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i. State of Research

Historical research on the development of credit markets has become
an interesting field for the application of approaches based on net-
work theory and analysis. The methodologically most advanced
studies1 on credit markets in recent years have been conducted in
France by social and economic historians Gilles postel-Vinay and
laurence Fontaine.2 By gathering and evaluating random samples of
notarial documents from all over France, postel-Vinay has shown in
his microhistorical pilot study La terre et l’argent how local credit mar-
kets were organized and how important the reputation of the debtor
and the creditor as well as the transparency of creditworthiness were.
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1 For the current state of research see Carola lipp, ‘Aspekte der mikrohis-
torischen und kulturanthropologischen kreditforschung’, in Jürgen Schlum -
bohm (ed.), Soziale Praxis des Kredits 16.–20. Jahrhundert (Hanover, 2007),
15–36; Mark Häberlein, ‘kreditbeziehungen und kapitalmärkte vom 16. bis
zum 19. Jahrhundert’, ibid. 37–53. up-to-date trends are shown in Gabriele
B. Clemens (ed.), Schuldenwert und Schuldenlast: Kreditnetzwerke in der euro -
päischen Geschichte 1300-1900 (Trier, 2008); phillipp R. Schofield and Thijs
lambrecht (eds.), Credit and the Rural Economy in North-Western Europe,
c.1200-c.1850 (Turnhout, 2009).
2 philip T. Hoffman, Gilles postel-Vinay, and Jean-laurent Rosenthal (eds.),
Priceless Markets: The Political Economy of Credit in Paris, 1660–1870 (Chicago,
2000); Gilles postel-Vinay, La terre et l’argent: l’agriculture et le crédit en France
du XVIIIe au début du XXe siècle (paris, 1998); laurence Fontaine et al. (eds.),
Des personnes aux institutions: réseaux et culture du crédit du XVIe au XXe siècle
en Europe (louvain-la-Neuve, 1997); laurence Fontaine, ‘Antonio and Shy -
lock: Credit and Trust in France, c.1680–c.1780’, Economic History Review,
54/1 (2001), 39–57.
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He was able to demonstrate the significance of so-called strong ties,
which refer to relations between relatives or clients, but he also con-
sidered weak ties, such as those between neighbours. postel-Vinay
also noticed that large sums were granted in transregional market
places through intermediaries. His colleague laurence Fontaine
maintained in Des personnes aux institutions that the credit market was
organized as a network system in which network relations were
essential for debtors to gain the creditors’ trust. For england, Craig
Muldrew has identified a serial socialization of credit relations that
generated trust.3 in Germany, the research group ländliches
Westfalen, represented by scholars such as pfister, Bracht, and Fertig
is examining, amongst other things, cash flows and resources.4
Questions concerning credit and migration are also a current focal
point of italian research.5

in the nineteenth century in particular, when there were no banks
in rural areas,6 money was borrowed and lent between private indi-
viduals.7 Networks coordinated the actions of the people involved by
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3 Craig Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social
Relations in Early Modern England (Basingstoke, 1998).
4 e.g. Christine Fertig and Georg Fertig, ‘ “Wenn zwey Menschen eine Stelle
sehen”: Heirat, Besitztransfer und lebenslauf im ländlichen Westfalen des
19. Jahrhunderts’, in Christophe Duhamelle and Jürgen Schlumbohm (eds.),
Eheschließungen im Europa des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts: Muster und Strategien
(Göttingen, 2003), 93–124; ulrich pfister, ‘le petit crédit rural en Suisse aux
XVie-XViiie siècles’, Annales HSS, 49 (1994), 1339–57. See also the ph.D. the-
sis by Johannes Bracht, Geldlose Zeiten und überfüllte Kassen: Sparen, Leihen und
Vererben in der ländlichen Gesellschaft Westfalens (1830–1866) (Stuttgart, 2013),
ch. 4.
5 Angelina Arru, ‘Networks and logics of Migration: The Circulation of
Credit among immigrants in Nineteenth-Century italy’, in Annemarie Steidl
et al. (eds.), European Mobility: Internal, International, and Transatlantic Moves
in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (Göttingen, 2009), 19–38.
6 Concerning banks in the nineteenth century see karl erich Born, Geld und
Banken im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1977); paul Thomes, Die Kreis -
sparkasse Saarbrücken: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der öffentlichen Sparkassen
Preußens (Frankfurt am Main, 1985); Clemens Zimmermann, 150 Jahre Spar -
kasse Merzig-Wadern (Merzig, 2007).
7 Gabriele B. Clemens and Daniel Reupke, ‘kreditvergabe im 19. Jahr hun dert
zwischen privaten Netzwerken und institutioneller Geldleihe’, in Clemens
(ed.), Schuldenwert und Schuldenlast, 193–220.



regulating the capital and resource flows (including information and
money) between a central ego and peripheral alteri.8 Mutual relations
can take the form of strong ties, meaning close relations, or weak ties,
meaning loose relations. According to pierre Bourdieu, they generate
social capital,9 which, in turn, generates trust. Belonging to a network
means more security with respect to other members and reduces the
complexity of the loan-granting process. According to Niklas luh -
mann,10 trust is the conditio sine qua non for financial transactions.

ii. Research Design

Against this background historians can develop interesting ques-
tions, but sources are not always adequate to provide answers.
Fortunately, however, research in the Sarre-Moselle region is not
affected by this problem. Our research focuses on a geographic quad-
rangle with luxembourg, Trier, Saarbrücken, and Metz as its corner
points.11 As a consequence of the French Revolution and the Revo -
lutionary Wars, the Loi Ventôse came into force in the Departe ments
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8 As an introduction see Bettina Höllstein and Florian Strauss (eds.), Quali ta -
tive Netzwerkanalyse: Konzepte, Methoden, Anwendungen (Wiesbaden, 2006);
Dorothea Jansen, Eine Einführung in die Netzwerkanalyse: Grundlagen, Metho -
den, Anwendungen, (3rd edn. Wiesbaden, 2006).
9 pierre Bourdieu, ‘Ökonomisches kapital-kulturelles kapital-Soziales kapi -
tal’, in Reinhard kreckel (ed.), Soziale Ungleichheiten (Göttingen, 1983), 183–
98.
10 As an introduction see Niklas luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der
Reduktion sozialer Komplexität (Stuttgart, 1989); as regards a historical point of
view see Stefan Gorissen, ‘Der preis des Vertrauens: unsicherheit, institu ti -
onen und Rationalität im vorindustriellen Fernhandel’, in ute Frevert (ed.),
Vertrauen, Historische Annäherungen (Göttingen, 2003), 90–118.
11 This paper is part of a broader research project entitled ‘kreditvergabe im
19. Jahrhundert: Geldleihe in privaten Netzwerken’ that was launched at
Saarland university in 2005 under the direction of Gabriele B. Clemens and
later funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research
Foundation). it investigates the mechanisms of lending in rural areas during
the nineteenth century. See <http://us.aachtec.de/index.cgi?index=4&
view=kreditvergabe_im_19__jahrhundert__geldleihe_in_privaten_netz wer -
ken>, accessed 22 Apr. 2015.



of Moselle, Forêts, and Sarre in 1803.12 Thanks to this regulation, we
have a virtually complete account of loan agreements certified by
notaries, which were necessary for mortgage registration, dating
back to the early nineteenth century. Our research project analyses
them for selected cities in a comparative perspective.13 The three
places selected are canton capitals, each with a local court and hence
at least one public notary: the former Amtsstadt of Merzig, Remich in
luxembourg, and the French town of Sierck-les-Bains. All three are
roughly 20 kilometres from one another, the distance postulated by
postel-Vinay as the radius of a credit market.

Merzig14 was the centre of a mainly rural region that was increas-
ingly industrialized during the nineteenth century. One of the most
prominent examples of industrialisation was the china and stone ware
manufacturer Villeroy & Boch,15 whose founder was of Franco-
luxembourgian origin. This will be compared with Sierck,16 with its
agriculture-based economy and Remich,17 that was strongly influ-
enced by viticulture. While in the case of Remich it is especially inter-
esting to see the extent to which the wine boom at the end of the nine-
teenth century influenced the credit sector, Sierck, because of its loca-
tion, can give us some idea of networking in the border area.
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12 Cf. Alain Moreau, Le notariat français à partir de sa codification: Essai sur la
nature et l’évolution de la fonction notariale 1788-1980 (paris, 1984); Wilhelm
Weisweiler, Geschichte des rheinpreußischen Notariates, 2 vols. (essen, 1916–25).
13 Heinz-Gerhard Haupt and Jürgen kocka, ‘Historischer Vergleich: Metho -
den, Aufgaben, probleme, eine einleitung’, in eid. (eds.), Geschichte und Verg -
leich (Frankfurt am Main, 1996), 9–45.
14 Johann Heinrich kell, Geschichte der Stadt Merzig und des Merziger Landes
(Merzig, 1958). The city of Merzig had 4,000 inhabitants in 1864; the district
had 42,000 inhabitants in 1843.
15 Cf. Thérèse Thomas, Die Rolle der beiden Familien Boch und Villeroy im 18.
und 19. Jahrhundert: Die Entstehung des Unternehmens Villeroy & Boch (Saar -
brücken, 1974).
16 Images du patrimoine, vol. xxvi: Lorraine: Canton de Sierck-les-Bains, Moselle
(Metz, 1987). The city of Sierck had 800 inhabitants in 1850, the district nearly
14,000 inhabitants in 1868. Dictionaire topographique, vol. xxiii: Moselle (paris,
1868).
17 Gustav Schmit, Onst Land, vol. i: Der Kanton Remich: ein Heimatbuch und
touristischer Führer für luxemburger Volks-, Kunst- und Kulturkunde (n.p., 1937).
The city of Remich had 2,242 inhabitants in 1864, the district 15,000. Henri
Sivering, Statistique du Grand-Duché de Luxembourg (luxembourg, 1865).



The loan agreements certified by notaries18 will be analysed man-
ually and the data entered on standardized forms. The next step will
be to evaluate them using kleiO,19 a computer programme that was
especially developed for historical computer science. With this data,
the networks of each city will be reconstructed and illustrated using
the software VennMaker.20

To measure the degree of interdependence social network analysis
will be applied in a way that is partly sociological. However, this
novel approach in historiography, used for the first time by John F.
padgett and Christopher Ansell in their study of the Medici bank -
ers,21 is not without its difficulties. in contrast to sociologists, most
historians analyse sources which are fragmentary and in need of
interpretation. Our quantitative network research will therefore be
supplemented by qualitative data.22 This consists, on the one hand, of
family reconstructions using local family registers,23 and on the other
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18 Concerning Merzig: landesarchiv des Saarlandes (hereafter lAS) Notariat
Merzig 587–28; concerning Remich: Archives Nationales Grand Ducal (here-
after ANGD) MCN Remich; concerning Sierck: Archives Departé mental de la
Moselle (hereafter AD57) e38. in the case of Merzig we have to count 7,300
loan agreements out of an overall volume of 36,500 passed certificates. The
complete database consists of 12,500 heterogeneous sources.
19 Matthew Woollard and peter Denley, Source-Oriented Data Processing for
Historians: a Tutorial for Κλειω (St katharinen, 1993).
20 VennMaker was recently developed by a group of expert sociologists and
historians at Trier university and was specially designed to answer these
sorts of questions. See <http://www.netzwerk-exzellenz.uni-trier.de/
?site_id=108&proj_id=b7464e29d0da7fa229dbcecdd6d7622a&sitename=Star
tseite>, accessed 22 Apr. 2015. Furthermore cf. Matthias Bixler et al., ‘Venn -
Maker for Historians: Sources, Social Networks and Software’, REDES-
Revista hispana para el análisis de redes sociales, 21/8 (2011), 421–52, online at
<http://revista-redes.rediris.es/pdf-vol21/vol21_8e.pdf>, accessed 22 Apr.
2015.
21 John F. padgett and Christopher Ansell, ‘Robust Action and the Rise of the
Medici’, American Journal of Sociology, 98/6 (1993), 1259–319.
22 Cf. karola Franke and Andreas Wald, ‘Möglichkeiten der Triangulation
quantitativer und qualitativer Methoden in der Netzwerkanalyse’, in Höll -
stein and Strauss (eds.), Qualitative Netzwerkanalyse, 153–75.
23 Werner Verburg, Die Einwohner von Merzig 1670–1870 (Saarlouis, 2001).
There is a CD-Rom on which the data is navigated via a browser window. in
the following marginal figures (Rz.) are used, which can also be found in the



of materials from the respective city archives. This means that Histor -
ical Network Research, though it covers more aspects than the analy-
sis of social networks, answers fewer sociological questions.
Historical Network Research can and must adapt itself to the histori-
an’s particular ways and conditions of working, in order to make
what it offers more fruitful for historiography; this is why there is so
far no ultimate definition.24

Furthermore, there is a lack of research on credit networks from
the perspective of cultural anthropology.25 We will analyse what role
factors such as social reputation, trust, and legal securities played in
the particular networks. embedded in a market structure,26 partici-
pants in the market can be influenced by cultural norms and psycho-
logical factors such as trust or mistrust.27 These are the categories used
in the theory of New institutional econom ics.28 eventually we hope to
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two-volume printed version of the work. prosper kayser and Roger kayser,
Familienchronik Stadt Remich (luxembourg, 2000). There is no family register
for Sierck.
24 Cf. the first approaches by Marten Düring and Martin Stark, ‘Historical
Net work Analysis’, in Georg A. Barnett and J. Geoffrey Golson (eds.),
Encyclopedia of Social Networks (london, 2011), 593–5; Marten Düring and
linda keyserlingk, ‘Netzwerkanalyse in den Geschichtswissenschaften:
Historische Netzwerkanalyse als Methode für die erforschung von his-
torischen prozessen’, in Rainer Schützeichel and Stefan Jordan (eds.), Pro zesse:
Formen, Dynamiken, Erklärungen (Wiesbaden, 2015); Morten Reit mayer and
Christian Marx, ‘Netzwerkansätze in der Geschichtswissen schaft’, in
Christian Stegbauer and Roger Häußling (eds.), Handbuch Netz werkforschung
(Wiesbaden, 2010), 869–80.
25 in terms of a sociocultural historiography, cf. Richard van Dülmen, ‘Histo -
rische Anthropologie in der deutschen Geschichtsschreibung’, Geschichte in
Wissenschaft und Unterricht, 42 (1991), 692–709.
26 Marc Granovetter, ‘economic Action and Social Structure: The problem of
embeddedness’, American Journal of Sociology, 91/3 (1985), 481–510.
27 Cf. the approaches of Hartmut Berghoff and Jakob Vogel (eds.), Wirt -
schaftsgeschichte als Kulturgeschichte: Dimensionen eines Perspektivenwechsels
(Frankfurt am Main, 2004) and the miscellaneous essays by Margrit Grabas,
Hartmut Berghoff, Mark Spoerer, and Christoph Boyer on ‘kultur in der
Wirtschaftsgeschichte’, in Vierteljahrschrift für Sozial- und Wirtschafts ge schichte,
94 (2007), 173–88.
28 As an introduction to New institutional economics on the basis of exam-
ples from economic history see Clemens Wischermann and Anne Nieber -



understand which mechanisms, including the networks, facilitated
loan agreements. i shall now present some initial findings in order to
illustrate my theoretical ideas with some concrete examples.

iii. Results

Conditions
The results for Merzig, as shown in Figure 1, should be similar to the
ones estimated for the other research sites. Between 1800 and 1900,
7,320 loan agreements were executed with an overall volume of
3,884,807 thalers,29 averaging 531 thalers per certificate and 72,500
thalers per year. On average, 39 agreements were certified per year
with heavy fluctuations. The century itself is split into two halves.
until the late 1850s the amounts certified per year increased slowly
and never exceeded 10,000 thalers. The number of loan agreements
oscillated around 45. Dips in the table indicate crises such as the
years of war and revolution, for example 1809, 1814–15 and 1847–8.
They also reflect famines caused by severe climate changes and sub-
sequent crop failures in the 1840s, and especially in the 1820s with the
coldest winter on record in 1829.30

industrialization took off in Merzig when the city was connected
to the railway system in 1856. Simultaneously the number of loan
agreements tripled. According to Reinhard Spree, railway construc-
tion, industrial revolution, and economic cycles were strongly inter-
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ding, Die institutionelle Revolution: Eine Einführung in die Wirtschafts geschichte
des 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhunderts (Stuttgart, 2004).
29 The exchange rate of franken, thaler, mark etc. follows Johann Christian
Nelkenbrecher, Taschenbuch der Münz-, Maaß- und Gewichtskunde für Kauf leute
(8th edn. Berlin, 1803); l. von lünen, Reductions-Tabellen der deutschen Reichs -
mark in die Währungen von Preussen resp. Norddeutschland, Süddeutsch land und
der Franken, sowie aus jeder dieser Währungen in die drei anderen von einem Pfen -
nig (Kreuzer, Centime) bis 100.000 Mark, Thaler, Gulden und Franken, nebst einem
Anhange, enthaltend die Reduction der deutschen Reichsmark in die Fein gehalt-
Währung der Franken (Metz, 1874); exchange rate according to our sources:
3.75 franken = 1 thaler = 3 mark. For greater clarity in the graphs all amounts
have been converted into thaler.
30 Cf. Rüdiger Glaser, Klimageschichte Mitteleuropas: 1000 Jahre Wetter, Klima,
Katastrophen, mit Prognosen für das 21. Jahrhundert (2nd edn. Darmstadt, 2008).
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connected.31 Following stagnation after the Franco-prussian War the
credit market emerged in the Gründerzeit (Gilded Age), especially
after 1890. in this period the economic revival led to many companies
being founded,32 and a construction boom.33 The number of certifi-
cates rose to 250 per year with an annual volume of 250,000 thalers.
This trend lasted until 1914.

in the nineteenth century the main loan type was the annuity-
credit. its specifics were that creditors lent money without a term of
payment. The credit was reimbursed several days or months after
redemption. Accordingly, three-quarters of loan agreements were
drawn up for an indefinite period. interest was to be paid once a
year, generally on 1 January or 11 November (St Martin’s Day). As
regards credits without terms of payment, repayment was due ‘auf
erste Anfrage’ (upon first request) or ‘binnen dreier Monate nach
Aufkündigung’ (within three months of termination). Time-limited
credit had to be paid by monthly or annual instalments within a few
years. The duration of loans was below ten years in 90 per cent of the
cases, and below five years in 45 per cent; 156 loan agreements stipu -
lated a precise pay-back date. These findings contrast with the results
that postel-Vinay produced for France. Here credit was regularly
granted for a period of less than five years, though high amounts
could easily exceed ten years.34

As regards the development of interest rates i established an aver-
age of 4.94 per cent throughout the 100 years analysed. in 80 per cent
of the cases the usual interest rate was ‘fünf von Hundert’ (5 per cent),
known as the Ländlicher Zins. Applied since the Renais sance it
remained unchanged until the new German Civil Code came into
force in 1900. in combination with the interest policy of the local sav-
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31 Reinhard Spree, Die Wachstumszyklen der deutschen Wirtschaft von 1840 bis
1880: Mit einem konjunkturstatistischen Anhang (Berlin, 1978), ch. 4.
32 Magrit Grabas, ‘Der vergessene Mittelstand: entwicklung und Bedeutung
kleiner und mittelgroßer unternehmen an der Saar in der Zeit des krisen-
haften Strukturwandels 1873 bis 1894/95’, Vierteljahrschrift für Sozial- und
Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 89/1 (2002), 41–71. 
33 Zimmermann, Sparkasse, 19–21.
34 Hoffman, postel-Vinay, and Rosenthal (eds.), Priceless Markets, ch. 1.2.3 B,
esp. 156–60.



ings bank the interest rate decreased to 4.5 per cent. However, postel-
Vinay revealed an interest level of 5 per cent in general.35

looking at collateral securities it seems that only land-owners had
access to credit and, vice versa, people without property never had a
chance to obtain a loan. The usual collateral was one of the small fields
that surrounded Merzig and the other villages. Farm steads were also
used as collateral, though less often forges and mills. in the second
half of the century guarantors appeared. So far there has been no
study on loan security in the nineteenth century. However, our study
revealed a high quota of family-members such as parents, siblings,
and in-laws as well as a high percentage of close neighbours playing
this role. As regards the new industrial workers, co-workers and
foremen also served as guarantors. The sensitive business of standing
as guarantor occurred only in relationships marked by strong ties that
were reinforced by mutual trust.

Creditor–Debtor Relations
There are two phenomena within the network that deserve closer
attention. As far as professional classification of debtors and creditors
were concerned, the results remain insignificant. it can be assumed,
however, that the wealthy people lent to the deprived ones. The main
group of creditors consisted of merchants (one-third) followed by
landowners living on an annuity derived from their property. Some
of them were former merchants, others wealthy widows. in addition,
two more groups are noticeable: artisans (hatters, bakers, tanners)
and, around 1900, some Bildungsbürger (priests, doctors, no taries).

The main groups of debtors, on the other hand, were farmers
(1,955), workers (1,538), and day-labourers (538). There were also
simple craftsmen and the unemployed (‘ohne Gewerbe’). in the
lower segment some merchants and people living on annuities also
appeared, which shows that indebtedness could occur more or less
anywhere.

At the same time institutional creditors emerged: in the first half
of the century monasteries (market share of overall volume 7.25 per
cent) and in the second half regional savings banks (market share of
overall volume 30 per cent) as well as the pension fund of Villeroy &
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35 Hoffman, postel-Vinay, and Rosenthal (eds.), Priceless Markets, 15–19.



Boch (market share of overall volume 10 per cent). However, they did
not enter the marketplace until the 1880s, by which time they
accounted for nearly two-thirds of all loan agreements. in particular,
the pension funds of the regional industry lent to their workers. The
company could be sure that the loans would be repaid and it helped
to improve employer–employee relations. Such a patriarchal social
policy is characteristic of the Saar region.36 in the late nineteenth cen-
tury debtors required fixed repayment terms which the Kreisspar kasse
provided. According to Niklas luhmann this was when the con cept
of trust changed:37 trust in individuals decreased, to be replaced by
trust in institutions.

This now leads to the question as to whether this institutionaliza-
tion made the credit networks into robust structures. We also need to
establish whether these new structures should be regarded as an insti-
tution in themselves. However, research on institutional evolution,
especially in the credit market, is still in its early stages.38 if we extend
the concept of the institution in line with the New economics of
institutions, then private persons acting in a professional capacity
should also be included here. Alfred Bauer, for example, presents a
farmer–banker in the Hunsrück in the nineteenth century, whose
main business was money-lending.39 in Merzig there were merchants
who increasingly became bankers. An excellent example of this fol-
lows.

Mechanisms
The network of Georg Jacob Bernasco (1776–1843),40 a descendent of
italian immigrants living in Trier, shows the mechanisms of lending.
Bernasco’s wealth amounted to more than 17,460 thalers and he was
also politically very influential. As an ironmonger he had achieved

129

Credit Markets

36 Ralf Banken, ‘Saararabien und königreich Stumm: Die Saarregion als
Muster land einer patriarchalischen betrieblichen Sozialpolitik?’, Zeitschrift für
die Geschichte der Saargegend, 49 (2001), 111–47.
37 luhmann, Vertrauen, ch. 9.
38 Georg Fertig (ed.), Social Networks, Political Institutions, and Rural Societies
(Turnhout, forthcoming).
39 Alfred Bauer, Ländliche Gesellschaft und Agrarwirtschaft im Hunsrück zwi -
schen Tradition und Innovation (1870–1914) (Trier, 2009).
40 Verburg, Merzig, Rz. 475.



middle-class affluence (‘médiocre’),41 and as City Council and Mayor
he held important public offices. He was also the treasurer of the
parish church in Merzig, in whose name he lent 140 thalers to the tai-
lor Johann kiefer,42 in 1808.43 Obviously, the creditor did not want to
bear the risk for such a large sum of money lent to an average tailor (a
day-labourer earned only one franc a day), so Bernasco arranged a
loan through the church. Correspondingly, these two men were
linked by weak ties. By contrast, in 1818 Bernasco lent 1,500 thalers to
his brother-in-law, Mathias emmerich, at his own risk.44 While this
transaction within the family was probably influenced by strong ties,
in the following case weak ties were crucial: as a representative of his
late uncle’s community of heirs, the debtor in the process mentioned
before, Mathias emmerich, lent 303 francs to the proprietor Jacob
Jacobs in 1809.45 Once again his brother-in-law, Georg Jacob Ber nasco,
appeared in the contract, this time as a witness, which in turn implies
that he brokered the loan to his well-situated relative.

in the early nineteenth century, Bernasco was also the central fig-
ure in the credit market of his town, shown by the visualization of his
ego-network (see Figure 2). This finding can be demonstrated
through analysis of his inventory:46 on his death in 1843 he left his
family 31,000 thalers. Apart from that, the document shows that the
bonds certified by notaries so far included in this project do not suf-
fice to reveal the real dimensions of the credit market. When
Bernasco died, he left 265 claims. Only six were within his own fam-
ily, visualized by the inner circle. According to his inventory, local
notaries had, by means of mortgage loans, issued bond contracts
worth 8,500 thalers. Another 180 certificates of debt were issued
informally. in half of these cases Bernasco was the creditor; he
favoured farmers (black circles) and craftsmen (dark grey circles). in
the white sector 144 thalers are recorded, which he was entitled to as
a result of eight court verdicts, and the round sum of 2,100 thalers
referring to outstanding debts as a consequence of notary acts of pur-
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41 lAS, Stadt Merzig, 100 i, chart dated 20 July 1807.
42 Verburg, Merzig, Rz. 2740.
43 lAS, 587-28-312-76.
44 lAS, 587-28-21-89.
45 lAS, 587-28-313-40.
46 lAS, 587-28-443-450-354.
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chase and auctions; this means that properties or commodities he
sold had not been paid for. in 43 cases Bernasco himself was a debtor.
These small amounts resulted from his business and from the funer-
al costs.

Quantitative and qualitative data emphasizes Bernasco’s central
position again; it also sheds light on the mechanisms of personal
loans. The sociologist Mark Granovetter has put forward the thesis of
the strength of weak ties.47 According to him, networks of people who
do not know each other that well are clearly more effective in provid-
ing financial support or a better job because they do not involve much
private resentment, unlike in the family, which spends so much time
together. At the same time they facilitate a far higher number of con-
tacts, and thus a far quicker acquisition of resources that are further
away, such as information. Consequently, while strong ties were at
work within Bernasco’s family, weak ties were predominant beyond it.
in both cases, however, intermediaries were involved. Were they nec-
essary?

Intermediaries
in order to bridge the lack of information between creditor and
debtor intermediaries were needed.48 laurence Fontaine and Gilles
postel-Vinay have identified public notary as such intermediaries.49

Throughout their professional life they acquired information, and
coming from the regional Notabeln, they enjoyed publicity, reputation,
and trust.50 The following case is one of the rare examples that help us
to understand the mechanisms of lending in detail (see Figure 3).51 in
1895, the day-labourer peter Barbier asked the Mayor of Merzig, ernst
Thiel, if he would grant him a loan of 2,000 marks through the capi-
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47 Mark Granovetter, ‘The Strength of Weak Ties’, American Journal of Socio -
logy, 78/6 (1973), 1360–80.
48 luhmann, Vertrauen, 30, 32, 38, 40.
49 Hoffman, postel-Vinay and Rosenthal (eds.), Priceless Markets, ch. 6, esp.
117–26; postel-Vinay, La terre, ch. 1.2.2.
50 Cf. Gabriele B. Clemens and Daniel Reupke, ‘Der Notar als Broker: Das
Manage ment des privaten kreditmarktes’, Zeitschrift für Verbraucher- und
Privat-Insolvenzrecht 8/12 (2009), 16–22.
51 lAS, Stadt Merzig, 176, letters dated 22 Jan., 24 Jan., 30 Jan., 12 Feb., and
13 Feb. 1895.



tal funds of a communal hospital over which Thiel presided.52 He
then asked the public notary Falkenbach,53 who was also a member
of the hospital’s administrative board, how Mr Barbier was situated
financially. Two days later, Falkenbach answer ed that Barbier had a
house bought at auction which was worth 6,450 marks, half of which
could be borrowed against. Apart from that, Barbier owned land
worth 585 marks. Two weeks later, Thiel asked the public notary to
issue the debt contract in the name of the administrative board; it was
signed one day later. it must have been easy for the notary to inspect
the land register and to find the auction, which he had probably con-
ducted himself. Without giving the details of network parameters
such as density, centrality, as well as in- and outdegree, it can be said
that Mayor Thiel was the network’s centre, while notary Falkenbach
was responsible for the resource flows at its periphery. This also
shows the triangulation of quantitative data (network calculation)
and of qualitative data (from the archive).
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52 Verburg, Merzig, Rz. 233.
53 Verburg, Merzig, Rz. 1244; he lived from 1831 to 1916.

Figure 3: Network of the peter Barbier Case.



Geographical Dimension
Another example, now crossing state boundaries, is that of a French
merchant from Metz, Jean pierre Braun, who lent money to Merzig
by selling two bonds. in 1812 the trader Johannes Herber and the pro-
prietor Theobald Schamboni were lent, in total, 642 francs; the repay-
ment dates had been fixed.54 in 1817 the tradesman pese was granted
1,200 francs that had to be paid back within one year.55 pierre Braun
was never present at certification; he was represented by the notary.
At the moment, nothing more can be said about the creditor.
However, it seems clear that notary Artois (1771–1852),56 was charged
with Braun’s transactions. it seems natural then that Braun called on
Artois in order to lend these considerable sums to financially well-off
customers. He might have even done this through a notary from
Metz, who in turn knew his colleague and approached him. This sort
of collaboration between notaries was quite common in France at that
time, as postel-Vinay explains in Des marches sans prix.57 it remains
unclear, however, whether the debtor asked notary Artois if he would
broker the loans, or whether he was so familiar with the local situa-
tion that he already knew that the gentlemen needed money and
would definitely pay it back. A proper social network analysis also
shows by outdegree and high centrality that notary Artois was the
organizational centre of this little network. it now seems clear that
Braun did not know the parties he was to contract with. Hence, this
case is very interesting, because it illustrates how business relation-
ships were maintained in the Napo leonic empire even after the geo-
graphical separation that occurred because of the new Franco-
prussian border.

paul Thomes58 has stated for the research area of Saarland, lor -
raine, and luxembourg that various forms of economic ties existed.
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54 lAS, 587-28-14-19.
55 lAS, 587-28-21-24.
56 Verburg, Merzig, Rz. 96.
57 Hoffman, postel-Vinay, and Rosenthal (eds.), Priceless Markets, ch. 6, esp.
145–6.
58 paul Thomes, ‘Der begehrliche Blick: eine wirtschaftsräumliche Analyse’, in
lieselotte kugler (ed.), grenzenLos: Lebenswelten in der deutsch-französischen
Region an Saar und Mosel seit 1840 (Saarbrücken, 1998), 184–208; paul Thomes,
‘Wirtschaftliche Verflechtungen in einer Grenzregion: Die industrie land -



Cross-border financial participation between companies did not only
exist in the region’s leading industrial sectors. Within the region,
money circulated without any restrictions. up to the mid century, the
French franc was accepted as a means of payment in the prussian Saar
region. The same positive aspects applied to the merchandise trade in
the region. in such an open space for commerce and communication
trust became a necessity for mutual transactions. Social interdepend-
ency is a dimension which defines an area. According to Ralph
Banken social networks and economic ties were constitutive for the
entire region.59

Despite some cross-border relations, the main area of lending was
within a radius of 20 kilometres around a central place; this distance
corresponded to a three-hour carriage journey.60 This is fully in line
with international research results. Analysis of the documents of the
public notary peter Joseph Marx (1765–1831)61 from the first half of
the century (see Figure 4),62 shows a credit market extending to Trier
in the north and to the villages of the Schwarzwälder Hoch wald in
the east, not including the next canton city Wadern. Fur thermore, to
the south it reached the area around Saarlouis and in the west it
crossed the Saar River and the state border, reaching the French town
of Waldwisse. This is worth mentioning since it had a large Jewish
community, one of the main lenders in that region.63 The hypothesis
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schaft Saar-lor-lux im 19. Jahrhundert’, Jahrbuch für westdeutsche Landes -
geschichte 14 (1988), 181–98.
59 Ralf Banken, ‘Die industriezweige der Saarregion im 19. Jahrhundert:
Wirtschaftliche interdependenzen verschiedener Branchen während der in -
du stri alisierung’, in René leboutte and Jean-paul lehners (eds.), Passé et
Avenir des Bassins Industriel en Europe (luxembourg, 1995), 39–60, at 58.
60 kell, Stadt, 18–23; Maria Croon, ‘Die letzte postkutschenfahrt Merzig–
losheim–Wadern vor 80 Jahren’, Jahrbuch für Heimatkunde im Kreis Merzig-
Wadern, 12 (1983), 100–2. The journey of 26 kilometres took 3 hours and 48
minutes.
61 Verburg, Merzig, Rz. 3660.
62 lAS 587-28-301 to 587-28-365.
63 Cf. Frank Hirsch, ‘Netzwerke in der neueren Geschichte’, in Curt Wolf -
gang Hergenröder (ed.), Gläubiger, Schuldner, Arme: Netzwerke und die Rolle
des Vertrauens (Wiesbaden, 2010), 133–42. in the context of the DFG project
‘kreditvergabe im 19. Jahrhundert’, Frank Hirsch focuses on the topic of Jews
in the countryside.
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Figure 4: Range of the Credit Market, First Half of the Nineteenth
Century. edited detail from the map ‘Charte des königlich preuss.
Regierungs bezirk Trier’, 1826, Das Werden des Saarlandes, 169.



that cities lent money to rural areas,64 especially advocated by the
research group ländliches Westfalen and already proven to be true,
also applies to the city of Merzig. Debtors and creditors regularly
came from the same rural towns. it was mostly monasteries that gave
credit (for example, in St Gangolph), though Merzig and the small
town of losheim were the centre of the region’s credit market. in
comparison, an analysis of the documents of the public notary
Heinrich Falkenbach65 from the second half of the century (see Figure
5), shows that losheim had lost its importance. While debtors still
came from the rural areas, the creditors mainly came from places close
to the travel route along the Saar River, where industrialization had
expanded. in Mettlach and Beck ingen the workers of Villeroy & Boch
or of the machine factory karcher mainly obtained credit from their
business’s pension fund. Nevertheless, some workers from the steel
and coal industry around Saarbrücken and Völklingen appeared as
debtors, former farmers now working in the emerging industries.

Crisis
i have assumed that the institutionalization of the credit market, and
the reinforcement of the network structures around people or insti-
tutions, led to robust structures that supplied the market place with
resources. These structures needed to be both flexible, and at the
same time solid enough to function even in times of crisis. Hence, the
mechanisms of lending in the rural border region became particular-
ly obvious when a crisis occurred. in the nineteenth century a rural
community was less affected by an economic crisis than by natural
disasters or belligerent incidents.66 Two examples follow.
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64 e.g. Johannes Bracht, ‘Reform auf kredit: Grundlastenablösungen in West -
falen und ihre Finanzierung, durch Rentenbank, Sparkassen und privaten
kredit (1830–1866)’, Zeitschrift für Agrargeschichte und Agrarsoziologie, 1 (2006),
55–76, at 63.
65 lAS 587-28-Falkenbach 1873 to 587-28-Falkenbach 1900.
66 Cf. Daniel Reupke, ‘Finanzkrise historisch: kreditnetzwerke in der Saar -
lorlux-Region während der krisenszenarien des 19. Jahrhunderts’, in Curt
Wolfgang Hergenröder (ed.), Krisen und Schulden: Historische Analysen und
gegenwärtige Herausforderungen (Wiesbaden, 2011), 165–89.
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Figure 5: Range of the Credit Market, Second Half of the Nineteenth
Century. edited detail from the map ‘elsass-lothringen und
Bayerische pfalz’, 1891, Andrees Weltatlas, 24.



How did the credit market in Remich react to a natural disaster
like the famous vine pest?67 postel-Vinay has demonstrated this for
languedoc, where the credit market crashed as a result of the phyl-
loxera plague. it was only when acquisition of new vine stocks
became necessary that the market stabilized again.68 A comparison
of the number of loan contracts per 1,000 inhabitants in the cantons
of Merzig and Remich reveals interesting facts (see Figure 6). For
three-quarters of the nineteenth century the curves run more or less
parallel. From about 1875 onwards, they drift apart and Remich
approaches zero while in Merzig capital demand was booming. A
wine-growing town like Remich in the nineteenth century is worth
particular attention. in the middle of the century, the vine pest had
devastating consequences for such a monostructural region. Remich,
however, escaped the infestation,69 and profited from the wine price
which had increased due to the scarcity of grapes. This fact alone
shows that the mechanisms of loan-granting in Remich were differ-
ent from those in other places.
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67 Gilbert Garrier, Le phylloxéra: une guerre de trente ans; 1870–1900 (paris,
1989).
68 postel-Vinay, La terre, 318–38.
69 For the vine pest in luxembourg see Joseph A. Massard, ‘Vor hundert
Jahren: Die Reblaus ist da! ein ungebetener Gast aus Amerika bringt den
luxemburger Weinbau in Gefahr’, Lëtzebuerger Journal, 143 (2007), 19–21.

Figure 6: loan Agreements in the Districts Merzig and Remich 1805–
1914 in Comparison. Quantity per thousand inhabitants and per year.



How did the credit market in Sierck-les-Bains react to the conse-
quences of war? After Franco-prussian tensions over the succession
to the Spanish throne in 1870 and Bismarck’s notorious ems Tele -
gram, France declared war on prussia and also on its German allies
on 19 July 1870. On 2 August the Dauphin of France started an artil -
lery attack on Saarbrücken and on 6 August prussian troops expelled
the French from the heights above the Saar River; both sides suffered
severe casualties. On 2 September the French main army surrendered
at Sedan, where emperor Napoleon iii was captured. With the occu-
pation of paris, the uprising of the commune and the French defeat in
the Battle of St Quentin, the Germans had virtually won the war.
After the establishment of the German empire in the Hall of Mirrors
in the palace of Versailles on 14 January 1871, the victory was sealed
by the Treaty of Frankfurt on 10 May.70 in accordance with the terms
of the peace treaty, Alsace and lorraine be came part of the German
empire. Sierck went from being the main town in a French canton to
the equivalent in a German district. The years following 1871 brought
considerable modernization to the place (railway connection, post
office), but also a sizeable drop in population as sections of the
French-speaking population emigrated and were not fully replaced
by immigrants from the rest of the empire. The iron and coal boom in
the region around Thionville led to internal migration towards work-
places, while the area around Sierck remained agricultural as
before.71

in 1870 and 1871 the region’s credit market collapsed from a very
high level.72 Table 1, which illustrates the number of loan agreements
for the sample years 1867 and 1885, shows how, under the changed
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70 Cf. Jan Ganschow, Olaf Haselhorst, and Maik Ohnezeit, Der Deutsch-Fran -
zösische Krieg 1870/71: Vorgeschichte, Verlauf, Folgen (Graz, 2009); François
Roth, La guerre de 1870 (paris, 1990); David Wetzel, A Duel of Giants: Bis marck,
Napoleon III, and the Origins of the Franco-Prussian War (Madison Wis., 2001);
very interesting, particularly for Saarbrücken, is Albert Ruppersberg,
Saarbrücker Kriegschronik: Ereignisse in und bei Saarbrücken und St. Johann sowie
am Spicherer Berg 1870 (Saarbrücken, 1895), though it does have a national
slant.
71 Elsass-Lothringischer Atlas (Frankfurt am Main, 1931), 14, 27, 39.
72 Assessment of notarial obligations from the incomplete holding AD57
38e36.



conditions, the market only partially recovered.73 it was not only the
number of people involved that had changed. Although the credit
market was still dominated by local notables such as merchants, civil
servants, well-situated pensioners, and large landowners (grouped
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73 unusually, this comparison is not based on notarial records, which for this
period are largely incomplete or lost, but on the Registre des Recettes. These

Year 1867 1885 1867 1885

Quantity 151 17 151 17

Debtors Farmers 45 10 Sierck City 31 3

Craftsmen 40 3 Sierck
District

80 14

Merchants 6 2 outside Sp 10 0

Officers 0 1 Outside F 30 0

Others 50 1

Creditors Farmers 5 0 Sierck City 10 1

Craftsmen 11 1 Sierck
District

120 11

Merchants 15 2 outside Sp 21 2

Officers 54 4 Outside F 0 3

Others 66 9

Table 1: loan Agreements in Sierck-les-Bains, 1867 and 1885, accord-
ing to the Registre des Recettes.



together here under ‘others’), far fewer people now belonged to this
group than before the war, and these were no longer predominantly
civil servants and merchants, but also, and primarily, wealthy arti-
sans and farmers. These now came in equal proportions from France
or the prussian Saarregion, and no longer predominantly from
France. While some of the prussians had already had economic rela-
tions with Sierck before the war, some of the French were migrants
who were leaving the districts that had become German. The net-
works seem to have been extremely flexible and in the medium term,
even under changed conditions, were able to generate trust in the
credit market.

iV. Conclusions

i can concur with the results provided by David Warren Sabean from
his research on Neckarhausen.74 He hypothesized that social rela-
tions probably existed and facilitated mutual lending. in the follow-
ing years, French researchers presented microstudies documenting
the history of lending in the nineteenth century. Now we have shown
the first trends for Germany: access to credit was provided by vari-
ous forms of familial, neighbourly, or economic networks. i can
assume an omnipresence of credit-relationships, which did not only
involve paupers. in addition we can also see a trend towards the
institutionalization of the credit market by professional lenders, or
indeed savings banks. it has to be said that robust structures in cred-
it markets, such as networks, do much to improve rural society. They
help to overcome crises, but this institutional evolution has not yet
been adequately researched. Furthermore, not only personal net-
works but also the importance of outstanding creditors and questions
of religion and migration arise. These findings have implications for
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lists, preserved in their entirety, show every contract concluded before a
notary or other state authority, in order to calculate the fees payable and to
control their payment. They were introduced following the French
Revolution and were retained after the German annexation. The lists for 1867
and 1885 can be found in AD57, 3Q28 166 to 169 and 3Q28 214 to 217.
74 David Warren Sabean, Property, Production, and Family in Neckarhausen,
1700–1870 (Cambridge, 1990), 370; id., Kinship in Neckarhausen 1700–1870
(Cambridge, 1997), 298.



our present-day situation: if we understand how historical loan net-
works were organized, we will be able to explain some of the pres-
ent-day mechanisms as well as future trends. in this context, the
global financial crisis of credit markets, which are globally intercon-
nected, can serve as a striking example.

To be sure, as postel-Vinay wrote: ‘No single historian recounts
this story in its entirety’,75 but with our research we hope to contribute
an important theme that can lead to a better understanding of the
broader picture. Microhistorical research offers the only way of recon-
structing the networks and thus the mechanisms of credit markets.
The main desideratum is therefore to encourage microhistorical com-
parisons for other regions of europe. Attempting to identify the
Gordian structures of credit markets leads us to a broader combina-
tion of methods. it seems that social network analysis might be a
viable approach, if it is adapted to the historical methods. This might
meet the challenge of analysing socio-cultural interdependency and
its embeddedness in superordinated relations.
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75 philip T. Hoffman, Gilles postel-Vinay, and Jean-laurent Rosenthal,
‘information and economic History: How the Credit Market in Old Regime
paris Forces us to Rethink the Transformation to Capitalism’, American
Historical Review, 104 (1999), 69–94, at 69.


