amateur ethnographers and local experts on
foreign lifestyles and market trends, they disseminated an array of
information about the benefits and hazards of overseas expansion. It
was through transnational networks like those connecting the
Hanseatic merchant diaspora that competing viewpoints on the
desirability of compulsory labour, the validity of race as an intellec-
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tual category, and the value of Western ‘civilizing missions’ abroad
were aired for public and private consideration.

Hanseatic Families and Global Networks of Trade

For many merchants in Latin America, experience in overseas firms
was a prelude to desirable positions back home in a leading merchant
house. This was the case with Justus Ruperti, a business partner in
the successful banking and trading conglomerate, H. J. Merck & Co.
Following several training periods in London, Ruperti travelled to
Mexico in 1822 and managed a trading house in Mexico City for the
next five years. At the age of 36 he returned to Hamburg to marry
and establish himself as a businessman, managing a moderately
sized firm that conducted trade with Mexico before receiving an invi-
tation from his brother-in-law, Ernst Merck, to join the family firm in
1836.53 Two of Ruperti’s four sons later worked in the cotton trade in
New Orleans and New York in the 1850s before returning to Ham -
burg to marry, and his two sons-in-law, Albrecht Percy and William
Henry O’Swald, came from merchant families who pioneered Ham -
burg’s trade in East Africa.54

Multi-generational family histories, like the ones linking the
Rupertis, O’Swalds, and Schramms to Britain, the United States,
South America, and Africa, provide further evidence of the extent to
which local traditions and personal friendships continued to deter-
mine the expanding commercial networks of Hamburg business and
shipping. Joint-stock companies, such as those created to finance the
construction of larger steamships for the North German Lloyd and
Hamburg–America Lines, preferred to concentrate on high-volume,
profitable routes to Britain and North America, leaving family-run
businesses to operate in riskier markets. German merchants soon
spread to the western coast of Chile in the 1840s, in part driven by the
rising demand for guano as an agricultural fertilizer and for metals
such as copper and tin. These enclaves then served as a jumping off
point for smaller ventures into the Southern Pacific island economies.
Johann Caesar Godeffroy & Son, a well-connected Hamburg firm
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begun by French Huguenots who settled in Brandenburg in the sev-
enteenth century, first began operating in Australia in the early 1850s
and in Samoa in 1857. The company gradually developed a wide-
ranging network of trading posts and plantations throughout the
surrounding Pacific region, becoming the dominant economic inter-
est in the harvesting of copra, from which palm oil was extracted for
use in Europe.55

Beginning with a large family fortune earned through business
dealings in French Guiana, successive generations who had settled in
Ham burg began to expand the company’s reach into Central America,
California, and Australia, following the economic boom markets set
off by the gold discoveries of the late 1840s. The firm’s extensive
Pacific trading network, begun under the initiative of J. C. Godeffroy
VI, had its headquarters in Apia, Samoa. Agents and ships’ captains
working for the firm circulated goods between central Polynesia and
Hamburg via Sydney, Australia, and Val pa raiso, Chile, importing
copra, tortoiseshell, mother-of-pearl, and other locally produced
commodities to Europe in exchange for cotton fabrics, nails, metal
tools, and European manufactures.56 The firm also gained a reputa-
tion for collecting ethnographic objects from the islands of Tonga,
New Guinea, and Samoa, which were housed in a Hamburg-based
company museum before eventually being sold to Leipzig’s ethno-
graphic museum in 1885.57

During the same decade that Godeffroy & Son created a private
network of commercial, plantation, and ethnographic suppliers in
the South Pacific, other Hamburg firms expanded their operations in
the newly opened harbours of South-East Asia and China. Trade
between East Asia and Europe dwarfed the developing Pacific eco-
nomic zone, even with the European migration to Australia and New
Zealand in the 1850s. The prospect of improved trade relations with
Japan after 1858 further enhanced the degree of connectivity between
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Hamburg and these promising overseas markets.58 Direct contact
with East Asian harbours allowed some Hamburg shippers to avoid
British middlemen in London by exchanging Central European man-
ufactures for supplies of tea, silk, spices, cotton, and other high-value
commodities, some of which were in the form of raw materials des-
tined for Germany’s growing industrial sector. 

In 1855, fifty-one German ships visited the Chinese port of Can -
ton, thirty-nine from Hamburg and ten from Bremen. This represent-
ed an increase of almost 90 per cent over and above the twenty-seven
German ships that had docked in the port three years earlier.59 By the
end of the decade, the volume of Hamburg trade with China ranked
third, behind that of Britain and the United States. Despite this
growth, the bulk of the east–west trade, however, continued to be the
domain of British shipping, where well-connected firms could obtain
government subsidies to finance the construction of large-capacity
steamship lines. British merchants in East Asia also could draw on
the expanding colonial presence of their state in South and South-
East Asia in order to solidify their share of the market. Control of the
lucrative inter-Asian trade in Indian opium, for example, allowed the
British East India Company to purchase large volumes of Chinese tea
without further draining European financial markets of silver cur-
rency.60

By seeking out niche markets and exploiting small-scale econom-
ic opportunities in a wide variety of locations, members of the Ham -
burg merchant community established a small but growing presence
in the nexus of local, regional, and international economies in South
and East Asia. According to Helmuth Stoecker, British consuls
regarded Hanseatic traders as ‘friendly aliens’ who occupied lower-
ranking, junior partner positions within the multinational imperial
infrastructure.61 As was the case in Latin America, Hanseatic firms
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prospered in areas of the world that offered liberal trading arrange-
ments for foreign shippers and businessmen. They kept their operat-
ing costs low by relying on European colonial powers—the Nether -
lands, Britain, Spain, and France—for naval protection and adminis-
trative infrastructure. The desire of the British to establish Hong
Kong and Singapore as new trading centres to rival the more estab-
lished locations such as Canton, Manila, and Batavia, created ideal
conditions for smaller Hamburg and Bremen firms such as Behn,
Meyer, & Co. to establish headquarters and branch offices through-
out a South-East Asian trading zone extending from British India, the
Dutch East Indies, China, and the Philippines to Australia. Between
1842 and 1856, one year before the financial crash that temporarily
crippled Hamburg’s overseas commercial networks, the number of
Hamburg ships visiting Singapore rose from six to forty-five, an
annual growth rate of more than 45 per cent.62

The total number of Hanseatic ships visiting Hong Kong harbour
was even more impressive, rising from 113 in 1860 to 416 in 1864.63

As neutral shippers flying the flags of the Hanseatic free cities, such
companies operated successfully during times of military unrest,
delivering American cotton to Canton harbour during the First Opium
War, for example. Hamburg shippers operated a lucrative coastal busi-
ness in trans-shipping goods to various East Asian harbours, offering
ready cargo space to European as well as Asian merchants, and they
participated in the movement of Chinese and other wage labourers to
plantations in the Dutch East Indies, the Philip pines, and the South
Pacific. As much as three-quarters of Chinese coastal trade in the
early 1860s, according to one source, was transported on German
ves sels, primarily on small, locally made vessels that were suited for
coastal and medium distance trade. One hundred such ships regu-
larly sailed between Hong Kong, Canton, and Shanghai on regular
coastal circuits, leaving the bulk of the oceanic commerce between
East Asia, North America, and Europe in the hands of larger, state-
subsidized steamship lines.64
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The utility of the Hanseatic model of trade neutrality as a cost-
effective and flexible means of exploiting economic opportunities in
developing global markets also provided dividends in sub-Saharan
Africa, where merchant houses from both Hamburg and Bremen
achieved modest successes in the 1850s and early 1860s. As was the
case in the free trading zones of East Asia and the indeterminate
political climate of Polynesia, small Hanseatic firms and private ves-
sels thrived in regional economies that provided a safe, accessible
location for conducting commercial transactions where the costs of
security and local infrastructure were borne by a combination of out-
side and indigenous powers. 

In East Africa, the Hamburg firms Hansing & Co. and William
O’Swald & Co. relied upon both the regional authority of the Sultan
of Zanzibar and the imperial infrastructure of the British Crown in
order to create private trading networks of their own.65 Their region-
al networks of trading houses eventually radiated outwards from
Zanzibar to reach parts of the Swahili coast at Mombasa, Entebbe,
Dar-es-Salaam, and Bagamoyo as well as Mozambique and Mada -
gas car. Both firms relied on British naval and diplomatic influence in
the Mediterranean, Red Sea, and Indian Ocean to keep lines of com-
munication and transport open between Europe and colonial India.
They imported British goods for sale to Zanzibar and exported ivory,
copra, rubber, and spices directly into British markets. Hansing & Co.
also conducted business with Bombay, shipped items on British postal
steamers, and was involved with British banking interests on the
island. In addition, the firm provided extensive financial and com-
mercial services to the Zanzibari government, underwrote state-run
business enterprises, provisioned the sultan’s household with import-
ed goods, purchased ships from Europe, and procured German cap-
tains and engineers for service in the sultan’s royal navy.66

In one prominent example of personal networking between
Hamburg firms and Zanzibari royal society, an agent for Hansing &
Co. named Heinrich Ruete married a daughter of the late Sultan
Seyyid Said and returned with her to Germany, where he died sev-
eral years later. The widowed princess, Emily Said-Ruete, would
later publish a popular memoir of her experiences in Zanzibar and in
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Germany in 1886, to widespread public acclaim.67 Despite the politi-
cal complications of the ‘Ruete affair’, relations between the two
Ham burg firms and the Zanzibari government remained strong. In
the 1880s, members of both Hansing and O’Swald families would be
honoured by the sultan, Said Bargash, for their three decades of serv-
ice on the island, securing their companies’ prominent positions in a
regional economic centre that was well connected to the Middle East
and South Asia. 

While contact with the Zanzibari government and sultan’s royal
family provided Hamburg firms valued access to interior markets in
ivory, spices, and other tropical commodities, it was the trans-
African trade in cowrie shells that had initially driven their interest
in the region. Cowries, spiral-shaped mollusc shells found in the
waters of the Indian Ocean, had long served as a type of currency in
some parts of equatorial West Africa, and British companies made a
considerable profit by trans-shipping the shells from the Maldives
via Liverpool and London to West Africa. Following the early lead of
a Hamburg entrepreneur and shipper, Adolph Jakob Hertz (1800–
60), who began shipping similar, blue-tinged cowrie shells directly
from Zanzibar to West Africa in 1844, the O’Swald firm soon estab-
lished a rival business in 1847, leading to the establishment in the
early 1850s of company trading posts in and around Lagos, the capi-
tal of present-day Nigeria. 

Hansing & Co., which had experimented in the West African
trade in the 1840s and began operating a regular shipping line be -
tween Hamburg, Rio de Janeiro, and Pernambuco in 1852, also
sought to take advantage of the growing cowrie trade when the firm
began operating in Zanzibar in 1853. For nearly two decades,
O’Swald & Co. conducted a profitable triangular trade between Zan -
zi bar, Hamburg, and Lagos, fuelled by the rising demand for cowrie
shells as a means of exchange in West African regional markets.
Ships left Hamburg with a variety of European manufactured goods
for sale in Zanzibar, where company agents would then reload ves-
sels with cowrie shells bound for East Africa. Once there, other com-
pany agents would exchange the shells for ivory, palm kernels, palm
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oil, and other goods before returning to Europe to complete the three
stage cycle.68

Such transactions were part of a longer term transformation of the
relationship between Europe and West Africa in the nineteenth cen-
tury, following the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade by the
British government in 1806.69 Long a source of slave labour for
American and Caribbean plantations and white households, the peo-
ples of Western Africa had extensive ties to European markets.
European businessmen, however, remained heavily dependent on
African middlemen and regional authorities along the coast to facili-
tate the exchanges of people and other commercial goods that were
subsequently shipped overseas. Lying at a point of convergence
between two major arteries of world commerce—the trans-Atlantic
trade between western Europe and South America, and the long-dis-
tance route to India, China, and Australia via the Cape of Good
Hope—the West African market offered overseas shippers en route
to other destinations the opportunity to exchange goods from Europe
or the Americas. 

During the 1850s, merchant ships sailing the West African coast
served as floating marketplaces for commercial exchanges to take
place in regions lacking safe harbours. Hanseatic merchants were
active in this trade beginning in 1832, often as part of a longer voy-
age to or from South American destinations.70 The main harbour of
Sierra Leone, Freetown, was the first location in West Africa where a
few Hamburg merchants, Johann Daniel Eppfenhausen, Johann
Gottfried Nagel, and Ernst Ceasar Hartung, took steps to establish a
fixed trading post in the early 1840s.71 Conflicts with the British colo-
nial administrators over alleged violations of the Navigation Acts,
which had not yet been abolished, led to a series of accusations in
Hamburg and Britain about unfair business practices on both sides. 
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One such businessman, Carl Woermann (1813–80), began a trad-
ing operation in Monrovia, Liberia, in 1849 in conjunction with Carl
Godelt, who had begun a small but unsuccessful business in the
republic several years earlier. Woermann, a member of a prominent
Bielefeld linen merchant family, operated several ships and overseas
firms with connections to South-East Asia, Australia, the Pacific, and
Latin America.72 Well connected to Hamburg’s political, economic,
and financial elites and with Prussian textile interests, he became a
major force in forging closer commercial links between the city and
West Africa. Following the negotiation of a trade treaty between the
Hanseatic cities and the Liberian government, agents for the
Woermann firm set up a string of trading posts along the coast. They
became the dominant outside commercial interest in the country,
importing tobacco, alcohol, guns, gunpowder, salt, and manufac-
tured goods in exchange for palm oil, palm kernels, and ivory.73

In 1862, the firm expanded its operations into the French colonial
sphere of influence in Gabon and, in 1868, began trading with Duala
merchants in the area around the mouth of the Cameroon River.74 In
the wake of the financial crisis of 1857, the firm had gradually scaled
back its other overseas operations to concentrate exclusively on its
West African trade and shipping business. This increasing level of
specialization made Woermann a recognized expert on the economic
growth prospects of the region in Hamburg and in the German
Confederation, preparing the political foundation for his son and
later head of the firm, Adolph Woermann (1847–1911), to become a
dominant figure in the establishment of a German colonial protec-
torate in Cameroon in the 1880s. 

In other areas of West Africa, several Bremen trading companies
had also begun to establish permanent bases of operation in the
1850s. Unlike the larger Hamburg firms operating in the region, the
firms Friedrich M. Vietor & Sons and Bagelmann & Vietor were more
closely connected with the activities of Protestant missionaries in
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West Africa. The Bremen-based North German Missionary Society,
in conjunction with the Swiss Basel Missionary Society, had made
attempts in the late 1840s to set up a religious outpost in the interior
of the Volta River watershed.75

In search of less expensive transportation and shipping arrange-
ments than they could negotiate with a British steamship line, the
society entered into a business partnership with F. M. Vietor & Sons,
who had family ties with the North German mission, to provision
their African stations.76 In exchange, the firm established its own
trading post in Keta, using African clerks who had been educated by
the missionary schools. Beginning with the dispatch of a company
ship, the Dahomey, in 1859, the coordination between missionaries
and merchants proved to be successful in allowing both groups to
expand their presence to other locations in the region, although per-
sistent personal disputes between the two groups led to the eventual
separation of mission stations and trading posts in 1868. 

Because of the continuing ties between Bremen firms and reli-
gious missions, however, company agents were instructed not to sell
alcohol, tobacco, or firearms, all of which were highly profitable com-
modities for European and African traders in the region. German-
made spirits, such as rum, gin, and brandy, were staples of
Hamburg’s West African trade, and they made up almost two-thirds
of the city’s exports to the region by 1884.77 Like Hamburg mer-
chants, Bremen traders operated successfully in areas of West Africa
that were nominally free of European colonial rule. This quest for
tax-free trading environments, where neither local rulers nor
European colonial officials would levy high rents, bribes, or customs
costs on Hanseatic commercial transactions, led companies to expand
their trading networks from established market centres to more
peripheral trading zones between competing spheres of interest. 
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For the larger merchant and shipping communities in both
Hamburg and Bremen, however, their long-standing connections
with Britain and the United States remained paramount, and the
largest volumes of trade and overseas investment continued to flow
across the waters of the North Atlantic. Bremen merchants, in partic-
ular, became leaders in the cotton, tobacco, and rice markets by main-
taining strong commercial ties with the United States before and after
the American Civil War, and they continued to consolidate the city’s
position as a major player in the transportation of Central European
and Eastern European emigrants in the 1850s and 1860s. Bremen was
also an early importer of American petroleum into Central Europe
during the 1860s.78

Neither of the major North German shipping lines, the North
German Lloyd or the Hamburg–America Line, proved willing to
experiment with steamship traffic to the cities’ regional networks of
African, Asian, or Pacific trade. Both Hamburg and Bremen contin-
ued to re-export colonial products from Britain and the Netherlands,
given that the cities’ own merchants could not cover the growing
demand for such commodities by relying exclusively on their own
overseas operations.79 As a result, both the larger German economy
and the Hanseatic commercial sector depended heavily on coopera-
tion and coordination with more established colonial powers in order
to supply the region with overseas raw materials and consumer
products.

The Hanseatic model of commercial cosmopolitanism was not the
only option that existed for German overseas expansion, however. At
the same time as Hamburg and Bremen merchant houses expanded
their presence globally, so too did many German migrants, scientists,
traders, diplomats, and naval officers. In the eyes of liberal publicists,
politicians, and interest groups at home, consolidating these overseas
activities constituted a vital ‘national interest’ for any future unified
state that emerged to replace the German Federation. One early sign
that the Prussian government might be willing to assume this lead-
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ership role came in 1859, when it dispatched three warships to East
Asia to secure trade treaties with Japan and China on behalf of the
German Customs Union. Unwilling to be left out of the new com-
mercial opportunities, the governments of all three Hanseatic cities
delegated to the Prussian envoy, Count Eulenberg, the authority to
negotiate on their behalf.80

In the years that followed the establishment of the North German
Confederation in 1867, a small but influential group of merchants
began to speak out in favour of a Prussian-led national navy capable
of defending German commercial interests overseas. Hanseatic mer-
chants operating in West Africa and the Pacific stressed the need for
a more permanent government presence in parts of the world that
lacked a basic sense of Western law and order or respect for interna-
tional treaties. In September 1872, the Hamburg Senate petitioned
Bismarck for additional naval patrols along the West African coast in
support of the their citizens’ commercial investments. Because of the
lack of a central political authority in the Cameroon River basin, the
petitioners wrote, ‘German trade and security of German property is
fully dependent on the good graces of the native kings and their
power to restrain the thieving lusts of their subjects’.81 At least one
German ship that had been beached to repair a serious leak had been
plundered by natives, despite the friendly relationship that the mer-
chants enjoyed with the local king. The only long-term solution, the
Senate argued, was to follow the model of other European states and
dispatch warships to the area to punish local communities for attacks
on their citizens’ lives and property:
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Only those nations that dispatch warships along the coast, like
the English or French, or that have permanent naval stations,
like the Dutch and Spanish, enjoy sufficient protection, while
Germans go without. Moreover, they are mocked by the other
Europeans, who derisively inquire about the protective pow-
ers of the ‘mighty German Empire’, which in turn has an effect
on the attitude of the natives.82

A similar combination of national vulnerability and racial anxiety
characterized requests by the Godeffroy trading company operating
in the South Pacific for the dispatch of German warships to the
region.83 Only the permanent presence of naval power would estab-
lish a credible threat of retribution amongst the natives, the company
wrote in 1873, ‘to afford the German flag the necessary attention, not
momentarily but for the long run’.84 Less than a decade after these
petitions were filed, Hanseatic merchants with personal investments
in tropical markets formed a coalition. A key member of this coalition
was the merchant and shipping magnate, Adolf Woermann.
Woermann became the head of his family’s business in 1880, the
same year that he entered the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce. As
a young man, he had travelled widely in East Asia, the United States,
and West Africa, but he also displayed a pronounced inclination to -
wards national politics, later serving as a National Liberal Reichstag
deputy from 1884 to 1890, when he was defeated by a Social Demo -
cratic challenger.85 Woermann soon gained Bismarck’s confidence as
a leading expert on German commercial influence in the region. 

With the support of H. H. Meier, the Bremen director of the North
German Lloyd, Woermann and his allies helped to shift the balance
of power among the various factions of the colonial movement
towards limited government intervention in selected tropical loca-
tions and away from the ambitious colonial settlement schemes of
empire-building favoured by many members, but which had long
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met with the disapproval of government decision-makers. This prag-
matic strategy succeeded in winning Bismarck over to the goals of
the colonial lobby.86 As was the case with the Bremen tobacco mer-
chant, Adolf Lüderitz, in South-West Africa, Woermann’s lobbying
paid dividends in the summer of 1884, when his holdings in Cam -
eroon, along with other German investments in Togo, were placed
under government protection.87

The German turn towards colonial empire in the 1880s could not
have taken place without the willing participation of Hanseatic mer-
chants and shippers who drew upon their ties to nationalist networks
in order to secure state protection for their private assets in emerging
tropical markets. But commercial cosmopolitanism was not an imme-
diate casualty of this decision-making process. Colonialism was
never intended to supplant the globe-spanning commercial networks
that already existed. Its supporters regarded colonialism as a supple-
mentary business model to be applied only in overseas markets
where cosmopolitanism had reached its limits. Hamburg and Bre -
men continued to be gateways to the world, shuttling people and
commodities to their desired destinations, while also serving as crit-
ical enablers of colonial conquest.

Over the longer term, German colonial activism always had the
potential to disrupt the cosmopolitan networks that Hanseatic eco-
nomic elites had carefully cultivated for generations. Radical nation-
alists with jingoistic and Anglophobic attitudes were also key players
in the colonial network, and they fiercely resisted attempts to limit
the scope of German imperial expansion.88 Maintaining a world

129

Hanseatic Networks in Tropical Markets

86 Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, ‘Domestic Origins of Germany’s Co lo -
nial Expansion under Bismarck’, Past and Present, 42 (1969), 140–59.
87 Wehler, Bismarck und der Imperialismus, 298–327; Harry R. Rudin, Germans
in the Cameroons 1884–1914: A Case Study in Modern Imperialism (London,
1938); Karin Hausen, Deutsche Kolonialherrschaft in Afrika: Wirtschaftsinteressen
und Kolonialverwaltung in Kamerun vor 1914 (Zurich, 1970); Helmut Stoecker
(ed.), Kamerun under deutscher Kolonialherrschaft, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1968); Albert
Wirz, Vom Sklavenhandel zum kolonialen Handel: Wirtschaftsräume und Wirt -
schaftsformen in Kamerun vor 1914 (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1972).
88 Woodruff D. Smith, The Ideological Origins of Nazi Imperialism (New York,
1986); Roger Chickering, We Men Who Feel Most German: A Cultural Study of
the Pan-German League, 1886–1914 (Boston, 1984); Geoff Eley, Reshaping the
German Right: Radical Nationalism and Political Change after Bismarck (new
edn., Ann Arbor, 1991).



empire fostered deeply chauvinistic rivalries at the expense of inter-
national understanding.89 One challenge for scholars interested in the
history of cosmopolitan networks, then, would be to determine with
greater precision their compatibility or incompatibility with alterna-
tive webs of influence. In supporting a colonial model of expansion,
Hanseatic elites felt confident in their ability to maintain a dual iden-
tity as citizens of the world and citizens of empire. But as the Frank -
furt mayor and colonial activist, Johannes von Miquel, noted in 1882,
the colonial movement served the collective interests of the nation,
not the exclusive desires of its ‘coastal cities’.90 It would take several
decades and the outbreak of a devastating global war in 1914, how-
ever, for the precarious vulnerability of these overlapping commer-
cial networks to come fully into view.

Rebuilding Cosmopolitan Memories in Post-War Germany

In one of the many tragic ironies of modern German history, it fell to
one of the country’s most renowned liberal historians, Friedrich
Meinecke (1862–1954), to hammer one more nail into the coffin of
Germany’s long cosmopolitan tradition. In 1908, Meinecke published
Cosmopolitanism and the National State, a massive work of scholarship
that distilled many of the historian’s thoughts on the intellectual and
political foundations of Imperial Germany.91 For Meinecke, the unifi-
cation of Germany in 1871 was a moment of profound historical sig-
nificance that signalled a triumph of German nationalism over both
the fragmentary forces of German particularism and the potentially
desirable, but eminently impractical, philosophical tradition of Ger -
man universalism. He viewed the cosmopolitan strands of Ger -
many’s complex cultural heritage as more burden than boon in light
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of the triumph of the nation-state.92 Meinecke, who survived the per-
ils of two world wars, the dark years of Nazi rule, and the division of
his beloved fatherland before passing away at the age of 92, later
expressed remorse for his words and actions of the early twentieth
century.93 Having witnessed the unimaginable devastation wrought
by the fateful development of German nationalism, he devoted his
final years of life to affirming his faith in the enduring value and
timelessness of universal human rights, and in the hope of some form
of world citizenship in the future.94

As for Meinecke, the years following Germany’s defeat in the
Second World War were momentous ones for Percy Schramm.95

Because of his connections to the Nazi Party and service as a secre-
tary to the Germany Army’s General Staff, Schramm lost his aca-
demic position as Professor of Medieval History at the University of
Göttingen. While undergoing de-Nazification, and surrounded by
the devastation that his beloved city of Hamburg had suffered dur-
ing British and American bombing raids, Schramm began to recon-
struct the cosmopolitan and colonial histories of his family and the
merchant elite of which they had been a part. Even before the war
had ended, in 1943, Schramm dedicated his book, Hamburg, Germany,
and the World, to ‘the old Hamburg, which for me is embodied by my
father, the mayor, Dr Max Schramm and my mother, Olga Schramm,
born O’Swald . . . Let it be the case that once the new Hamburg is
rebuilt, it will preserve the memory of the old!’96

In the years that followed, Schramm worked tirelessly to rebuild
the memory of a liberal, worldly city whose political and economic
elites had spread their city’s influence around the globe. The cosmo-
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politan traditions that he celebrated were not the philosophical ones
that Meinecke had in mind, however, but those of a highly mobile
commercial elite who travelled the world in search of quick profits
and lasting family fortunes. The Hanseats whose lives he chronicled
had been part of intricate global networks of trade and communica-
tion from remote plantations and trading posts in Latin America,
Africa, and the Pacific to the metropolitan centres of world com-
merce. German imperial ambitions during the reign of Wilhelm II
had shattered most of these networks by the time Schramm reached
adulthood, while the Third German Empire that emerged under
Adolf Hitler in 1933 further erased whatever linkages the Weimar
years had been able to re-attach. Hamburg did rebuild, as Schramm
himself chronicled,97 but part of its cosmopolitan history had been lost
forever, and a new generation of social historians later undermined
the liberal mythology that he had worked so hard to construct.98

German colonial historians are but the latest wave of scholars to
subject the history of north German merchant communities like
Hamburg’s to renewed scrutiny.99 Cosmopolitan networks, as much
as colonial ones, were key to the successes of Hanseatic families and
trading houses, although the evidence of their generations-long his-
tory has faded from public attention until quite recently.100 As for the
existence of a vast network of overseas outposts in which Hanseats
once resided, the Brazilian graves of Adolphine Schramm and her
two dead children, restored by her son, Max, and preserved in writ-
ten and photographic form half a century later by her grandson,
Percy, stand as silent sentinels to anyone who cares to remember
their stories of fortunes made and loved ones lost during a time and
a place of cholera.101
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