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HARTMUT BERGHOFF, Zwischen Kleinstadt und Weltmarkt. Hohner und
die Harmonika, 1857-1961. Unternehmensgeschichte als Gesellschaftsge-
schichte (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1997), 670 pp. ISBN 3 506 70785 X. DM
58.00

Despite its daunting scale and apparently arcane subject matter, Hartmut
Berghoff’s study of Hohner and the German harmonica industry is a
book worth reading and reading in its entirety. Within a few pages, the
reader is engrossed in a rich narrative which spans more than a century
of German economic history, from proto-industrialization to the
Wirtschaftswunder, tracing the history of three generations of the Hohner
family – musical instrument suppliers to the world. Primitive harmonicas
first appeared in the 1820s as tuning aids. By the 1830s they were
becoming popular as instruments in their own right. The early centres
of production were Vienna, Graslitz in Bohemia, and Klingenthal in
Saxony. The impoverished south Württemberg village of Trossingen
entered the growing market in the 1850s. Matthias Hohner, son of
impoverished farmers and a trained watchmaker, was one of the first
generation of Trossingen craftsmen to acquire the necessary skills. And
at first, harmonica manufacture in Trossingen was pursued in the
secretive fashion of a traditional craft skill. However, by the 1860s
business was booming. Hohner set up a small ‘factory’ producing key
parts, whilst assembly was put out to the surrounding villages. From
the outset Hohner and the other Trossingen manufacturers concentrated
on foreign markets, in particular the homesick migrant population of
the United States. Exploiting what was a seller’s market, Matthias
Hohner established his firm by the 1890s as the dominant supplier of
high quality instruments. The founder’s five sons, led by Jakob Hohner,
consolidated this position. Through brutal commercial practices and
innovative marketing techniques they secured Hohner’s position as the
dominant supplier of the world’s most popular instrument. In the early
twentieth century the Hohner brothers crushed their German rivals and
established a global marketing network embracing the United States,
the British Empire, Asia and all of Europe. By 1913 Hohner was selling
no less than 11 million harmonicas, and had a total turnover of 5.3
million Marks annually.

Ironically, for a company so international in orientation, popular
nationalism was central to its sales strategy. With remarkable lack of
shame, Hohner associated its harmonicas with every form of popular



79

imperialism and militarism across the globe. There were harmonicas
for Britain hailing the new dreadnought battleships and for Germany to
celebrate the cult of the new fleet and the achievements of Graf Zeppelin.
A special edition for the Japanese market in 1905 commemorated the
famous victory over the Russian navy. Hohner even tried to cash in on
the turbulent politics of revolutionary Mexico, but found its commercial
agility stretched to breaking point. The Mexican sales office was stranded
with an unsaleable stock of harmonicas celebrating the wrong presidents.
And the course of the twentieth century was to reveal the deeper
tensions inherent within this marriage of commerce and nationalism.
The outbreak of the First World War faced Hohner with an unprecedented
crisis. There was huge demand from the German troops, but in the long-
term the company could only prosper through trade. Its main markets
were still overseas and it was critically dependent on imported raw
materials, particularly brass. Throughout the war the company therefore
engaged in a deliberate effort to subvert and circumvent the regulations
of the war economy. As late as 1916 Hohner was continuing to supply
‘Alliance Harps’ to the forces of the British Empire through a cover firm
in Switzerland. The harmonicas were only repackaged after a public
outcry and a boycott of Hohner products.

Having survived the war, Hohner enjoyed a brief revival in the
1920s, driven by a recovery in exports. In particular, Hohner profited
from America’s unprecedented prosperity to secure a near monopoly of
a huge market. It took advantage of every channel of the new media –
newsprint, radio, and cinema – to embed the Hohner harmonica in
popular culture. However, the recovery was short-lived. The year 1929
saw the onset of a second disastrous crisis. The personal finances of the
Hohner family was hit hard by the Wall Street crash. Jakob Hohner had
to throw himself on the mercy of the local banking community, triggering
the succession from second to third generation. It was Ernst Hohner,
Jakob’s eldest son, who was to steer the firm through the vicissitudes of
the Great Depression, the Third Reich, and the early years of the
Wirtschaftswunder. In the face of renewed economic nationalism, Hohner
struggled. For the first time the firm was forced to find more than half
its sales at home. It also had to cope with the ambiguities of Nazi cultural
policy. Having forfeited markets abroad the firm might have hoped to
cash in on Germany’s national revolution and the new age of mass
organization. The first months of the Third Reich saw an SA harmonica
and a special edition adorned with the Imperial flag and the Swastika.

Hohner and the Harmonica
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But as Hohner was soon to discover, National Socialism was profoundly
ill at ease with the tawdry commercial nationalism of the nineteenth
century. The party took vigorous action to protect its emblems from
kitsch commercialism. Hohner responded by depoliticizing its marketing
campaign and expanding its product range to include up-market
accordions. However, here, too, it faced obstacles. Hitherto, the firm’s
success in the vast popular markets of the United States had allowed it
to ignore the disdain of Europe’s cultural élites for all forms of modern
popular music. Now Hohner could no longer escape the conflict between
‘high’ and ‘low’. Ernst Hohner embarked on a quixotic personal quest
to establish the harmonica and the accordion as serious musical
instruments, both in schools and the concert hall. By the 1930s he had
made few inroads. It was the war that allowed Hohner to consolidate its
grip on the domestic market, providing solace to the far flung troops of
the Third Reich.

Hohner thus emerged from the disasters of the early twentieth
century more attached to Germany than ever before. At home it could
draw on an enormous fund of good-will amongst the older generations.
Harmonicas and accordions provided a welcome escape from the ruins
and relentless hard work of the post-war Federal Republic. Hohner
instruments provided the indispensable accompaniment to the many
on-screen seductions of such matinee idols as Hans Albers and Freddy
Quinn. Abroad, the new liberalism in international trade promised a
return to the Wilhelmine glory days. However, Hohner was now faced
with a fundamental challenge. Its core products were reaching the end
of their life cycle. Incomes were growing across the world. Radios and
record players became ubiquitous by the 1960s. Recordings replaced
private music-making. And it was the guitar and ‘keyboards’ that
thrilled the younger generation. Instead of moving with the tides of
popular demand, Hohner retreated into the kind of cultural conservatism
it had once despised. Ernst Hohner joined the advocates of classical
Hausmusik in denouncing the sterility of the new mass culture. And,
closer to home, the Hohner patriarch was increasingly preoccupied
with maintaining the old order. In a remarkable concluding chapter
Berghoff shows how Hohner struggled to maintain his family’s hold
over the local community, at virtually any price. In the 1950s and 1960s
the firm spent more on social welfare provision and local amenities than
it did on productive investment. In particular, it missed the chance to
establish a low-cost manufacturing base to cater for Third World

Book Reviews
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markets. Various experiments with new electronic instruments ended
in embarrassing failure. By the 1970s Hohner was in terminal decline.
The fourth Hohner generation was eased out of the management in the
1980s, but it was too late to save anything but the name. Today, the brand
is owned by a holding company operating out of a tax haven in the
Caribbean.

Berghoff’s case study cuts an elegant cross-section through more
than a century of German history, and it has more to offer than
conventional business history. Berghoff provides a fascinating account
of the Hohner family as members of a nouveau riche provincial élite. He
dissects the industrial relations of the firm and analyses the position of
the family and the firm in the context of local economy, society, and
politics. A particularly successful aspect of the book is his painstaking
investigation of the culture of paternalism at Hohner. Skilled labour
was crucial to musical instrument production and careful management
of the work-force was very much in the firm’s interest. But, as Berghoff
reveals, the image of the firm as a household had deep cultural roots.
The mid-nineteenth century enterprise was inseparable from the Hohner
family home and even when harmonica production expanded to an
industrial scale, the household remained the central metaphor through
which both the owners and the employees of the firm understood their
relationship. As Berghoff convincingly argues, Matthias Hohner’s
entrepreneurial activity was not directed against the traditional social
norms of Trossingen. Hohner turned to harmonicas in the 1850s because
they seemed to offer the possibility of a respectable and God-fearing
existence. Well into the twentieth century this meant above all ownership
of the family home and agricultural land. Whilst building the harmonica
business, Matthias Hohner continued to invest in property and remained
active as a farmer until his death in 1902. He encouraged his work-force
to do likewise. This was undoubtedly functional in economic terms. It
allowed Hohner to vary the working-time and wages of his work-force
according to business conditions. But more importantly it was driven
by considerations of credit. Hohner was able to finance the expansion
of his harmonica business by loans secured on his extensive land-
holding. Metaphorically, his translation of industrial profits into land-
holding added to the social capital of his family, establishing them by
1900 as the ‘kings’ of Trossingen. Employment at Hohner and references
supplied by the firm in turn provided a source of credit for his cosseted
core workers. It also, of course, provided the Hohners with enormous
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power over their employees. As Berghoff demonstrates, except for a
brief episode in the aftermath of the First World War, the Hohner
management were able to exclude free trade unions from the family
firm and to marginalize social democracy in local politics. Though
Berghoff avoids the term, his study in fact provides a fascinating insight
into the multi-faceted operation of hegemony in a small industrial
town.

Berghoff’s ambition is to use business history as a vehicle for
Gesellschaftsgeschichte – societal history as pioneered by the so-called
Bielefeld school, notably Hans-Ulrich Wehler – but Gesellschaftsgeschichte
with a difference. In his introduction Berghoff criticizes Wehler for his
unquestioning assumption that the nation is the suitable unit for
analysis. According to Berghoff this involves imposing a political
framework on social and economic processes that in fact operate largely
at the regional or sub-regional level. This is an argument of fundamental
methodological importance and Berghoff’s book certainly has much to
contribute to such a discussion. However, the point is never fully
developed nor is it driven home. The conclusion is by far the most
disappointing section of this admirable book. At the end of his enormous
labour, Berghoff appears to have run out of argumentative energy. The
big questions of the introduction remain unanswered. This is unfortunate
because the opposition between national and local approaches to
societal history as formulated in the introduction is simplistic and
inadequate to the complexity of Berghoff’s own account.

For the mid nineteenth century a microhistorical approach is surely
justified. As Berghoff shows, Trossingen struggled to resist external
influence at almost any price. His narrative begins in early March 1848
with a scene of panic, sparked by the rumour that French troops were
advancing into Germany. Villagers buried their belongings and made
ready to flee to the forests. The men sharpened their scythes. By evening
the rumour was dispelled and accumulated tension vented itself in a
village brawl. This incident, Berghoff argues, reveals the profound
trauma left in provincial Württemberg by the catastrophic wars of the
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Trossingen in the mid nineteenth
century was a closed world, suspicious of anyone who did not hail from
the immediate vicinity, a Protestant monoculture deeply prejudiced
against Catholics and Jews. And the community’s effort to insulate itself
from outside forces and to manage the transition to modernity on its
own terms is one of the continuous threads in Berghoff’s narrative. By
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the 1870s local élites were enthusiastic about national unification.
However, there was little that bound them to Berlin. Trossingen’s
growing commercial success did not tie it more closely to the nation.
The German market was shunned until the turn of the century. The
overwhelming majority of Trossingen’s Harmonicas went to the United
States. And it was to America, not to the expanding urban centres of the
new Germany, that Trossingen emigrated. Both in personal and
commercial terms the modernization of Trossingen was propelled by its
relationship with New York not Berlin. Though Berghoff does not drive
this point home, he makes a strong case not merely for a local Gesell-
schaftsgeschichte, but more generally for a Gesellschaftsgeschichte of the
nineteenth century shorn of anachronistic assumptions about national
society, capable of encompassing both the local and the global.

However, this conclusion must be relativized in two respects. Any
local study must face the question of its representativeness. Trossingen
and its harmonica manufacturers are clearly not representative of the
Württemberg backwoods. Berghoff has chosen to study a ‘winner’, a
community which by virtue of its commercial success was able to
negotiate modernization from a position of strength. Trossingen’s
autonomy in the process of modernization was achieved at the expense
of its surrounding environment. As Berghoff shows in great detail, the
less successful villages in the region became subordinate nodes in a
global manufacturing and marketing networks managed from
Trossingen. For such dependent areas, the story of autonomy and
strategic negotiation Berghoff tells for Trossingen does not apply. For
them modernization was indeed a massive external force imposing
wrenching social change from the outside. In this sense the broader
conclusion we should draw from Berghoff’s study is not that economic
and social development in the nineteenth century occurred everywhere
as it did in Trossingen, but that industrialization was an essentially
uneven process. It was a process which produced winners and losers.
Studies based on national statistics, or even data pertaining to large
regions, necessarily obscure this essential fact.

Furthermore, in Berghoff’s introduction the opposition between the
local and the national is surely drawn too starkly. As he himself shows,
the First World War marked a fundamental break. The war ‘nationalized’
Trossingen. The Allied blockade cut Trossingen off from its global
markets. At the same time, it increased its attachment to Germany.
Trossingen businessmen for the first time gained experience of dealing
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with the authorities in Berlin. And local men and boys participated
enthusiastically in the national experience of the Frontgemeinschaft. The
revolution brought national politics to Trossingen for the first time. For
a few years in the early 1920s the socialist mobilization broke the
stranglehold of local élites on communal politics. And the hegemony of
the Trossingen Bürgertum, which depended crucially on isolating the
local community from its wider context, was not easily restored. The
upsurge of National Socialism after 1930 bound Trossingen even more
closely to the nation. One of Württemberg’s most prominent Nazis,
Fritz Kiehn, was based in Trossingen. And for the first time the town
played host to national celebrities in the form of Gregor Strasser and
Joseph Goebbels. National politics now mattered in a new way. As a
result of the Depression and Nazi trade policy, the town’s prosperity
depended, as never before, on national markets.

Berghoff’s rich narrative thus undercuts the stark simplicity of his
critique. In the introduction he formulates a static antithesis between
the local and national approaches to Gesellschaftsgeschichte. And for the
early nineteenth century this may make sense. But the grand sweep of
Berghoff’s book in fact cries out for a conceptual framework that is more
subtle and dynamic. If it is misleading to write the societal history of the
nineteenth century from the perspective of the nation, Berghoff has
surely also demonstrated the indispensability of the national context to
the societal history of the twentieth century. What we need is not a static
opposition between the local and the national, but a framework which
encompasses the production and reproduction of the national in a local
context. Berghoff has written not a local business history but a magnificent
case study of the formation of national society.

J. ADAM TOOZE lectures on twentieth-century European economic
history at the University of Cambridge and directs studies for Jesus
College. He is currently completing a study of the Statistisches Reichsamt
entitled The Making of Modern Economic Knowledge: Statistics and the
German State 1900-1945 (forthcoming).
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