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VOLKER THEN, Eisenbahnen und Eisenbahnunternehmer in der Indu-
striellen Revolution. Ein preußisch/deutsch-englischer Vergleich, Kritische
Studien zur Geschichtswissenschaft, 120 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1997), 512 pp. ISBN 3 525 35783 4. DM 78.00

The pedigree of Volker Then’s scholarly account of English and Prus-
sian railways in the nineteenth century is not difficult to establish. Its
origins can be located in the now dispersed ‘critical school’ at Bielefeld,
whence the discernible influence of Then’s mentor Jürgen Kocka as
well as Hans-Ulrich Wehler and (perhaps most importantly for this
volume) Sidney Pollard. Through them Then was led to the theoretical
work of Alfred Chandler with its more extended roots in Schumpeter
and Redlich. From these rich ingredients Then has conceived an
innovative book of unrelenting earnestness, dense prose, and elevated
tone. His interest is not in tracks and trains but laws, statutes, resolu-
tions, and statistics. Here one finds no sounds and smells of the station,
no clangs and puffs of a steam engine, no scraping metal, no bustling
crowds, no locomotive drivers, firemen, or conductors, no workers,
and no women.

What we discover instead is the boardroom of some major private
railway companies in England and northern Germany between 1830
and 1880. Then sets out to investigate the entrepreneurs who began the
first great businesses of modern times, who invested in them, and who
guided their industrial strategy. He does so by deploying what he
repeatedly calls ‘das Sample’ of rail companies: in England principally
the London and South Western Railway, the Great Western Railway,
the London and North Western Railway; and in Germany the Leipzig-
Dresdener Eisenbahn, the Berlin-Potsdamer Eisenbahn, the Düsseldorf-
Elberfelder Eisenbahn, the Rheinische Eisenbahn, the Köln-Mindener
Eisenbahn, the Berlin-Hamburger Eisenbahn, the Berlin-Potsdam-
Magdeburger Eisenbahn, and a few others. In the aggregate, Then tells
us, these firms represented about one quarter of the total market in
terms of track length and investment capital. From this selection he is
able to identify 218 individual English railway entrepreneurs and 645
German. They are examined for their social status, education, domi-
cile, profession, political orientation, and so on. Such a procedure
enables Then to present evidence with statistical precision to support
his generalizations, yet it also involves him in a number of methodo-
logical difficulties. The available numbers do not always parse. Some
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series are divided into segments of 1834-38, 1839-53, 1854-77; but
others are 1837-41, 1842-56, 1857-79; or 1843-47, 1848-62, 1863-79. One
column may contain figures up to 1887, while another ends in 1860.
Moreover, ‘das Sample’ of course has unavoidable lacunae and is
naturally incomplete. When, for example, Then notes that 54 per cent
of English professional men involved with railways owned country
estates, one must remember that he is writing about twenty-seven
people in all of the British Isles.

Whatever reservations his analytic technique may raise, Then’s
conclusions are generally sensible and unsurprising. He argues that
national comparisons must always be nuanced by regional variations.
He rejects the notion of a German Sonderweg, refusing to view England
as a norm-setting model from which Prussia somehow deviated. And
he dismisses the old canard that an authoritarian Germany lacked a
vigorous Bürgertum when compared to the more liberal parliamentary
Britain – indeed, he makes a convincing case that Prussian railroads
were a thoroughly bourgeois enterprise run by nouveaux riches, whereas
a significant portion of English investors emerged from the established
élites. This was so because the financial basis of England’s rail industry
was wider and deeper, while Prussia needed to devise new strategies
to mobilize and concentrate existing capital: hence the more prominent
role of Prussian bankers in creating entrepreneurial networks that
funded and directed the private railroad business. Then takes the
position, following Knut Borchardt und Richard Tilly, that Germany
possessed sufficient capital resources but had problems in allocating
them. For this purpose the early competition among private rail firms
was especially favourable. Finally, he finds little evidence here of a
feudalization of the German Bürgertum, which continued to lack the
larger percentage of landowning ‘squires and gentlemen’ present
among English railway stockholders.

Then does not narrate the development of the two national systems.
His topic appears in snapshots, not motion pictures, or (as he himself
suggests) as a series of tableaux vivants. He is primarily interested in the
founding phase of railroads and is scarcely concerned with the transi-
tion in Prussia to state ownership, which culminated with a
Verstaatlichung under Bismarck during the 1870s and 1880s. Thus the
chancellor is mentioned only once in over 500 pages. It is symptomatic
that Then seems unaware of the identity of Albert Maybach, Bis-
marck’s right-hand man in railway matters, who likewise gains but
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one reference in the entire text as ‘Minister Maybach’; nor is he, unlike
most others, awarded a first name in the index. By contrast, the pre-
1870 Rhenish liberal businessman Gustav Mevissen, who is portrayed
as an ideal type of early German railway entrepreneur, rates both a full
name and seventeen entries in the index. Throughout, the focus
thereby remains fixed on the first generation of investors, mainly
before 1848, and the story of the Prussian state’s acquisition of the
private companies is confined to six pages, of which only three actually
treat their demise after 1870. This reviewer’s initial impulse was to
encourage Volker Then to undertake a sequel – until the realization
dawned that his chosen methodology would preclude it. After all ‘das
Sample’ pertains exclusively to private railway firms whose existence
virtually ceased altogether in Prussia and the rest of Germany before
1890. Any evaluation of Then’s contribution must therefore presume
that it is necessarily confined to the early part of the nineteenth century.
Within these narrow bounds the book succeeds as a monograph in
railway studies, but it fails to establish strong connections to the
flowing mainstream of either German or British history. A certain static
quality rather than a sense of momentum is the lasting impression of
a reading from cover to cover.

Let us none the less suppose, from the platform of his published
research, that Volker Then were to launch a more ambitious project on
European railroads. What, in other words, must he do in order to
connect the specific themes of his monographic analysis to the general
course of nineteenth-century history? Briefly, the following six propos-
als may be proffered.

First, the chronological framework should be lengthened. The
significance of early railway organization is best grasped in light of its
subsequent evolution later in the century. The gradual fusion of British
rail firms is a theme mentioned but not pursued by Then. As we saw,
the same is true of Bismarck’s Verstaatlichung, which occurred only
after the failure of his efforts to nationalize German railways in the
1870s. The questions of how and why the private companies persisted
in one instance but disappeared in the other require much fuller
explanation.

Second, the geographical focus could be widened. Surely there
should be some mention of Scotland, Wales, and Ireland in a more
comprehensive treatment of British railways. And the emergence of
state rail administrations in Bavaria, Württemberg, and Baden would
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provide a useful counterpoint to Prussia, enabling the author to
elucidate the federal character of Germany’s national system after
1870. Also Saxony with the densest network of tracks in Germany,
second only to Belgium in all of Europe, deserves more than a glance.
Furthermore, the French connection merits some attention (France
does not appear in Then’s index, though it is twice discussed in the
text.) As a minimum, the outstanding work of François Caron and
Georges Ribeill should be considered in a comparative context.

Third, a greater place should be awarded to the state. We need to
learn more about the political importance of railways as a key issue in
the formulation of public policy. Then alludes to parliamentary con-
flicts in England, but the tensions between government agencies and
private companies do not figure in his account. That topic is especially
relevant for Germany, given the strength of states’ rights – so-called
particularism – both in Prussia and the south. The topical organization
adopted by Then is certainly defensible, but it demands much back-
and-forth between England and Prussia at the risk of losing the
idiosyncratic political dynamics of both.

Fourth, more emphasis could be placed on the military. Then
accepts Hans-Ulrich Wehler’s dictum that this aspect was largely
inconsequential for the early entrepreneurs. Yet he concedes, without
elaboration, that the rivalry among European states increasingly be-
came a motive for railway construction. As long as the focus rests solely
on Germany’s relations with Britain, whose tracks of course posed no
threat to the continental powers, the omission of any military consid-
erations may be justified. But it was obviously otherwise with French
rail connections to the Rhineland. Accordingly, a history of nineteenth-
century railways can ill afford to neglect the names of Helmuth von
Moltke and Alfred von Schlieffen.

Fifth, account should be taken of technology. The political strategy
and financial affairs of railway administrations were importantly
affected by a cluster of technological innovations: compound locomo-
tives, steel rails, electric signals, air brakes, the telegraph and tele-
phone, typewriters, and the rest. A survey of investments and opera-
tions of the railroad industry is incomplete without some analysis of
their impact. Again, a monograph like Then’s, centred as it is on the
earliest railway entrepreneurs, may perhaps avoid such an examina-
tion, but the growing complexity of the railway business as a bundle of
technologies remains a theme crucial to develop.

English and Prussian Railways
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Sixth, a place should be found for personnel. The evolution of the
workforce is another critical matter mentioned but not allotted major
importance by Then. Railway companies became the largest single
employer of the late nineteenth century, and yet we still have no
adequate history of their labour practices, health plans, welfare benefits,
or housing projects – nor of the relationship of these to national policies
such as the Bismarckian social legislation of the 1880s.

Clearly these much broader considerations would spill over the
boundaries of any monograph, and it would be wildly unfair to judge
the quality of Volker Then’s achievement by such general criteria. Yet
a simple enumeration here of the six points may serve to remind us of
the historical profession’s ultimate responsibility to relate current
research to longer and wider perspectives. Then’s work deserves to be
regarded as a valuable stone in a complex mosaic. We only need to step
back in order to see and appreciate its worth.

ALLAN MITCHELL is Professor emeritus at the University of Califor-
nia, San Diego. His latest book is The Divided Path. The German Influence
on Social Reform in France after 1870 (1991). He is currently preparing a
volume to be entitled The Great Train Race. Railways and the Franco-
German Rivalry, 1815-1914.
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