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Networks: Religious, Commercial, Cosmopolitan

‘The Bearers Mess. Henry & Jacob Gilbert van der Smissen Persons of
great Reputation at Altona who are travelling in order to see their
Correspondents, in the Way of Trade, I earnestly recommand [sic] as
Fellow travellers & Pilgrims towards the heavenly Zion to all my
Christian friends, Every Favour and Civility shewn or done to them,
I shall look upon as done for the sake of our common Lord.’1 This let-
ter of recommendation was signed by George Whitefield, one of the
pivotal figures in English evangelicalism and, alongside John
Wesley, a prominent Methodist. Hinrich III and Jacob Gysbert van
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This essay has grown out of a larger research project on the networks of what
Hartmut Lehmann once called ‘the Pietist international’, created between the
late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries by migration and transfers,
in which Protestant minorities and their networks played a predominant
part. Neither the project as a whole nor the case study of the van der Smissen
family on which it is based are yet complete. This may account for any short-
comings. However, I am indebted to numerous scholars for their practical
sup port and many stimulating conversations. In particular, I should like ex -
press my gratitude to Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, Andreas Gestrich, Klaus
Weber, Stefan Manz, Ulrike Kirchberger, and John R. Davis.

1 Staatsarchiv Hamburg (hereafer StAHH), 424–88/50, no. 4, ‘Reisetagebuch
Hinrich van der Smissen’, 5 July 1767. The letter is dated 15 Apr. 1767.
Extracts from the diaries have been translated from the original Dutch into
German and published in Matthias H. Rauert and Annelie Kümpers-Greve,
Van der Smissen: Eine mennonitische Familie vor dem Hintergrund der Geschichte
Altonas und Schleswig-Holsteins, Texte und Dokumente (Hamburg, 1992), 207.
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der Smissen, on whose behalf it was written, had paid their first visit
to Whitefield on 24 September 1766, shortly after their arrival in
London. They met him subsequently and he frequently introduced or
directed them to like-minded religious people in London and wher-
ever they chose to travel in England.2 The letter correctly mentions
the purpose of the two and a half year long journey through the
coastal prov inces of the Low Countries, England, and large parts of
Ger many undertaken by the two van der Smissen cousins as junior
partners and heirs to a merchant and shipowning house in Altona
near Hamburg. But business was not their only concern. In the
diaries the two Mennonites kept during their journey, meeting co-
religionists, attending sermons, and conversing on religious matters
with like-minded people play an equal or even more important part.
Both Whitefield’s words and the van der Smissens’ diaries raise a
number of questions about the relationship between religion and
trade. Were the two spheres kept apart or were they linked? If they
were linked, to what extent? And how did the mercantile and reli-
gious networks benefit?

Letters of recommendation or introduction were a common
means of early modern networking. Person A at place X writes a let-
ter to person C in place Y on behalf of person B who wants to go from
X to Y, but does not know C and needs a door-opener to a relevant
network in Y. In his letter A states that B is a person known to him or
acquainted with him, or at least a reputable person whose acquain-
tance might be of interest to C and his networks in Y. Thus A, as a
mediator, prepares the ground for an extension of B’s and C’s net-
works to their mutual benefit, as A assumes. And if A’s assumptions
prove correct, A enhances his position in his own relations with B
and C as a person of sound and reliable judgement, an assessment
which might be passed on among the members of B’s and C’s net-
works as well. In any case, the success of the operation depends on
A’s good reputation and on C acknowledging it, which is the under-
lying pattern of Whitefield’s more general letter. It leaves to the van
der Smissen cousins the decision as to whether a person and his net-
works might be useful to them and whether this person might recog-
nize Whitefield’s warrant. It is uncertain whether Whitefield’s letter
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2 StAHH, 424–88/50, no. 5, ‘Reisetagebuch Jacob Gysbert van der Smissen’,
24 Sept. 1766; Rauert and Kümpers-Greve, Van der Smissen, 176.



of recommendation was ever used in practice. Nevertheless, with its
obvious reference to John Bunyan’s A Pilgrim’s Progress,3 it was of
high symbolic value to the van der Smissens, for it acknowledged
their membership in the networks of evangelicalism.

Networking mechanisms like this were ubiquitous,4 whether per-
sonal contact was involved or not, as has been shown with regard to
the correspondence networks of the early modern ‘republic of let-
ters’.5 The same patterns also operate in economic networks for the
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3 The plot of A Pilgrim’s Progress metaphorically tells the story of ‘Christian’
travelling from the City of Destruction (this world) to the Celestial City on
Mount Zion (the world to come). At the Place of Deliverance (from evil)
Christian receives a scroll as a passport to the Celestial City, which signifies
baptismal rebirth and is subsequently referred to in the narrative, for exam-
ple, when Christian wants to enter the House Beautiful, which stands for the
Christian congregation. The first part of A Pilgrim’s Progress was published in
1678. The first German translation (from an edition in Dutch) was published
in Hamburg in 1694: Eines Christen Reise Nach der seeligen Ewigkeit, Welche in
unterschiedlichen artigen Sinnen-Bildern den gantzen Zustand Einer bußfertigen
und Gott-suchenden Seelen vorstellet (Hamburg, 1694; further edns. 1696, 1699,
1711, 1716, 1718, 1732, 1733, 1739, 1742, 1752, 1764, 1776).
4 The diaries and correspondance of Ferdinand Beneke (1774–1848), which
are currently being prepared for publication, will provide ample evidence.
Cf. Frank Hatje, ‘Kommunikation und Netzwerke in den Tagebüchern Ferdi -
nand Benekes’, in Dirk Brietzke, Norbert Fischer, and Arno Herzig (eds.),
Ham  burg und sein norddeutsches Umland: Aspekte des Wandels seit der Frühen
Neuzeit (Hamburg, 2007), 234–53.
5 Cf. Regina Dauser, Stefan Hächler, Michael Kempe, Franz Mauelshagen,
and Martin Stuber (eds.), Wissen im Netz: Botanik und Pflanzentransfer in euro -
pä   ischen Korrespondenznetzen des 18. Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 2008), esp. the con-
tributions by Hans Bots, Hubert Steinle, Stefan Hächler, Martin Stuber,
Michael Kempe, Mark Häberlein, and the final essay. On the instructive ex -
ample of Albrecht von Haller, see Martin Stuber, ‘Binnenverkehr in der euro -
päischen Gelehrtenrepublik: Zum wissenschaftlichen Austausch zwischen
“Deutschland” und der “Schweiz” im Korrespondenznetz Albrecht von
Hallers’, in Deutsch-schweizerischer Kulturtransfer im 18. Jahrhundert (Wolfen -
büttel, 2002), 193–207; Martin Stuber and Stefan Hächler, ‘Ancien Régime
ver netzt: Albrecht von Hallers bernische Korrespondenz’, Berner Zeitschrift
für Geschichte und Heimatkunde, 62 (2000), 125–90. Cf. also Jürgen Herres and
Manfred Neuhaus (eds.), Politische Netzwerke durch Brief kom muni kation: Brief -
kultur der politischen Oppositionsbewegungen und frühen Arbeiter be wegungen im
19. Jahrhundert (Berlin, 2002).



simple reason that ‘the exchange of information is a crucial network
function’, as Mark Casson has pointed out.6 From an economic point
of view, networks structure not only the material flow of goods and
services but, more importantly, also the flow of information that is
indispensable for coordinating the material flows. In fact, there are
two categories of information, ‘factual’ and ‘moral’, and the latter is
needed for evaluating whether the former is accurate, relevant, and
reliable, and its source competent and honest.7 In a network structure
these flows are based on social relations, including mutual obliga-
tions, which reduces the cost of gathering information and assuring
its quality. Business networks are socially embedded and hence can
‘free-ride’ on social norms and values, common knowledge, and
modes of behaviour that are generated by other, generally public in -
sti tutions such as schools and universities, professional associations
and clubs, church, and family.8 These institutions also provide us
with patterns of knowledge, stereotypes, generalized experiences,
and so on, that shape and facilitate judgement and decision-making.
With regard to the early modern period we may assume that religion
had a considerable impact on economics, since the effect of the Bible
and basic Christian doctrine on the interpretation of the world
beyond the scope of strictly religious matters cannot be overestimat-
ed.9
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6 Mark Casson, Information and Organization: A New Perspective on the Theory
of the Firm (Oxford, 1997), 117.
7 Ibid. ch. 6.
8 Ibid. 135–9.
9 This is obvious, for example, in seventeenth and eighteenth-century med-
ical discourse which draws widely on biblical language. Cf. Martin Dinges
and Vincent Barras (eds.), Krankheit in Briefen im deutschen und französischen
Sprachraum, 17.–21. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 2007); Barbara Duden, ‘Medicine
and the History of the Body: The Lady of the Court’, in Jens Lachmund and
Gunnar Stollberg (eds.), The Social Construction of Illness (Stuttgart, 1992),
39–51; Roy Porter, Disease, Medicine and Society in England, 1550–1860 (2nd
edn. Cambridge, 1993), esp. 17–26. In addition, access to healthcare depend-
ed very much on network structures in the early modern period. Cf. Marjorie
K. McIntosh, ‘Networks of Care in Elizabethan English Towns: The Example
of Hadleigh, Suffolk’, in Peregrine Horden and Richard Smith (eds.), The
Locus of Care: Families, Communities, Institutions, and the Provision of Welfare
since Antiquity (London, 1998), 71–90; Sandra Cavallo, ‘Family Obligations
and Inequalities in Access to Care in Northern Italy, Seventeenth to Eight -



On the other hand, the more pluralistic and liberal a society, the
more ‘moral’ information is needed to minimize the risks of inade-
quate decision-making in business and misled coordination of mar-
ket activities.10 This also applies to early modern transnational rela-
tions and overseas trade, for a merchant had not only to follow the
formal and informal social and economic rules which he was accus-
tomed to, but also to familiarize himself with the different rules, cus-
toms, and conventions in the places which he travelled to and traded
with. Short-term and long-term migration was common among over-
seas merchants, and in transport and communication hubs such as
London, Amsterdam, and Hamburg, in particular, foreign and local
overseas merchants formed a community sharing the experience of
adapting to different sets of economic rules and social conventions.
In other words, they shared the experience of dealing with a degree
of pluralism uncommon elsewhere. 

It is tempting to call this acquired disposition ‘cosmopolitanism’.
Georg Simmel had something similar in mind when writing about
the merchant as a typical example of the sociological phenomenon of
an ‘alien’ (Fremder) who, as he put it, ‘is not an itinerant coming and
going, but a migrant coming and staying, yet still a potential traveller
in the sense that he has not overcome the independence (Gelöstheit) of
coming and going’. He is integrated into the local community yet
keeps at a distance from it at the same time. He displays a specific
‘flexibility and adaptability’, and neither his perceptions nor his
deliberations are bound by specific local traditions, notions, or inter-
ests. For Simmel, the ‘alien’s’ economic activities are, not coinciden-
tally, directed towards money and markets, and it is worth noting
that Simmel refers to two particular religious groups in this context,
namely, European Jews and Quakers.11 However, networks of mer-
chants committed to long-distance trade would tend to be cosmopol-
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eenth Centuries’, ibid. 90–110; Martin Dinges, ‘Self-Help and Reciprocity in
Parish Assistance: Bordeaux in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’, ibid.
111–25.
10 Casson, Information and Organization, 146–55, 166–7, 172–7, 191–3. Cf.
Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Value and the Creation of Prosperity (New
York, 1996).
11 Georg Simmel, Soziologie: Untersuchungen über die Formen der Ver ge sell -
schaftung (5th edn. Berlin, 1968), 509–12; cf. id., Philosophie des Geldes (3rd edn.
Munich, 1920), 219–28.



itan, and if cosmopolitan networks had to face a pluralism of ‘lan-
guages’, they also had to counterbalance the inherent insecurities and
instabilities.

Hence one characteristic of networks was (and is) of crucial
importance, namely, trust. Mark Casson has called this the ‘essence
of a network’ and defines trust as ‘a warranted belief that someone
else will honour their obligations, not merely because of material
incentives, but out of moral commitment too’.12 The family can be
regarded as a model of a high-trust network, at least historically.
Family ties were crucial in every sector of early modern society up to
the nineteenth century. Even merchant houses that operated global-
ly relied primarily on family-based networks. Often, important non-
familial links in their mercantile network were stabilized by mar-
riage.13 Even if kinship ties are not involved, networks are sustained
by social bonds. Long-term relationships based on the experience of
a series of successful reciprocal transactions tend to be less vulnera-
ble to minor infractions because it seems more costly to break off
such a relationship than to sustain it.

Trust cannot replace ‘moral’ information altogether, but it can,
and does, compensate for the inevitable lack of sufficiently compre-
hensive information susceptible of proof.14 Trust can be generated by
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12 Casson, Information and Organization, 118.
13 Many examples are given by Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, Deutsche Kaufleute
in London: Welthandel und Einbürgerung (1600–1818) (Munich, 2007); ead., ‘Die
frühen Hamburger merchant empires in London und deren internationale
Handelsnetze (1660–1815)’, Hamburger Wirtschafts-Chronik, NS 5 (2005), 7–34;
Klaus Weber, Deutsche Kaufleute im Atlantikhandel, 1680–1830 (Munich, 2004);
id., ‘La Migration huguenote dans le contexte de l’économique atlantique:
l’exemple de Ham bourg’, in Guido Braun and Susanne Lachenicht (eds.), Les
États allemands et les huguenots (Munich, 2007), 125–36; Klaus Weber and
Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, ‘Europäische Zentren deutscher “Commercial
Empires”: London, Cadiz und Bordeaux (1660–1830)’, in Frank Hatje and
Klaus Weber (eds.), Übersee handel und Handelsmetropolen in Europa und Asien,
17.–19. Jahrhundert (Hamburg, 2008), 18–60. This was also the case with the
business networks of the British cotton industry in the nineteenth century.
Mary B. Rose, Firms, Networks and Business Values: The British and American
Cot ton Industries since 1750 (Cambridge, 2000), ch. 3, esp. 58–9, 74–9. Cf. also
James Casey, Family and Community in Early Modern Spain: The Citizens of
Granada, 1570–1739 (Cambridge, 2007), chs. 4 and 5.
14 Simmel, Philosophie des Geldes, 164–5; Niklas Luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Me -



a wide array of indicators: conduct and lifestyle, dress and household
objects, social status and reputation, philanthropic commitment,
membership in certain clubs and associations, family, ethnicity, reli-
gion, and so on. Such features generate trust partly because they dis-
play a shared educational and cultural background, and partly
because they are based on a pre-existing faith in the trust of others,
especially in the case of reputation and honour, memberships, and
religious affiliations.15 It goes without saying that trust is more easi-
ly achieved in local communities with constant face-to-face contact
than in long-distance networks, where generating sustainable trust is
costlier.

Whatever it is that makes one member of a network trust another,
it is generally compatible with the standards and conventions of that
particular network.16 Religious commitment might be appreciated in
general because it will be assumed that it is aligned with moral com-
mitment. Membership in a religious network might per se generate
trust within a social or economic network. During the confessional
age, however, affiliation with a particular confession, denomination,
or sect might have the opposite effect. Among the leading industrial
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cha nismus der Reduktion sozialer Komplexität (3rd edn. Stuttgart, 1989); Hart -
mut Berghoff, ‘Vertrauen als ökonomische Schlüsselvariable: Zur Theorie
des Vertrauens und der Geschichte seiner privatwirtschaftlichen Produ k -
tion’, in Karl-Peter Ellerbrock and Clemens Wischermann (eds.), Die Wirt -
schaftsgeschichte vor der Herausforderung durch die New Institutional Economics
(Dortmund, 2004), 58–71; Stefan Gorißen, ‘Der Preis des Vertrauens: Un si -
cher  heit, Institutionen und Rationalität im vorindustriellen Fernhandel’, in
Ute Frevert (ed.), Vertrauen: Historische Annäherungen (Göttingen, 2003), 90–
118; Franz Mauelshagen, ‘Netzwerke des Vertrauens: Gelehrten kor res -
pondenzen und wissenschaftlicher Austausch in der Frühen Neuzeit’, ibid.
119–51.
15 David Sunderland, Social Capital, Trust, and the Industrial Revolution, 1780–
1880 (London, 2007), esp. 6–12, 15–30, 68–84. Cf. also Paul McLean, The Art of
the Network: Strategic Interaction and Patronage in Renaissance Florence (Dur -
ham, NC, 2007); Gunilla-Friederike Budde, ‘Familienvertrauen—Selbst ver -
trauen—Gesellschaftsvertrauen: Pädagogische Ideale und Praxis im 19. Jahr -
hundert’, in Ute Frevert (ed.), Vertrauen: Historische Annäherungen (Göt tin -
gen, 2003), 152–85.
16 The use of the term ‘standard’ is inspired by David Singh Grewal, Network
Power: The Social Dynamics of Globalization (New Haven, 2008), esp. 20–43,
58–62, 172–9. 



families in Lancashire, for example, kinship-based networks and
intermarriage patterns could be grouped according to denomination-
al divides, even in the nineteenth century.17 On the other hand, while
travelling through the USA in 1905, Max Weber noticed that being a
member of a particular denomination such as the Baptists or Quakers
was beneficial to establishing business relations not only with other
members, but with non-members as well,18 since the standards of the
denominational networks induced trust in general. Even though
business networks ‘free-ride’ on other social institutions, as Mark
Casson has put it, further investigation is required to determine
whether belonging to a religious network supported membership of
a mercantile one, irrespective of any legal frameworks that might
limit the economic activities of the members of one religious group
while giving full rights to the members of another.

Religious Groups and their Network Character

While it is true that networks can be detected everywhere and that
eighteenth-century Protestantism had a ‘sense of collective solidari-
ty’,19 it is also true that the religious groups and movements which
tried more radically to intensify personal piety and collaboration in
order to build the ‘kingdom of God’ in the light of vivid chiliastic
expectations were likely to organize and institutionalize their com-
munity as a network.20 These networks were designed to be ever-

226

FRANK HATJE

17 Rose, Firms, Networks and Business Values, 75.
18 Max Weber, ‘Die protestantischen Sekten und der Geist des Kapitalismus’,
in id., Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie (Tübingen, 1920), 207–36.
19 John Walsh, ‘ “Methodism” and the Origins of English-Speaking Evan gel -
ical ism’, in Mark A. Noll, David W. Bebbington, and George A. Rawly (eds.),
Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in North America,
the British Isles, and Beyond, 1700–1990 (New York, 1994), 19–37, esp. 20;
William Reginald Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening (Cambridge,
1992), 1–10.
20 Much of the following draws on Frank Hatje, ‘Revivalists Abroad: En -
counters and Transfers between Geman Pietism and English Evangelicalism
in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries’, in Stefan Manz, Margrit
Schulte Beerbühl, and John R. Davis (eds.), Migration and Transfer from
Germany to Britain, 1660–1914 (Munich, 2007), 65–80.



growing in terms of internal and external mission and by linking up
with other networks.21 The Quakers are a good case in point.22 The
rise of German Pietism owed much to the correspondence of August
Hermann Francke, who incessantly gathered and distributed infor-
mation by communicating with a total of some 5,000 partners, and to
the Pietist printing press at the Halle orphanage which published
periodicals, tracts, and Bibles.23 Evangelicalism operated on similar
lines on both sides of the Atlantic.24 Methodism was built on a net-
work structure that linked local (sub)networks, and even a cursory
reading of John Wesley’s diaries reveals an enormous flow of infor-
mation within and between the sub-networks. The Moravian Church
(Brüder-Unität) provides another striking example. It was based at
Herrnhut in Silesia, and on their mission to set up bonds of fellow-
ship with other ‘children of God’ the Moravian brothers not only
spread over Germany and Switzerland, but also extended their net-
work to Britain and its north American colonies. Again, there was a
constant flow of information across the Atlantic—on religious and
missionary matters, on the extension of the network itself, and on
social, moral, and very material aspects of congregational life.25 And,
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21 Cf. Hartmut Lehmann, ‘Pietistic Millenarianism in Late Eighteenth-Cen -
tury Germany: The Transformation of Political Culture’, in Eckhart Hellmut
(ed.), The Transformation of Political Culture: England and Germany in the Late
Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1990), 327–38.
22 Sünne Juterczenka, Über Gott und die Welt: Endzeitvisionen, Reformdebatten
und die europäische Quäkermission in der Frühen Neuzeit (Göttingen, 2008);
Hermann Wellenreuther, Glaube und Politik in Pennsylvania 1681–1776: Die
Wandlungen der Obrigkeitsdoktrin und des Peace Testimony der Quäker (Cologne,
1972); Frederick B. Tolles, Quakers and the Atlantic Culture (New York, 1960).
23 For an extensive introduction see the contributions by Martin Brecht in id.
(ed.), Geschichte des Pietismus, 4 vols. (Göttingen, 1990–2004), i.
24 Susan O’Brien, ‘Eighteenth-Century Publishing Networks in the First Years
of Transatlantic Evangelicalism’, in Mark A. Noll, David W. Bebbington, and
George A. Rawly (eds.), Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Pro test -
ant ism in North America, the British Isles, and Beyond, 1700–1990 (New York,
1994), 38–57; Walsh, ‘ “Methodism” and the Origins of English-Speaking
Evan gelicalism’; David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A
History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London, 1989).
25 Colin Podmore, The Moravian Church in England, 1728–1760 (Oxford, 1998);
Carola Wessel, Delaware-Indianer und Herrnhuter Mission im Upper Ohio
Valley, 1772–1781 (Tübingen, 1999).



finally, the Deutsche Christentumsgesellschaft (German Christian
Fellowship) should be mentioned. Founded in 1779–80 as a network
designed to promote ‘true faith’, it was partly inspired by the English
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge. Its network structure
consisted of a Select Committee in Basel and various sub-societies, in -
cluding a number of individual corresponding members. Their net-
work standard was essentially their opposition to rationalism and the
influence of the Enlightenment on Protestant theology. Soon after
1800 the Christentumsgesellschaft, the Religious Tract Society, the
London Missionary Society, and the British and Foreign Bible Society
were linked by the activities of Carl Friedrich Adolph Steinkopf, for-
mer secretary of the Christentumsgesellschaft, who was appointed
pastor of the German Lutheran Savoy Church in London. This fusion
of networks subsequently resulted in the foundation of a number of
German Bible and tract societies which, in the first half of the nine-
teenth century, were supported and subsidized by their English
counterparts.26

How do the Mennonites fit into this picture? Mennonite doctrine
focused less on the sacraments than on the notion of the congregation
as the ‘holy body of Christ’. It radically emphasized the general
priesthood of all the faithful.27 This gave Mennonism a vital network
character. Membership, which was voluntary, was conferred by the
individual’s confession of faith sealed by adult baptism. It was sus-
tained by conduct that constantly complied with ‘true faith’, which
was believed to lead to a rejection of sin and the embrace of a godly
life led ‘in this world’ yet apart from it. There was neither a church
hierarchy nor a body of professional, specially trained clergy or
teachers that might have provided an institutional structure or doc-
trinal homogeneity. Preachers, who also administered baptism, com-
munion, weddings, and so on, were usually laymen who had proved
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26 See Hatje, ‘Revivalists Abroad’, 76–9 with further references.
27 T. Alberda-Van der Zijpp, ‘ “Het Offer des Heeren”: Geloof en getuigenis
van de martelaren’, in S. Groenveld, J. P. Jacopszoon, and S. L. Verheus (eds.),
Wederdopers, Menisten, Doopsgezinden in Nederland 1530–1980 (Zut phen, 1981),
46–61, esp. 54–7. For the practical consequences, see Michael D. Driedger,
Obedient Heretics: Mennonite Identities in Lutheran Hamburg and Altona during
the Confessional Age (Aldershot, 2002); Richard K. MacMaster, Land, Piety,
Peoplehood: The Establishment of Mennonite Communities in America 1683–1790
(Scottdale, Pa., 1985), esp. 183–205.



themselves to be spiritually gifted. They were generally recruited
from the congregation’s well-to-do strata, as were the elders who
formed the congregational council, which was elected by the local
congregation.

The belief that the congregation represented the ‘holy body of
Christ’ required that every local Mennonite community had to be
pure and unsullied by sin. The conduct of its members was therefore
subject not only to social control, but also to church discipline. Its
strongest instrument was the ban, which involved breaking off all
social contact with a culprit until he or she publicly repented. To dis-
cipline misconduct such as drunkenness or quarrelling and to ban
economic misbehaviour such as deception, refusing payment, or
fraudulent bankruptcy (in some congregations bankruptcy in gener-
al),28 not only seemed indispensable from a doctrinal point of view,
but was also a device for fending off interference by the public
authorities and upholding the reputation of the congregation’s mem-
bers. This included the congregational council settling conflicts,
administering poor relief,29 and keeping a check on immigrants. All
migrants who wanted to join the congregation had to produce a cer-
tificate from their former congregation attesting their baptism and
good conduct.30 This kind of self-regulation averted public attention
and can be regarded as a survival strategy in the face of the persecu-
tions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. At the same time, it
enforced moral values such as honesty, sobriety, and frugality in per-
sonal matters and lifestyle, as well as diligence and reliability in busi-
ness—virtues that generate trust.

Although baptism was voluntary in principle, a family was ex -
pected to baptize its children in their late teens or early twenties,
often shortly before marriage. Unsurprisingly, but importantly from
a network point of view, Mennonites chose their marriage partners
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28 J. A. Oosterhuis, ‘Vlekken en rimpels: Over verdeeldheid en hereniging’,
in Groenveld, Jacopszoon, and Verheus (eds.), Wederdopers, Menisten, 62–83,
esp. 66–71. Instructive examples of the practice of church discipline at Altona
are given by Driedger, Obedient Heretics, passim.
29 Little research has been done on Mennonite poor relief. Cf. for the Dutch
congregations S. Groenveld, ‘“Sy laeten geenen Beedelaer onder haer zyn”:
Diaconale zorg vóór 1900’, in ead., Jacopszoon, and Verheus (eds.), Weder -
dopers, Menisten, 119–45.
30 Driedger, Obedient Heretics, 28.



almost exclusively from within their religious group, although not
always from among the families of their own local congregation.
Throughout the seventeenth century endogamy produced strong
familial ties enforced by church discipline because the congregation
had to approve of marriages. In the course of the eighteenth century,
however, mixed marriages became increasingly frequent. In Krefeld,
the most important of Mennonite congregations of the Lower Rhine -
land, both partners were Mennonites in only 17 per cent of all mar-
riages by the end of the century. In Altona, on the other hand, the
marriage registers reveal two competing trends. While mixed mar-
riages were more and more common among middle-class and lower-
class Mennonites, the leading wealthy families clung to endogamy
even more strictly.31

In addition to church discipline and family tradition, there were
other features that maintained the coherence of Mennonite network
standards. Although seventeenth and eighteenth-century Men non -
ites did not have much in common with Anabaptists who, in the
early sixteenth century, were among the radical wing of the Refor -
mation movements,32 they were suspected of being religious radicals
and politically unreliable, especially in Germany and Switzer land.
They therefore suffered from hostility and persecution until the eight -
eenth century, while in the Dutch Republic they were tolerated and
regarded as respected members of society much earlier. Even though
the intensity of intolerance and persecution experienced by the
Mennonites diminished during the seventeenth century, the memory
of martyrdom largely shaped their identity,33 both in religious terms,
because they believed that they were among those elected to eternal
salvation, and in social terms, because to survive under hostile con-
ditions they needed to develop a high degree of congregational self-
organization, including networking. At the end of the seventeenth
century, when some congregations in the Lower Rhineland were
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(Mitte des 17. Jahrhunderts bis 1815) (Göttingen, 2007), 128–9.
32 Driedger, Obedient Heretics, 10–14; Sjouke Volstraa, ‘De roerige jaren dertig:
Het begin van de doperse beweging’, in Groenveld, Jacopszoon, and Verheus
(eds.), Wederdopers, Menisten, 10–24; I. B. Horst, ‘De strijd om het fundament
des geloofs: Van melchiorieten tot menisten’, ibid. 25–45.
33 Driedger, Obedient Heretics, 30; MacMaster, Land, Piety, Peoplehood, 25–7, 33.



under pressure and their members were being imprisoned, Dutch
congregations raised money and mobilized their political connec-
tions on behalf of their brethren.34

Another way to maintain a sense of identity was by travelling and
migration. Numerous Mennonites from the Baltic and North Sea
coastal regions temporarily joined the congregation at Altona, and it
was common practice for preachers from one place to assist a preach-
er in another, to help out in the case of a vacancy, or to be invited to
hold a series of sermons when stopping over on a journey.35 Finally,
the extensive use of printed sermons, hymn books, and devotional
literature should be mentioned.36

The networks of Mennonism shaped by religion seem to have
generated trust, both among members and business partners beyond
the confines of membership. Apart from their Anabaptist legacy,
however, there were other inhibiting factors. First, numerous quarrels
within Dutch congregations about the extent of leadership exercised
by the elders and the rigours of church discipline led to a number of
schisms. By 1600 Mennonism had split into eight factions, which
meant that several separate Mennonite congregations existed in many
Dutch towns. By 1650 most of them had re-united, yet shortly after-
wards a division among the Amsterdam Mennonites resulted in a
long-lasting split between the more confessional Zonists and the doc-
trinally more liberal Lamists, who had a more spiritualistic piety, and
did not shrink from contact with Remonstrants and Moravians.37 The
van der Smissens, incidentally, were Lamists. In Amsterdam the two
cousins visited the family of the famous, but by then deceased,
Joannes Deknatel (1698–1759) on several occasions.38 Deknatel was a
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preacher from the Lamist congregation, influenced by the teachings
of Count Zinzendorf, and very much attached to the Moravians,39

like Gysbert III van der Smissen, father of Jacob Gysbert. After the
death of his first wife, Jacob Gysbert married Joannes Deknatel’s
daughter Hillegonda Jacoba (1750–1817) in 1796.40

Secondly, although Mennonites strove for the kingdom of God,
they refrained from pursuing it actively after the disastrous experi-
ence of setting up a chiliastic regime by force. Until the nineteenth
century they did not develop any missionary activities, unlike the
Quakers or the Moravians. Therefore religious networking beyond
their own confines was not a prime issue for them.41 However, many
migrated, either because their congregations were persecuted or ex -
pelled, or because economic and living conditions were un favour -
able. Some went from Flanders or Brabant to Holland or Friesland,
and from there to the German North Sea and Baltic coasts up to
Danzig and Prussia. Others went from Zurich or Berne to the Palat -
inate or the Lower Rhineland, and from there via England to North
America.42 Crossing the Atlantic in particular was often a re sponse to
contacts with Quaker missionaries.43 Notwithstanding the internal
divisions among the Mennonite factions, these moves meant that
Mennonite networks were geographically extended and gave them a
character of displacement that resembles the notion of ‘cosmopoli-
tanism’ developed above.

Thirdly, wherever Mennonites settled they needed protection and
authorities that tolerated them, and they had to persuade them to
accept the three basic principles of their faith: (1) non-resistance,
which included not bearing arms and consequently not doing mili-
tary service or joining militias; (2) the refusal to swear any oath that
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contained an invocation of the Holy Trinity, which, of course, was a
problem in any legal matter, so that the authorities had to warrant
the validity of the formula Mennonites used instead; and (3) the
refusal to accept any public office, which was a consequence of the
former two principles. Toleration was less of a problem in the Dutch
Republic. In Germany, the best way to obtain the privileges they
needed in order to settle in a non-Mennonite environment was to
become economically so important that the establishment of a con-
gregation appeared desirable to the authorities for fiscal reasons.
This was achieved in Altona under Danish rule in the seventeenth
century by shipowning, shipbuilding, and trade, and in Krefeld
under Prussian rule in the eighteenth century by means of textile,
especially silk, manufacturing.44 In the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury the Mennonites seemed to adapt to their social and civic envi-
ronment. It may be assumed that this was due in part to outside pres-
sure and in part to a tendency to adopt the network standards of their
non-Mennonite business partners. In any case, conflicts arising from
non-resistance and oath-refusal were generally looked upon quite
leniently by the congregational councils. Political offices were accept-
ed, and their frugal lifestyle and simple black attire gave way to mod-
erate but conspicuous consumption in line with their socio-econom-
ic status.45
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Limitations and Opportunities: 
Co-religionists and Business Partners

Around 1576 Gysbert I van der Smissen fled from Brabant to escape
warfare and persecution.46 He turned first to the duchy of Cleves and
in 1584 settled at Haarlem, a Mennonite stronghold in the Dutch
Republic.47 While his son Jan stayed there and founded the Dutch
branch of the van der Smissen family, which subsequently extended
to Amsterdam and a number of other places, his son Daniel went to
Friedrichstadt in the duchy of Holstein-Gottorf. This town had been
founded in 1621 to shelter Dutch Remonstrants who had just been
defeated in their struggle with the more rigid mainstream of Calvin -
ism. Mennonites followed them and eventually had a pre-eminent
share in the town’s prosperity measured by the taxes they paid. The
Mennonite merchant families not only dominated the export of
agrarian products (grain, cheese, butter, pork, bacon) to Britain,
Holland, Spain, France, and Hamburg, but they also owned large
amounts of land. At the beginning of the eighteenth century the
Mennonite burgomaster Nicolaes Ovens, for example, owned or
rented more than 530 ha (1,310 acres). In the course of the century,
much of the town’s economic significance shifted to Altona, and the
Mennonite congregation decreased in size.48

Daniel van der Smissen’s son Gysbert II left Friedrichstadt with
his mother and step-father, and in 1644 became a burgher of Glück -
stadt on the Lower Elbe. In the same year he married in Emden.
Gysbert II van der Smissen established a bakery and a brewery, trad-
ed with grain, and began to trade overseas in the 1670s. Around 1680,
the van der Smissens shifted their business activities from Glückstadt
to Altona, where Hinrich I (son of Gysbert II) set up a merchant
house in 1682.
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Altona, situated on the banks of the river Elbe less than three
miles from Hamburg, had grown from a small village to a population
of some 12,000 by 1700 under the impact of favourable economic
privileges granted by the Danish king in 1664, and religious privi-
leges dating back to 1601 that allowed Calvinists, Mennonites, Jews,
and, to a certain extent, even Catholics to practise their religion
freely, which these religious minorities were prohibited from doing
in neighbouring Lutheran Hamburg.49 Hamburg, on the other hand,
had become one of Europe’s major port cities by 1600 with a vast hin-
terland and a growing population that numbered some 75,000 by
1700. This development benefited largely from immigration, in par-
ticular from Dutch and Sephardic migrants who transferred their
capital, networks, and know-how from Antwerp, Amsterdam, and a
host of other cities to the rising metropolis. Hamburg, therefore, had
a large merchant community and an elaborate mercantile infrastruc-
ture, while the van der Smissens built the first port facilities in
Altona. Two factors converted the alleged rivalry between the two
cities into something of mutual benefit. First, many merchants who
belonged to a religious minority conducted their business in Ham -
burg and practised their religion in Altona, forming a network that
crossed the border between Danish Altona and the Free Imperial City
of Hamburg, which claimed neutral and independent status.
Secondly, the merchants of each city could find merchants in the
other who would help them to ship their goods under either the
Danish flag or the flag of Hamburg, so that any restrictions imposed
by mercantilist policies or warfare could be overcome.50

235

Religion and Trade

49 Franklin Kopitzsch, Grundzüge einer Sozialgeschichte in Hamburg und Altona
(2nd edn. Hamburg, 1990), 216–40; Joachim Whaley, Religiöse Toleranz und
sozialer Wandel in Hamburg, 1529–1819 (Hamburg, 1992).
50 Frank Hatje, ‘Libertät, Neutralität und Commercium: Zu den politischen
Vor aussetzungen für Hamburgs Handel (1550–1900)’, in id. and Klaus
Weber (eds.), Überseehandel und Handelsmetropolen in Europa und Asien, 17.–20.
Jahrhundert (Hamburg, 2008), 213–47; cf. also Pierrick Pourchasse, ‘Probleme
des französischen Nordeuropahandels im 18. Jahrhundert’, ibid. 249–81;
Toshiaki Tamaki, ‘Amsterdam, London und Hamburg—A Tale of Three
Cities: Niederländische Beiträge zur europäischen Wirtschaft und zum Auf -
stieg des britischen Empire’, ibid. 61–90. For the Dutch immigration see
Alexander Nikolajczyk, ‘Integriert oder ausgegrenzt? Die Stellung der nie -
der   ländischen Einwanderer im frühneuzeitlichen Hamburg’, Hamburger
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The firm which Hinrich I van der Smissen established in Altona
was mainly engaged in shipowning and forwarding and commis-
sioning trade. He also set up a bakery producing ships’ biscuits,
which represented the backbone of family tradition. In fact, it was the
only part of the company that survived its collapse in 1824.51 In 1685
Hinrich I van der Smissen associated with Jan Elias Münster, a
Mennonite of Dutch descent, who had previously equipped whaling
ships in Hamburg and now looked to Altona as a base for his busi-
ness.52 This might have been precautionary, since in 1691 the Danish
Crown made attempts to prevent the Hanseatic cities from whaling.
This, of course, did not affect Danish subjects residing in Altona. 

An association between two Dutch Mennonites for the purpose of
sending out whaling ships to Greenland (or rather, Spitzbergen) was
not altogether surprising. Between 1670 and 1740, thirty-one ship -
owners committed to whaling can be traced. Twenty-six of them
were either Mennonites or Dutch immigrants or, in two out of three
cases, both. Moreover, the factory producing whale-oil in Altona was
completely owned by Mennonites from both cities, including Hinrich
van der Smissen and his brother-in-law Lucas Kramer, who was a
leading figure in Hamburg’s whaling industry.53 Hinrich’s father,
Gysbert II, had also equipped whaling ships (his shareholders were
Mennonites and his captain Dutch). In fact, he co-founded the
Glückstadt whaling society in 1671.54

As in many other economic areas, Holland was in the lead with
regard to whaling. Dutch whaling ships were already being sent out
in the 1610s,55 and when, in 1643, a small group of merchants in
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Hamburg established a Societas Groenlandiae that was granted the
right to operate around Spitzbergen by the Danish king, the first ves-
sels were actually equipped in Amsterdam, where experienced
sailors and the requisite know-how were more easily available. In the
1660s and 1670s, however, warfare between Britain and the Dutch
Republic put a complete halt to Dutch whaling, and Hamburg’s
whaling fleet obviously benefited from this. It is not unlikely that
Dutch capital was invested in Hamburg’s whaling industry during
that period, but in any case, neutral Hamburg covered at least part of
the shortages caused by warfare. Subsequently, the fleets from
Holland and Hamburg sailed jointly on several occasions and were
protected against French privateers by a joint force of convoy ships
(for example, in 1676 and 1691).

For Hinrich I van der Smissen the commitment to whaling ended
in 1703, when it became almost impossible to send out ships because
of the War of the Spanish Succession. The van der Smissens never
returned to this industry, but subsequently acted as shareholders for
some Mennonite in-laws who equipped vessels for Greenland from
1722.56 In the eighteenth century the field was increasingly covered
by merchants of neither Dutch nor Mennonite affiliation. Admit -
tedly, this seventeenth-century network was not fully cosmopolitan,
but it helps to define one function of religion and ethnicity in busi-
ness networks. Whaling was risky and required substantial capital,
but promised large returns. A solid, high-trust network structure was
obviously perceived as minimizing the costs arising from the risks. In
this case, the structure was based on, and guaranteed by, a faith
shared by the members of the network, and the information flow was
communicated in a common language that was distinct from the one
spoken in the surrounding local society. Until the 1780s Mennonites
used Dutch in religious services, private life, and in business, at least
amongst themselves.57 Along with the need for advanced knowl-
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edge, this also contributed to oligopolizing the whaling industry for
some decades.

Sustainability: Kinship, Confession, and Capital

The van der Smissens’ membership of the local Mennonite merchant
network was underpinned by highly endogamous marriage patterns.
Hinrich I was an in-law of most of the leading Mennonite families in
Altona, Hamburg, and Friedrichstadt.58 Even more striking is the
degree of intermarriage with the Linnich family. Hinrich I van der
Smissen’s daughter married Andreas Linnich, and his sons Hinrich II
and Gysbert III married nieces of Andreas Linnich. (Only Cathalina
van der Smissen did not marry a Linnich. She married Abraham
Hingsberg, who will feature below.) This pattern corresponded to the
business relations between the two families. They held so many
shares in each other’s vessels that, as shipowners, they could be mis-
taken for one company. Throughout the eighteenth century this reci-
procity left little scope for other merchants to invest their capital in
the enterprises of the van der Smissens and vice versa.59 In his will,
Hinrich I split his real estate on the banks of the Elbe, including ware-
houses and port facilities, into four and bequeathed one part to each
of his children. According to Hinrich I’s last will the firm was to be
owned and run by his sons and, in future, jointly by one descendant
of each of his sons.60 Gysbert III therefore strengthened kinship ties.
His son Jacob Gysbert married a Linnich and his daughter married
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her first cousin, Hinrich III (son and heir of Hinrich II).61 This was not
untypical. Intermarriages between the Roosen and de Vlieger fami-
lies were so carefully arranged that at one point a Roosen was heir to
his father both by birth and marriage. Marriages among close rela-
tives are also reported from the von der Leyens, who for decades
maintained a monopoly of Krefeld’s silk industry.62

This marriage pattern was intended to stabilize the local basis of
capital and trade, but it also absorbed the potential for a family-based
extension of the van der Smissen networks. In this respect it contrasts
with the family-based networking techniques employed by other
early modern ‘merchant empires’. It seems that they did not employ
other current techniques.

Mercantile network patterns suggest that the sons of the van der
Smissens would serve their apprenticeships with business partners
abroad.63 This was the case with Gysbert III, who stayed in London
in 1732–3. His brother Hinrich II, however, was sent to Haarlem, as
were two of his grandsons, one of whom stayed with a descendant of
the Dutch branch of the family. Hinrich II’s son, Hinrich III, was
apprenticed to a relative in Hamburg (Hinrich Theunis de Jager) who
was childless and considered making him his heir. Jacob Gysbert, son
of Gysbert III, found a patron in Rotterdam (Hendrik Hering), but it
is not certain whether this was because of a business relationship or
because his patron’s brother-in-law was related to the Dutch branch
of the van der Smissens.64 Gysbert IV, on the other hand, was sent to
a Mennonite business partner at Hoorn (Cornelis Ris), the uncle of a
Mennonite preacher named Beets who was related to the van der
Smissens.65 All of them returned home immediately, except for Jacob
I Jr., who trained as a merchant in Westphalia (in a company run by
Quakers) and in Düsseldorf, and spent the next ten years (1801–10) as
an employee of several merchant houses in London, Marseille, Lyon,
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and Paris before returning to the Elbe. This evidence leads us to con-
clude that the van der Smissens might have considered a Dutch
Mennonite background more important for their sons’ education than
an introduction to business relations and business practices abroad.

Expanding Trade: Crossing Borders, Switching Networks

The merchant house of Hinrich van der Smissen (from 1737 Hinrich
van der Smissen Söhne) did, however, operate an international trade
network. At the present stage of research it is unclear how the van
der Smissens organized their overseas trade, established their vari-
ous networks, and who belonged to them, especially in relation to
their Spanish trade. As a result of shifting opportunities and risks
resulting from the War of the Spanish Succession, Hinrich I van der
Smissen had turned to exporting linen from Silesia to Cadiz around
1703–4.66 He was not the only merchant in Hamburg and Altona to
do so. Subsequently Hamburg became a major transit port for the
export of Silesian textiles, and the next two generations of the van der
Smissens had a share in this trade.67 They also expanded their
Spanish trade. By the end of the eighteenth century, one of their ves-
sels regularly put in at Cadiz, Lisbon, or Malaga carrying wood,
linen, wheat, and other goods. At Cadiz it took on board salt, which
was shipped across the Atlantic to Charleston, and from Charleston
it returned to Hamburg with rice, tobacco, and coffee. From time to
time it stopped in Georgetown or St Thomas. In the 1790s the Ham -
burg–Cadiz–Charleston triangle alternated with the route Ham -
burg–Archangel–Amsterdam–Charleston.68 Although Ham burg’s

240

FRANK HATJE

66 Münte, Das Altonaer Handelshaus, 86–7.
67 Weber, Kaufleute im Atlantikhandel, 279–81; id. and Schulte Beerbühl, ‘Euro -
pä ische Zentren’, 38–43. Cf. Marcel Boldorf, ‘The Rise and Fall of Silesian
Merchant Guilds in the International Trade Net (1700–1850)’, in Margrit
Schulte Beerbühl and Jörg Vögele (eds.), Spinning the Commercial Web: Inter -
national Trade, Merchants, and Commercial Cities, c.1640–1939 (Franfurt am
Main, 2004), 87–97; Rainer Ramcke, Die Beziehungen zwischen Hamburg und
Österreich im 18. Jahrhundert: Kaiserlich-reichsstädtisches Verhältnis im Zeichen
von Handels- und Finanzinteressen (Hamburg, 1969), passim.
68 More detailed data is given by Jens Jacob Eschels, Lebensbeschreibung eines
alten Seemannes: Von ihm selbst und zunächst für seine Familie geschrieben (1st



mer chants ranked immediately after Britain and the Dutch Republic
in the Archangel trade throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, it is not unlikely that the route Archangel–Amsterdam was
introduced as a result of the van der Smissens’ relations with Men -
nonite merchants in Amsterdam. Dutch trade with Russian Arch -
angel was almost exclusively in the hands of Amsterdam’s Men non -
ite and Lutheran merchants.69

From the start, business relations with the ports on the Frisian and
Dutch North Sea coast, such as Emden, Harlingen, Hoorn, Amster -
dam, and Rotterdam, understandably played a significant part. In the
diary Jacob Gysbert van der Smissen kept while travelling with his
cousin in 1766–8, he recorded everyone he met, everyone with whom
he had a cup of tea (mostly women), smoked a pipe (only men), and
shared a glass of wine. In fact, the two cousins spent most of their
time networking. They saw people whom Jacob Gysbert had met on
previous trips; relatives or friends functioned as intermediaries gen-
erating new contacts; they paid visits to their fathers’ and grandfa-
thers’ old friends (and business partners); and they were introduced
to friends of friends. These people can be grouped into three cat -
egories: relatives (mostly referred to as neef or nigt); Mennonites (un -
less referred to by their position as a minister, deacon, or elder, they
were given the attribute vrind, ‘friend’, or respectfully ‘a god-fearing
person’); and trade agents (correspondenten). These relations dis-
played a great deal of stability. In Almelo the two cousins met
Johannes ten Caten and on this occasion it was remembered that their
grandfather, Hinrich I van der Smissen had stayed with ten Caten’s
grandfather some fifty years before.70

Throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries Lon -
don was among the most important merchant cities in the van der
Smissen network. It is not known exactly when business relations
with English partners were established, but this might be connected
with the fact that Jacobus van der Smissen, a member of the Am ster -
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dam branch of the family, established a merchant house in the
English capital slightly before 1704.71 In any case, the van der Smis -
sens were among the shipowners who organized regular traffic
between Hamburg and London in the 1770s,72 and a list of debtors
and creditors dating from 1806 contains twenty-three firms in Lon -
don, seven in Hull, three in Sheffield, and two each in Man chester
and Birmingham.73 Although evidence is scarce, these business part-
ners were by no means exclusively or predominantly Mennonites.
On the other hand, it seems unlikely that merchants such as the van
der Smissens, who put so much emphasis on religious affiliation and
the trust it generated (which reduced the cost of their information-
gathering), should set this factor aside in a foreign market so crucial
to them.

Nor did they. They merely switched to another religious network
that was able to generate trust because its standards were close
enough to their own. In 1766–7 Hinrich III and Jacob Gysbert van der
Smissen spent a considerable amount of time meeting people and
attending sermons of evangelical piety, including visits to prominent
Methodists, Baptists, and Quakers. When the van der Smissen
cousins arrived in London, they immediately met their general agent,
Thomas Walduck, and on their second day plans were made to visit
the London merchant Richard How’s landed estate near Bedford.
Both were Quakers.74 There had been early contacts between the
Mennonite congregation in Altona and the Quaker missionaries, and
around 1700 a group of families had sailed to Pennsylvania.75

Although doctrinal differences and the struggle for acceptance by the
authorities gave rise to controversies, the two denominations had
enough common features. But it was not only out of a general affinity
or the result of coincidence that the van der Smissen cousins were
repeatedly invited to How’s estate. Richard How’s sister was married
to Hermann Hingsberg, a Mennonite merchant with relations in Am -
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ster dam and Altona.76 One of them, Abraham Hingsberg, was Hinrich
I van der Smissen’s son-in-law. Richard How had met Hinrich I van
der Smissen when he visited Altona in 1732, and they had agreed that
Gilbert III should serve his apprenticeship at How’s merchant house
in London.77 The contact must have been longer lasting than the sur-
viving sources suggest, for in 1745–9 Richard How II went to Altona
to stay and work with Hinrich van der Smissen Söhne,78 and from
1769 to 1771 Gilbert III put up Richard How’s II stepson, Thomas
Ramsay, who learnt German and studied trade with him.79

What we notice here is an extension of the business network
beyond the confines of the Mennonite diaspora, initiated by person-
al contacts via familial ties. This has further consequences. The
lifestyle of London merchants obviously appealed to Gilbert III and
Jacob Gysbert van der Smissen, and in Quakers such as Richard How
they found a model for reconciling their traditional moral values
with the fact of being merchants. The global networking approach
inherent in English evangelicalism, it seems, suited their way of
thinking as overseas merchants much better than the locally confined
rigour of Mennonite congregations. We may therefore assume that
these encounters had lasting results.
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Spreading the Gospel: Fusing Networks, Crossing Borders

These assumptions are supported by the involvement of Jacob
Gysbert van der Smissen in the Deutsche Christentumsgesellschaft,
an explicitly transconfessional Pietist network inspired by English
evangelicalism. Jacob Gysbert van der Smissen must have been put
in touch with the Christentumsgesellschaft by a business partner. In
the first members’ list he is named as a corresponding member of the
sub-society in Nuremberg.80 From his travel diary we may conclude
that the van der Smissens had a large number of transactions with
their correspondent there,81 who was presumably Johann Tobias
Kieß ling, one of the figures pivotal in organizing the transfer of
Bibles and tracts to Austria after Joseph II had issued an edict pro-
claiming tolerance of Protestants.82 In the second listing we find a
sub-society in Altona and among its members are Hinrich III, Jacob
Gysbert van der Smissen, and a Johann Conrad Haas from Nurem -
berg, a van der Smissen employee who was in charge of their corre-
spondence with the Christentumsgesellschaft.83

When Carl Friedrich Adolph Steinkopf, former secretary of the
Christentumgesellschaft and a friend of Jacob Gysbert van der
Smissen went to London, he merged the network of evangelicalism
with that of the Christentumsgesellschaft, as mentioned above. Van
der Smissen became a mediator of crucial importance in this transna-
tional network. Mail, money, Bibles, and tracts from England arrived
at his house and were dispatched to their destinations in Germany
and vice versa. Even members travelling to and fro stayed with him,
or paid a visit before continuing their journey.84 In a report on the
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state of affairs, the secretary of the Christentumsgesellschaft wrote in
1806: ‘Altona is one of our most important places of dispatch for the
select committee. Mr Jacob Gisbert van der Smissen still takes an inti-
mate part in the affairs of our society. He dispatches our periodical,
maintains a very amiable correspondence, sends his not insignificant
annual contribution, is ready to do anything and dispatches all our
correspondence and mail to England bearing all expenses himself.’85 

In fact, most of the transactions between the British and Foreign
Bible Society and the German Bible societies, between the Religious
Tract Society and various distribution centres such as Nuremberg or
Basel, went via Altona, especially between 1806 and 1814 when com-
munication was hampered by the Napoleonic Wars. In the end Jacob
Gysbert van der Smissen acquired an outstanding reputation not
only in the network of the Christentumsgesellschaft, but also in Brit -
ain as a whole. In 1814 he was honoured by the Religious Tract
Society, which made him ‘Honorary Governor for Life’ for ‘very es -
sential services’.86 Further research, especially on the relationship
between Kießling and van der Smissen, will show more clearly that
the religious network used an economic network in this case. The
Anglo-German evangelical network almost replaced the former Men -
nonite one, but not lastingly. In the course of the nineteenth century
most members of the van der Smissen family returned to Mennonism
in a stricter sense.

The core business of the van der Smissen cousins was less suc-
cessful in weathering the Napoleonic era. In 1805 they still owned
seven ships; in 1806 they had to sell one which had been seized at
Fried rich stadt; and in 1807 Britain confiscated another four, which
were never returned. In addition, British government regulations
against Danish merchants in 1807 resulted in a loss of more than
100,000 marks. The losses of the years 1808 to 1814 amounted to
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another 296,000 marks. The company Hinrich van der Smissen Söhne
never recovered from these blows, and it collapsed in 1824 when a
German merchant in London refused to accept a bill of exchange.87

The case of the van der Smissens demonstrates that religious and
economic networks can be mutually supportive, as far as both infor-
mation flow and generating trust is concerned. It also suggests that
some religious networks are more appropriate to support commer-
cial networks than others, and that it may be advisable either to
adjust standards, to switch over to another network, or to widen the
scope of a religious network in order to meet the needs of transna-
tional or even global business networks. But, ultimately, reputation
and trust generated by one network can neither replace nor compen-
sate for severe flaws that become apparent in another. In the case of
Jacob Gysbert van der Smissen, it is tempting to call the outcome
tragic.

87 The collapse is widely dealt with by Münte, Das Altonaer Handelshaus and
Rauert and Kümpers-Greve, Van der Smissen.
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