
Culture & History Digital Journal 4(2)
December 2015, e020

eISSN 2253-797X
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020

Linen, Silver, Slaves, and Coffee: A Spatial Approach to Central 
Europe’s Entanglements with the Atlantic Economy

Klaus Weber
European University Viadrina 

Große Scharrnstraße 59,D - 15230 Frankfurt (Oder) 
e-mail: weber@europa-uni.de

Submitted: 5 September 2014. Accepted: 1 June 2015

ABSTRACT: In German scholarship of the post-war period, the category of space was regarded as discredited, be-
cause of its abuse during the Nazi period. This applies in particular to the 1970s and 80s, when novel approaches in 
social and economic history were developed. Research on proto-industrialisation, broadly examining its internal 
structures, did not take into account the export orientation of Central Europe’s early modern commodity production. 
At the same time, the expanding research on Europe’s Atlantic empires, including the trans-Atlantic slave trade, did 
hardly take notice of the manufactures from the Holy Roman Empire, distributed all around the Atlantic basin. This 
paper examines those conditions favouring German proto-industries which are relevant for a ‘spatial approach’ to the 
phenomenon. It also covers the late medieval beginnings of this process, in order to demonstrate the continuity of 
Central Europe’s entanglement with the Atlantic world. The paper further emphasises that any future research using 
spatial categories must be aware of the ideological contamination of the German term ‘Raum’ during the 19th and 20th 
century. The interlace of economic and social history with historiography demands a compilation from current and 
older research literature, some of it on different regions and subjects.
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RESUMEN: Lino, plata, esclavos y café: un enfoque espacial para estudiar los entramados de Europa Central con 
la economía Atlántica.- En la escuela alemana del período de pos-guerra la categoría de espacio fue desprestigiada 
debido a los abusos sucedidos durante el período nazi. Esto se aplica en especial a los años de 1970 y 1980, cuando 
se desarrollaron los nuevos enfoques en historia social y económica. Las investigaciones sobre la proto-industrializa-
ción en Europa Central durante la Edad Moderna que examinan, en líneas generales, sus estructuras internas, no tu-
vieron en cuenta la dimensión espacial de las exportaciones de su producción. Al mismo tiempo, las crecientes inves-
tigaciones de los imperios europeos en el Atlántico, incluso del comercio de esclavos transatlántico, no hacen 
referencia a las manufacturas del Sacro Imperio Romano Germánico, distribuidas todas alrededor de la cuenca del 
Atlántico. El trabajo examina aquellas condiciones favorables de la proto-industria alemana que son relevantes para 
un ‘spatial approach’ (enfoque espacial) del fenómeno. También incluye los inicios de este proceso en la Baja Edad 
Media con el fin de demostrar la continuidad de los entramados de Europa Central con el mundo atlántico. El estudio 
hace énfasis en la idea de que cualquier investigación futura usando categorías espaciales debe tener en cuenta la 
contaminación ideológica del término alemán ‘Raum’ durante los siglos xix y xx. El entrelazado de la historia econó-
mica y social con la historiografía ha exigido una compilación de literatura investigativa tradicional y actual, alguna 
de ellas en diferentes regiones y temáticas.
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lántica.

Copyright: © 2015 CSIC This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
Non Commercial (by-nc) Spain 3.0 License.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020
mailto:weber%40europa-uni.de?subject=
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020


Culture & History Digital Journal 4(2), December 2015, e020. eISSN 2253-797X, doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020

2 • Klaus Weber

“While 19th-century authors like Schmoller and Droysen 
wished to shape politics, the geographer Erich Obst 
(1886-1981) quarrelled with topography. … … … Obst 
regarded it as a proof of political intelligence that the 
Soviet government abandoned St. Petersburg, and 
turned back to Moscow as the traditional and best-suited 
capital of the empire (Obst, 1928, 30).”

In current overviews on the ‘spatial turn’, American 
and French scholars are mentioned as leading figures 
which inspired humanities for (re-)discovering space as a 
category worth considering, from the perspectives of so-
ciology, history, anthropology, and so forth. Among them, 
Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991) and Edward W. Soja (*1940) 
are figuring prominently (Lefebvre, 1974; Soja, 1989). 
Yet, behind those 20th and 21st century authors, there are a 
few German scholars who have made space their central 
category already during the 19th century. Karl Schlögel 
has already alluded to these prominent German harbin-
gers (Schlögel, 2003: 36-47). These earlier authors’ inter-
est in space and geography was much inspired by roman-
ticism, e.g. by the writing of Johann Gottfried Herder and 
his emphasis on the particularity of each culture, which 
he saw shaped by its respective language, but also by the 
geographical space of its homelands, with its particular 
climate and soil, and consequently agriculture, architec-
ture etc. Impregnated with such romanticist views was 
Carl Ritter (1779-1859), one of the pioneers of modern 
geography. His interest was not so much in physical ge-
ography, but rather on the mutual influences between 
mankind (‘culture’) on the in hand, and nature (or the en-
vironment) on the other —thus anticipating the modern 
challenge of pre-assumptions about the dichotomy be-
tween man and nature. Ritter was also much interested in 
change over time, thus in historical geography. Such ide-
as were modified in the course of the 19th century, notably 
by Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904), a zoologist. This back-
ground explains the influence of Charles Darwin’s theo-
ries, and their (mis-)interpretations in Social Darwinism, 
on his writing. Ratzel adopted biologist concepts for the 
description and analysis of political entities, and he com-
pared the development of states with the biology of or-
ganisms. For the expansion and shrinking of states and of 
their territories he formulated a ‘law of expanding spaces’ 
(Gesetz der wachsenden Räume), and thus provided a 
theoretical blue-print for the colonial and naval policy of 
Imperial Germany. Ratzel’s ideas were further adapted by 
the geographer Karl Haushofer (1869-1946), who made a 
military career. From 1908 to 1910 the German Imperial 
army sent him to China and Japan, where he studied the 
Japanese military and advised it as an artillery instructor. 
During the First World War, he rose to the rank of a Gen-
eral. Haushofer coined the term ‘Geopolitik’, which be-
came important in Japanese military planning (Geopolitik 
des Pazifischen Ozeans, 1925), and which became a key 
word in the expansionist discourse of Nazi Germany 
(Bausteine zur Geopolitik, Berlin 1928; Geopolitische 
Grundlagen, Berlin/Wien 1939). Like Ratzel, he adopted 
concepts from biology, most notoriously the term ‘Le-

bensraum’, understood as the living space which one peo-
ple may defend against competing peoples and nations. 
Haushofer also held important posts during the Third Re-
ich, and became one of the most prominent inspirers of 
the Nazi ideology of the very ‘Lebensraum’ which the 
German army was to conquer in Eastern Europe. Thus, 
Karl Schlögel states that such contamination made the 
German term ‘Raum’ a taboo (Schlögel, 2003: 52).

This brief detour is only meant to explain why in the 
post-war German-speaking world in particular, ‘space’ 
was a highly discredited term in research for decades. The 
younger German and Austrian historians of the 1970s and 
80s emphasised social history, even more than their col-
leagues in other European countries. Their major focus 
was on the internal structures and developments of socie-
ties, or rather of societal orders. This may also help to ex-
plain why the French School on the Annales, in particular 
its early phase, which was much shaped by Fernand 
Braudel and his own thinking in spatial categories, was 
never much appreciated among this generation of Ger-
man historians. The broader interest of French historians 
in the category of space was institutionalised: Their aca-
demic discipline has always been closely intertwined 
with geography, e.g. by the creation of chairs combining 
history and geography (Holt-Jensen, 2004: 45-48). An ex-
ample of the German post-war disinterest in geography 
and space is provided by the prominent and most com-
mendable works on Central European proto-industries. 
Peter Kriedte’s, Hans Medick’s and Jürgen Schlum-
bohm’s collective book on “Industrialization before In-
dustrialization”, and Hans Medick’s case study on a Swa-
bian linen weaving village —both of them masterly 
works— do illustrate this constraint (Kriedte and Medick 
and Schlumbohm, 1981; Medick, 1997). This also applies 
to the volume co-published by the Austrian historian 
Markus Cerman (Cerman and Ogilvie, 1996), and more 
such examples could be provided. The lack of geographi-
cal considerations or spatial approaches in these studies is 
even more surprising as their very subject —proto-indus-
tries— could only thrive because they were export-orien-
tated. This is the aspect which makes Central European 
commodity production relevant to the topical issue of 
space from an early modern Spanish, and from a wider 
Atlantic perspective.

In order to find systematic overviews on the export-
orientation of German —or Central European— com-
modity production, one needs to refer to scholarship from 
the generation that started its career during the 1930s and 
1940s, e.g. to Wolfgang Zorn’s exhaustive article on the 
export industries in the Holy Roman Empire of the 18th 
century (Zorn, 1961: 421-447), or to the overview on the 
Empire’s foreign trade of the same period, provided by 
Hermann Kellenbenz (Kellenbenz, 1964). The articles by 
these authors from Western Germany are complemented 
with a publication by the Eastern German historian Man-
fred Kossok, who examined the importance of the Span-
ish-American colonial markets for the linen trade from 
Prussian territories during the late 18th and early 19th cen-
turies (Kossok, 1961). The geographical awareness of 
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both Kellenbenz and Kossok demonstrates that at their 
time, this was not a question of ideology: Hermann Kel-
lenbenz (1913-1990) started his career as a researcher at 
the ‘Reichsinstitut für Geschichte des neuen Deutsch- 
lands’, created in 1935 explicitly for writing the history 
of the ‘new’ Germany which was just in the making 
(Heiber, 1966: 452-57, 1189). Manfred Kossok (1930-
1993), in contrast, was one of the leading social historians 
in the German Democratic Republic. What they had in 
common was that they did not bother to deal with the cat-
egory of space, much in contrast with most of the protag-
onists of the following generation. Kossok and Kellen-
benz are also interesting figures as they trained the few 
younger historians in East and West Germany who had 
German maritime trade and respective markets on their 
agenda: Hans Pohl, Otto-Ernst Krawehl and Jürgen Sch-
neider (Pohl, 1963; Krawehl, 1977; Schneider, 1998; 
Schneider, Krawehl and Denzel, 2001), to name but a few 
of Kellenbenz’ scholars, and more notably Kossok’s 
scholar Michael Zeuske (Zeuske, 1995; Zeuske and Lud-
wig, 1995).

If post-war scholarship in the German-speaking 
world has been much concerned with the internal struc-
tures of proto-industrialization, and hardly considered 
the distant markets and the importance of Central Euro-
pean commodities in the Atlantic economies, scholars in 
Atlantic history did not take into account how much 
commodity production in Central Europe was a part of 
the wider Atlantic world. Only a few historians have 
considered Europe’s more Eastern hinterlands. Imma-
nuel Wallerstein has widely acknowledged the impor-
tance of wheat exports from the agrarian regions east of 
the River Elbe to Western Europe (Wallerstein, 1974); 
Zsigmond Pal Pach looked at a wider range of commod-
ities traded between East-Central Europe and the west-
ern hemisphere (Pach, 1990). The neglect of manufac-
tured commodities from Central Europe is illustrated 
only by scrutinising literature on production and con-
sumption of textiles. This product is relevant in so far as 
textile production was a key industry all over the early 
modern world, not only in Europe. Further, fabrics of all 
sorts were the most important merchandise in the barter 
trade for African slaves —and they were important also 
outside this sector of colonial commerce. Throughout 
the four centuries of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, tex-
tiles made up for c. 50 per cent of the value shipped to 
Africa. With regards to the Northern Atlantic world, 
Leslie Clarkson states that cotton, originally an ‘exotic’ 
product, figures most prominently in all the relevant lit-
erature, as a commodity which Europeans have always 
desired, which has been prominent in early interconti-
nental trade (including in the barter trade for African 
slaves), in the slave-based economy of the US South, 
and in the Industrial Revolution in Great Britain (Clark-
son, 2003: 473-475; Riello and Parthasarathi, 2009; 
Beckert, 2014). At the same time, she concludes, that 
the autochthonous linen has been almost entirely omit-
ted by the scholars —although the fabric was ubiquitous 
in Europe, for clothing, bedding, tablecloth, packaging, 

canvas, etc. Even a more recent essay collection on the 
European linen industry treats mostly British, Irish and 
North American aspects, and hazards some views into 
Sweden, Belgium and 19th-century Germany (when lin-
en was already in irreversible decline)— but the omni-
present linen trade of 17th and 18th-century Northern 
France and Central Europe has been ignored to the full 
(Collins and Ollerenshaw, 2003). Its importance has 
been taken into account by a number of German schol-
ars, but their studies on some particular textile regions, 
published in the German language, did not have the im-
pact they would have deserved (Boldorf, 2006; Flügel, 
1993; Niemann, 2004).

It is true that the home-spun linen lacks the glamour 
of silk, the ornaments and the brilliant colors of calicoes, 
and the dignity of a woolen cloth, but in spite of all its 
inconspicuousness it was one of the products which did 
closely link the peoples around the Atlantic basin with 
those in Atlantic hinterlands, and it did so over centuries. 
This history of linen can very well illustrate how distant 
regions established trade relations and thus constituted a 
wider, previously nonexistent socio-economic and cultur-
al space.

The integration of early modern German lands into 
the western hemisphere has thus long been underestimat-
ed. A first synthesis which took into account not only the 
linen trade and its Atlantic dimensions, but also the con-
sumption of colonial produce, which spread namely in 
18th-century proto-industrial regions, has been provided 
by Michael Zeuske and Jörg Ludwig (Zeuske and Lud-
wig, 1995). This essay shall substantiate their portrait of 
the close entanglements of Central Europe with the Atlan-
tic world. It will do so by summarizing studies which 
covered the earlier phases, and results from more recent 
research on the 18th century. It will also consider parame-
ters such as labour supply and labour cost, their differen-
tials among different regions, climate, soil and ores as re-
sources for agriculture and industry, and geography, in 
particular with regards to transport routes.

LiNEN AND TRADE iN LATE MEDiEVAL 
SOUThERN GERMANY

In contrast with cotton, which is the world-wide pre-
vailing fabric today, the raw material for linen had always 
been a European home-grown fibre (Jenkins, 2003). The 
soil and moist climate of Normandy, Wallonia, the Cham-
pagne, the Rhineland, Westphalia, Northern Switzerland, 
Swabia and Franconia, and of many Polish and Russian 
regions offer favourable conditions for growing flax. The 
local population was available for spinning the yarn and 
weaving the cloth at relatively low costs. The finished 
fabric is very appropriate to wear in hot climate, in par-
ticular for those who have to perform physical labour. 
This particular comfort and the lower price distinguishes 
it from woollens, as Europe’s more sturdy textile, and 
these two features made linen an ideal item for markets in 
the Mediterranean world, including Northern Africa (Au-
bin and Kunze, 1940: 1-5).
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Towns and countryside in Upper Germany (‘Ober-
deutschland’ is the old name for Southern Germany) and 
Swiss German regions lived the heyday of their linen ex-
port trades from about 1300 to 1500. Powerful dynasties 
of industrialists and financiers, such as the Fugger, Welser 
and Höchstetter from Augsburg, and the Viatis and Peller 
from Nuremberg, emerged from this world. New mer-
chant companies like the Ravensburger Handelskompanie 
(created in the 1380s in the town of Ravensburg, just a 
few miles north of Lake Constance) coordinated capital, 
labour, and the wide-reaching networks for distributing 
the region’s finished fabrics (Schulte, 1923). During the 
15th century, the city of Ulm and its hinterland alone pro-
duced up to 100,000 pieces of linen annually (with fig-
ures declining by 1550) (Kellenbenz and Walter, 1986: 
862). Much of the spinning and weaving was organised in 
a cottage industry which employed the cheaper rural la-
bour. Emporiums of this export trade were Venice and 
Genoa, where German merchants had established their 
own permanent communities.

German lands, in turn, imported highly appreciated 
oriental products, which Italians brought from the Le-
vant: spices, cotton, silk, dyes, sugar, etc. Much of the 
imported cotton was combined with local linen thread 
and woven into fustians (German term: ‘Barchent’). Spic-
es such as nutmeg, cardamom, clove, pimento and cinna-
mon were used not only for hearty cooking, but also for 
the rather sweet Christmas pastries from Saxony and 
Nuremberg. Even today the ingredients in those tradition-
al recipes still hint at the medieval city’s connections with 
the Levant.

Such imports were paid for with the export of linen 
from German lands. Yet, the fabric could not be bartered 
directly against oriental products. While Asians consid-
ered occidental textiles and most other European manu-
factures primitive and coarse, Europe was better provided 
with occurrence of gold and silver than the East. Arab and 
Indian merchants therefore demanded bullion in ex-
change for their own export commodities. Even though 
precious metals were mined in the Massif Central, in the 
Tyrol Alps, in Southern Saxony and Bohemia, in Hungary 
and other places, the European deficit in medieval Levant 
trade had to be balanced with additional imports of gold 
from Africa (Bloch, 1933: 1-34; Braudel, 1946: 9-22). 
Exportation of textiles to Africa was one of the means to 
obtain some of the gold which was produced in Western 
Sudan and on the Gold Coast (today Ghana), and brought 
by trans-Sahara caravans to the northern regions of the 
African continent. Linen exports from Central Europe 
certainly contributed to pay for the total of supplies from 
Africa (Małowist, 2009c [originally published in 1968]: 
386; 2009b [originally published in 1968]: 345; 2009a 
[originally published in 1973]: 133). If Africans were 
well supplied with bullion, they were lacking iron and 
copper ores. A wide variety of European iron and brass-
ware was therefore to become an important complement 
to the textiles, as soon as Portuguese shipping lanes were 
extended far enough south to allow for a bulk trade with 
Africa.

A basic pattern of late medieval Central Europe’s for-
eign trade was: export of linen and brassware to the 
South, in order to obtain gold; and expenditure of this 
gold for Oriental produce.

A GERMAN ExPANSiON iNTO ThE ATLANTiC?

Portuguese maritime expeditions had reached Madeira 
by 1419, the Cabo Verde by 1444, the Gold Coast by 1471, 
and the Congo and Angola coasts during the 1480s. From 
the 1470s, they created large sugar plantations on the is-
lands of São Tomé and Príncipe, in the Gulf of Guinea. 
There is no need here to go deeper into how the Portuguese 
combined their quest for gold with the exploration of the 
direct sea route to India, where this gold was to be spent for 
Oriental commodities. As mentioned above: Asia was no 
market for European commodities. More relevant in the 
context of this essay is the Iberian expansion into the At-
lantic world, and the slave trade which it engendered. The 
forced migration of Africans into the ‘New World’ in the 
16th century was but a trickle, when compared with its vol-
ume during the 17th, and with its culmination in the 18th 
century. Still, many features of the later period were estab-
lished already in the very beginnings. The 17th-century ex-
pansion of the slave trade was essentially triggered by the 
Sugar Revolution: the development of large scale sugar 
cane cultivation and sugar processing in the Caribbean, and 
subsequent rise in the demand for labour. Yet, the sugar 
business had been a motor of the expansion from its very 
beginnings, with entrepreneurs and capital from Central 
Europe being involved all the time. The Ravensburg linen 
trading company had invested in sugar production near Va-
lencia on the Spanish Mediterranean coast, from the 1420s 
into the 1470s, running its own plantation and a sugar mill. 
The Ravensburg merchants gave it up when far larger 
quantities of sugar started to pour in at a more competitive 
price from the Canary Islands and from Madeira (Phillips 
Jr., 2004: 33-34). In 1508, the Welser acquired one of the 
largest sugar estates on Tenerife, and in the following year 
they invested into more plantations and mills on the island 
of La Palma —only to give it all up in the 1520s, when the 
first Spanish settlement on Hispaniola offered even better 
prospects for cultivation of the cane (Vieira, 2004: 47, 67, 
69; Stols, 2004: 261). In 1526 the Welser company opened 
a branch there, and from c. 1530 it was a shareholder of 
sugar estates on the island. In 1528, the very same compa-
ny purchased the Asiento for providing the Spanish Carib-
bean with 4,000 African slaves. Portuguese merchants 
were contracted to carry out the actual shipping. In the very 
same year, the first ship under this Asiento crossed the At-
lantic (Denzer, 2005: 51-55).

The Fugger dynasty had risen from a modest family of 
rural linen weavers to eminent Augsburg patricians, pro-
cessing linen and cotton, and leasing mines all over Cen-
tral Europe (Häberlein, 2006: 17). As financiers, they sup-
ported the election of the (since 1516) Spanish king 
Charles I as Emperor Charles V (1519) (Häberlein, 2008: 
65-81). Their trading house had representatives in Lisbon 
from 1504 and in Seville from the 1520s, and it channelled 
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huge quantities of copper from their own Alpine and Hun-
garian mines into the Portuguese slave trade. Already dur-
ing the 1970s, the Polish historian Marian Małowist has 
hinted at this lucrative business —and to Central Europe-
an involvement in general (Małowist, 1976). He investi-
gated the bulk exports of metal ware from the Holy Ro-
man Empire to Iberian ports via Antwerp and Bruges. This 
trade is well documented from the 1490s, but must already 
have been in place for decades. Chief items were “ban-
gles, necklaces, cauldrons, basins and other produce made 
of copper, brass and iron”, including chains to fetter the 
slaves. The bookkeeping of Portuguese middlemen in 
Flanders mentions tens and hundred thousands of such 
items coming from Nuremberg (Małowist, 2009c: 389). In 
his more recent monograph on the Fugger dynasty, Mark 
Häberlein provides evidence for the continuation of this 
trade from Nuremberg to Africa, reaching far into the 16th 
century. In a contract signed with the Portuguese crown in 
1548, the Fugger agreed “to purvey 7,500 hundredweights 
of brass bangles, 24,000 saucepans, 1,800 wide bowls, 
4,500 barber’s basins, and 10,500 cauldrons. All this 
brassware, to be delivered within a time-span of four 
years, was explicitly meant for the Guinea trade” (Häber-
lein, 2008: 80).

The Fugger, Welser, Höchstetter and more of the major 
entrepreneurs in Central Europe were industrialists, mer-
chants and financiers at the same time, and they had made 
Augsburg the Holy Roman Empire’s centre of banking 
and finance. Their westward routes of trading and commu-
nication, initially directed from Upper Germany across the 
Alps into the Mediterranean, were gradually shifting to a 
route directed via Flanders to Lisbon and further west. 
When the Portuguese began to develop sugar cane cultiva-
tion on a large scale in Brazil, the Fugger were still in-
volved with agents present in the colony. By 1540 the 
Schetz family, originating from Aix-la-Chapelle but also 
established in Antwerp, had acquired large Brazil sugar 
estates. Previously, they had been importing sugar from 
São Tomé. This family indicates the increasing presence 
of merchants from the Netherlands and the Lower Rhine-
land in the Iberian Atlantic economy (Stols, 2001: 29-47; 
Stols, 2004: 262-263). Such changes already hint at the 
17th-century decline of Upper Germany’s economy, and to 
the economic rise of areas further north in the Empire. 
This shift was essentially favoured by the steady develop-
ment of the Atlantic economy, but accelerated by the Thir-
ty Years War, which dealt a blow to most Catholic powers.

During the first phase of this war, the Dutch had con-
quered the richest sugar-producing regions in Brazil, and 
in order to supply them with labour, they established their 
own slave trading posts on the West African coast. This 
period also saw the creation of large joint stock trading 
companies. The Dutch East India Company (VOC, 
founded in 1603) and Dutch West India Company (WIC, 
operative from 1623) offered new opportunities for in-
vestment. The Augsburg entrepreneur and banker Marx 
Konrad von Relingen acquired shares in both companies 
worth 50,000 fl., and he invested another 110,000 fl. in 
British shipping ventures, much of it directly related with 

the African trade. In 1621, Johann Friedrich Duke of 
Württemberg spent 30,000 fl. in the Dutch WIC, thus fig-
uring among the company’s very first shareholders. Yet, 
not only was capital flowing out of the country, it was 
also coming in, much of it contributing to the rise of 
Frankfurt on the River Main. Johann von Bodeck (1554-
1631), then considered the wealthiest man in town, had 
arrived from Antwerp as a Protestant refugee, transferring 
his business to Germany. He made his fortune in the cop-
per trade and in loans to German territorial rulers, which 
in fact makes him a successor of the great houses of the 
Fugger and Welser (Schilling, 1983: 22-23). Imperial bu-
reaucrats claimed that von Bodeck had invested “several 
tons of gold” in the Dutch maritime companies.

He was among those who made Frankfurt the succes-
sor of the Empire’s previously leading financial cities of 
Nuremberg and Augsburg, which were in sharp decline 
by 1620. Augsburg, a wealthy city with 48,000 inhabit-
ants in 1600, counted but 21,000 when the Thirty Years 
War had ended. It was to recover slowly only during the 
18th century. The size of Nuremberg’s population slumped 
from 40,000 in 1600 to 30,000 in 1700, in Ulm it dropped 
from 21,000 to 15,000. The larger Hanseatic port cities, 
in contrast, were expanding significantly during the peri-
od from 1600 to 1650: Hamburg grew from 40,000 inhab-
itants to 75,000, Lubeck from 23,000 to 31,000 inhabit-
ants (de Vries, 1984: 272-273).

It is true that the rural linen industry of Swabia and 
the whole region surrounding Lake Constance remained 
very important and even expanded during the 18th centu-
ry, but only a small fraction of its exports continued to be 
dispatched on the traditional transalpine routes. Swabian 
linen and even much of the Swiss fabrics were now sent 
north, to be exported via the Austrian Netherlands or via 
Bremen and Hamburg. This change must be seen in the 
context of the expanding trans-Atlantic slave trade. The 
sugar revolution in the British Caribbean, the expansion 
of sugar production in Brazil, and the spectacular rise of 
sugar plantations on early 18th-century Saint-Domingue 
caused a multiplication in the volume of the slave trade, 
and its shift from the Iberian into the Dutch, British and 
French Atlantic. During the entire 16th century, Europeans 
had deported almost 0.3 million Africans into the ‘New 
World’. In the 25 years before 1700, their number was 
more than 0.7 million, but in the 25 years before 1750, it 
came near to 1.5 million men, women and children (Eltis 
and Richardson, 2008). The African demand for barter 
goods, generated by the trade, and its impact on Central 
European economies cannot be underestimated. This de-
mand was one of the reasons for the growing European 
import of cotton fabrics from India (much of it to be re-
exported to Africa and bartered against slaves), and at the 
same time it contributed to the expansion of linen produc-
tion in Central Europe. Most of the expansion was achieved 
in more northern regions of the Holy Roman Empire: in 
Westphalia, Hessen, Pomerania, Lusatia and Silesia. Even 
though some of these provinces seem to be quite land-
locked, they were in fact provided with very efficient 
navigable waterways to the North Sea and the Baltic Sea.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020


Culture & History Digital Journal 4(2), December 2015, e020. eISSN 2253-797X, doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2015.020

6 • Klaus Weber

ThE ShifT TO ThE NORTh SEA AND 
ADAPTiONS TO 18Th-CENTURY MARiTiME 
TRADE

Silesia and Bohemia had already been integrated into 
the European textile economy during the 16th century, 
when the Fugger and Nuremburg textile magnates trans-
ferred much of their rural linen production from Swabia 
and Franconia further east, capitalising on the lower wag-
es to be paid there (Aubin and Kunze, 1940; Kunze 1925). 
Both Silesia and Bohemia were heavily devastated during 
the Thirty Years War, but had fully recovered by 1700.

A Prussian achievement in civil engineering and a 
Prussian military adventure illustrate the economic im-
portance of Silesia and its reliance on long-distance trade: 
The Prince-Elector Friedrich Wilhelm initiated the con-
struction of a canal which linked the River Oder (flowing 
from Silesia into the Baltic Sea) with the River Spree 
(feeding the Havel, which in turn feeds the River Elbe), 
thus completing a navigable waterway of c. 760 kilome-
tres, from Silesia’s capital Breslau into the port of Ham-
burg. Merchants using this direct route to the North Sea 
avoided the Danish sound toll, but had to pay newly es-
tablished Prussian duties. The 28 kilometres and 13 wa-
tergates of the canal were opened in 1668. From 1740 
until 1763, Friedrich Wilhelm’s great grandson Friedrich 
II (the Great) waged three costly wars for the conquest of 
Silesia, which had so far been a province of the Habsburg 
Empire. After the change of ruler, the linen magnates in 
Silesia’s wealthy trading towns, such as Hirschberg (to-
day Jelena Góra), Greiffenberg (today Gryfów Śląski) 
and Landeshut (today Kamienna Góra) readily adapted to 
Prussian rule and intensified their exports via Hamburg, 
while the older links with Upper Germany and Austria 
were neglected.

The Elbe River provided Bohemia with direct com-
munication to the sea port of Hamburg. This Habsburg 
province produced not only linen, but also metal items 
and glassware. From the 1680s, traders from the remotest 
Bohemian mountain villages travelled as far as London, 
Amsterdam and Cadiz to distribute their merchandise, 
notably crystal glass. New roads were built during the 
18th century to make sure a smooth transportation of frag-
ile commodities from the glassworks to the riverboats on 
the Elbe (Myška, 1996: 188-207; Weber, 2004: 75-79, 
133-143).

The old-established Westphalian linen trade had al-
ways been directed towards the ports of Amsterdam, 
Bremen and Hamburg, and towards British markets. They 
naturally benefited from the closer integration of the 
North Sea region into the Atlantic economy, in particular 
after the Thirty Years War. The merchants of larger West-
phalian cities like Bielefeld, Osnabruck and Warendorf 
tightened their control of rural linen spinning and weav-
ing, and established efficient institutions for quality con-
trol. Many of them had originally come from neighbour-
ing villages of textile production (just as the Fugger had 
in their time). A steady migration to Hanseatic and Dutch 
ports and to London secured a significant urban presence 

of Westphalian merchants, and many of them actually 
made their way into the very elite of these cities. This 
strategy ensured a tight vertical integration of their fami-
ly-based business (Beerbühl, 2007; Weber, 2004). The 
main transport route through Westphalia was the River 
Weser, with the Hanseatic city of Bremen on its estuary 
into the North Sea. The river’s upper course also links 
Hessian linen regions with Bremen.

The orientation of Central Europe’s rural industries to-
wards the sea was corresponding to the growth in 18th cen-
tury’s maritime trade. The slow but steady pacification of 
the Atlantic Ocean and of the Caribbean, and the suppres-
sion of piracy contributed to the reduction of transaction 
costs, which encouraged more individual traders to enter 
into the business, including the slave trade (Emmer, 1998: 
12-32). German merchants too benefitted from these 
changes. A significant number of them did so by establish-
ing themselves in a sea port of a slave trading nation, and 
they operated under the respective flag. A few such exam-
ples from London, Bordeaux, Nantes and Cadiz will illus-
trate how German merchants linked the Central European 
economy with Atlantic markets (Weber, 2009, 37-67).

London

Sir Peter Meyer from Hamburg came to London in 
1690 and figured among the first Anglo-German slave 
traders and slave owners. He acquired a plantation on 
Barbados and shares in a London sugar refinery, and was 
knighted in 1714. According to a register of the Knights 
of England, he even became a director of the Royal Afri-
can Company (Beerbühl, 2007: 111-112). Abram Korten, 
from the linen processing city of Elberfeld (today Wup-
pertal) had become a shareholder of the South Sea Com-
pany by 1740. The company had been created specifically 
for the Asiento trade in slaves to Spanish America. He 
was a sugar importer and a business partner of the Eng-
lish banking brothers Alexander and David Barclay, who 
were still active in the slave trade at that time, but turned 
abolitionists later. Like Peter Meyer and a few more Ger-
mans in London, Korten also became a member of the 
East India Company, a major provider of calicoes for Af-
rica (Beerbühl, 2007: 342-344). The presence of many 
larger and smaller entrepreneurs in Elberfeld demon-
strates the general importance of this place for export 
trade (Overkamp, 2014).

The brothers John and Francis Baring, textile mer-
chants from Bremen, arrived in London around 1720. By 
1750 they figured among the members of the Company of 
Merchants Trading to Africa (Gary, 1935: 506), and with-
in a few decades they had made their way into the ranks 
of the city’s leading merchant bankers. Well into the 19th 
century, financiers and Members of Parliament from the 
Baring family continued to be influential pro-slavery lob-
byists. At least until 1850, the Barings were among the 
major exporters of sugar from Cuba, where slavery was 
abolished only in 1886 (Williams, 1994: 171). Their pres-
tigious house went bankrupt only in 1995, due to a rogue 
trader’s unauthorised speculation in derivatives.
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Another major London merchant bank of German ori-
gin was established by Bernhard Heinrich Schröder, who 
arrived in London well before 1800, and Johann Friedrich 
Schröder (1780-1852), a relative from the following gen-
eration. It is operating today as an asset management 
company. The family originated from Quakenbrück, a 
small town in the Bishopric of Osnabruck, but it was also 
present in Bremen and Hamburg. Johann Friedrich’s 
brother Johann Heinrich (1784-1883, better known as 
John Henry Schroder) commuted between London and 
Hamburg, where he created a sugar refinery in 1819. In 
the Hanseatic city, he is also remembered as an eminent 
philanthropist. A third brother ran a refinery in Saint Pe-
tersburg. By 1850, the London bank had 53 Cuban clients 
on its books, and John Henry’s trading house in Liverpool 
ranged among the major buyers of cotton from the US 
South. J. H. Schroder & Co was the only major London 
bank which issued bonds for financing the war effort of 
the Confederate States (Roberts, 1992: 28-35, 41, 53-54, 
65-67).

Bordeaux and Nantes

France was a late-comer among those European na-
tions who developed colonies in the New World. On 
Saint-Domingue, large-scale plantation economy was de-
veloped only from the 1710s and 20s, but this was done 
with such efficiency that within a few decades, the island 
became the world’s largest producer of raw sugar. France 
subsequently became the biggest provider of sugar to 
Central Europe, and one of the major slave trading na-
tions. This explains why Germans were of little impor-
tance in French Atlantic sea ports before 1700. Their in-
creasing presence and importance during the 18th century 
demonstrates that they always adapted swiftly to the most 
recent development in the Atlantic world.

One of the first among the German-born entrepreneurs 
settling in Bordeaux was Johann Christoph Harmensen. 
He arrived there in 1708, married a woman from the local 
bourgeoisie, and he was successful enough to soon ac-
quire a major plantation on Saint-Domingue. In 1743, his 
23 year old son Michel went there, to manage the estate 
for a couple of years. Johann Christoph Harmensen and 
his sons also engaged in the trade of colonial produce and 
of French wine to Hamburg and Bremen, and in the im-
portation of grain, and of timber, tar and other naval sup-
plies from Baltic seaports. They also supplied Saxony’s 
textile manufactures with raw material, which won them 
a noble title from the Prince of this industrious land (We-
ber, 2004: 208-210).

Friedrich Romberg, born 1726 in the iron- and textile-
manufacturing town of Iserlohn, not far from Elberfeld, 
started his career with a haulage company which linked 
the Austrian Netherlands with Italy. During the American 
War of Independence, he capitalised on the neutral flag of 
the Austrian Netherlands. Jointly with his sons, he created 
a company based in Ghent for trading slaves to Saint-
Domingue and Cuba, a maritime insurance company in 
Bruges, and a calico production in Brussels. At the out-

skirts of his hometown Iserlohn, he established an impor-
tant linen bleaching plant. He also became a financier, 
with excellent contacts to the mint in Brussels, and to the 
Imperial Court in Vienna. In 1784, he created jointly with 
the Brussels banker brothers Walckiers and his senior 
clerk Georg Christoph Bapst the slaving company Romb-
erg, Bapst & Cie. It was based in Bordeaux and was to 
become the city’s largest slave trading company, with up 
to six ships in service and 200 sailors on its books at the 
same time. By 1789, the company had also become man-
ager of 20 plantations on Saint-Domingue. Some of them 
became its own property, due to the widespread over-in-
debtedness of the planters towards the slave traders. 
When the firm went bankrupt, during the Haitian Revolu-
tion, efforts were made Europe-wide to save it, but with-
out avail. The accounts were finally settled in 1807, with 
total losses amounting to more than 34 million Livres 
tournois (Thésée, 1972; Weber, 2004: 195-204). The as-
tronomic sum caused financial turmoil in Europe’s major 
banking cities, among them Frankfurt on the Main.

One of the supporters of Romberg’s seesaw Bordeaux 
firm had been Frankfurt’s leading financial house Beth-
mann Brothers. The wide diversity of their business 
helped them to compensate for the losses they made with 
Romberg. The merchant bankers Johann Philipp Beth-
mann and Simon Moritz Bethmann were involved with 
the copper trade and the trade in colonial produce, which 
was facilitated by a third brother, established in Bordeaux 
since 1740. Johann Jakob Bethmann (1717-1792) had 
made himself one of the city’s major shipping magnates, 
active in the trade with the French Caribbean and with 
Canada (Henninger, 1993; Weber, 2004: 190-195). He 
was not involved with the slave trade, but with the redis-
tribution of French Caribbean produce from the Gironde 
estuary to Central European markets. In the second half 
of the 18th century, at least a dozen merchants and mer-
chant bankers from Frankfurt were established in Bor-
deaux, among them members of the Metzler family. In 
Frankfurt, their banking house ranked second, next to 
Bethmann Brothers. Jean Albert Metzler (1742-1767) 
lived on Guadeloupe and Martinique. His younger broth-
er Peter (1748-1823) worked as a merchant on Saint-
Domingue well into the 1780s (Henninger, 1993: 572-
573, 614).

While Nantes was the major French slaving port, 18th-
century Bordeaux was the country’s most important em-
porium for receiving and reshipping the produce from the 
Antilles, such as sugar, coffee, indigo and cotton. German 
trade with Bordeaux was crucial for the French colonial 
economy. The city’s by far major trading partner was 
Hamburg, Germany’s major seaport. In 1788, Hamburg’s 
imports from Bordeaux corresponded with the threefold 
value received from all English ports combined.1 About 
30 out of the 411 slave ships sailing from the Gironde 
during the 18th century were owned by Germans and 
Swiss Germans settled in Bordeaux (Romberg, Bapst & 
Cie were owners in at least 14 expeditions) (Saugera, 
1995). Further foreign participation through minor shares 
in French-owned ships remains invisible, but was also 
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considerable. The financial impact from Central Europe 
was even stronger in Nantes. At the eve of the French 
Revolution, about one third of the shares of the Compag-
nie des Indes Orientales, operating from Lorient and from 
Nantes, were held by Swiss investors (David and Etemad 
and Schaufelbuehl, 2005: 25). This presence of agents 
and capital from German and Swiss financial centres 
needs to be understood in the context of the enormous de-
mand for capital generated by the plantation economy 
and the slave trade, and of the profits to be expected. The 
major protagonists were awarded honours and noble ti-
tles. In 1763 the above-mentioned Johann Christoph von 
Harmensen was ennobled by August III, Prince Elector of 
Saxony and King of Poland. Both Johann Jakob von 
Bethmann and Friedrich von Romberg were knighted by 
the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, in 1776 and 
1784 respectively. At least seven of the German families 
established in Bordeaux received such hereditary titles, 
usually acknowledged by the French crown.

Cadiz

During the 18th century, Spain was still a minor player 
in the slave trade. This explains why the country was re-
lying on the Asiento trade for supplying its American 
colonies with unfree labourers. In 1765, the Compañía 
gaditana de negros was established, as part of the effort to 
expand Spain’s own slave trade (Torres Ramírez, 1973). 
Its weak position in this sector is illustrated by the fact 
that the major shareholders of the Compañía gaditana 
came from France: Armand and Prudencio Delaville. 
Their brother François Delaville and their brother in law 
François Deguer ran the company Delaville & Cie, one of 
the major slaving enterprises in Nantes. Like slave traders 
in Britain or France, the Compañía gaditana was keen for 
supplies of Central European fabrics. This was secured by 
a familial alliance of the Delaville with a German-speak-
ing family from Alsace, already a French province during 
the 18th century. In 1776, Prudencio Delaville married 
Francisca María Quintanilla-Schlieper. She was the 
daughter of Johann Jakob Schlieper from Benfeld, near 
the Alsatian capital Strasbourg, and of Ines Quintanilla 
from Puerto Real. Alsace and Northern Switzerland con-
stituted one large region of cotton processing and calico 
production, extending from Neuchâtel through Bâle and 
Mulhouse to Strasbourg. Much of its produce was export-
ed via Ostend into the Atlantic world (Pétré-Grenouilleau, 
1996: 58; Veyrassat, 1928: 118). Johann Jakob Schlieper 
was established in Cadiz, as an associate of merchants 
from the Ellermann family. Three Ellermann brothers had 
come to Spain around 1720 from a village at the outskirts 
of Osnabruck in Westphalia —the above-mentioned fa-
mous linen region. Around 1730 Hermann Ellermann was 
even travelling in the Spanish American colonies, which 
can only have been illegal, given the family’s Protestant 
faith. The Ellermanns were also present as merchants and 
ship owners in Hamburg and as merchants in Amsterdam. 
Their Cadiz branch Ellermann Schlieper & Cia thus 
merged contacts between a Northern German linen region 

and a Swiss-German calico region with the most crucial 
German and Dutch seaports. According to taxation regis-
ters, it was the most successful German trading house in 
18th-century Cadiz, and overall one of the city’s most suc-
cessful houses. For her marriage with the slave trader 
Prudencio Delaville, Francisca María Quintanilla-
Schlieper was provided with a dowry worth 65,559 pesos, 
an extraordinary sum even among the very wealthy elite 
of the French traders in Cadiz. When Prudencio had to 
declare his fortune in 1793, in the context of his attempts 
at naturalisation, he was assessed the wealthiest man in 
this wealthy city (Weber, 2004: 123-130, 273-275; We-
ber, 2010: 101-122).

Among the almost 250 German merchants whose 
presence in Cadiz has been established for the period 
1680-1830, Schlieper and Ellermann provide the most 
prominent example. The total number of Germans in 
Cadiz, the total of c. 225 Germans in Bordeaux during the 
same period, and of c. 335 in London from 1715 to 1800 
(Beerbühl, 2007; Beerbühl, 2010: 101-121), demonstrates 
that merchants and merchandise from Central Europe 
were an important factor in Atlantic trade. Most of those 
Germans had not come from the Hanseatic cities, but di-
rectly from those particular rural regions where the proto-
industrial production of export commodities was flourish-
ing. These trades had succeeded in establishing a 
remarkable vertical integration of the commodity chain, 
from the processing of the raw materials to the distribu-
tion to the consumers.

QUANTiTATiVE iMPACT

To what extent did this presence of a German com-
mercial elite in major port cities of colonial empires have 
any tangible impact on the Central European hinterlands? 
This question can only be answered by a quantitative as-
sessment of the exportation of Central European products 
and the influx of colonial goods on Central European 
markets.

The taste of consumers in colonial markets is reflected 
by an 1806 report of British merchants to Parliament: 
“The Spanish Traders are very strongly prejudiced in fa-
vour of German linens... When a Spanish trader comes 
into a store in a British [Caribbean] Island, the first article 
he asks for is German linens...” (Krawehl, 1977: 441). 
Another report, dated 1744, reported that the 70,000 
slaves on Barbados were “usually clothed with Foreign 
‘Osnabrughs’” (British Parliamentary Papers, 1975: 18-
19). Such labelling demonstrates that the products from 
particular Northern German regions had made themselves 
a name, as ‘stout Weser flaxen’, ‘true born Osnabrughs’, 
‘true born Tecklenburghs’ (Tecklenburg is a county in the 
province of Westphalia), or ‘Creguelas de Westphalia’ 
and ‘Rosas de Westphalia’ (Schmitz, 1967: 33, 86, 92).

These fabrics were not only in demand in American 
colonies, but also in Africa, where the portion of German 
manufactures among the barter commodities used for the 
purchase of African slaves was significant (Klein, 1999: 
114). Even the assortments on board of early Portuguese 
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slave ships were made up entirely with merchandise pro-
duced outside Portugal, mostly from more Central and 
Eastern European regions (Ryder, 1959: 294-321). Bills 
of lading preserved from the 1660s show that hardly any 
East India ship would set sail from Britain for Africa 
without a substantial quantity of Silesian linen in its 
holds, labelled ‘sletias’ (Makepeace, 1989: 239, 255-
268). The slave ship Amiral, which left Bordeaux for the 
Guinea coast in 1744, had the bulk of its cargo made up 
with textiles, as most slavers would. Out of the total of 
5,095 bales of cotton and linen on board, 1,440 derived 
from Nantes, far smaller batches from Rouen and Am-
sterdam, but as much as 2,720 from Hamburg (Saugera, 
1995: 246, 352).

The British ship Mermaid offers a similar picture: In 
1732, before setting off for the Guinea coats, its captain 
had purchased textiles in Rotterdam, with a total value of 
23,335 £. Half of them were composed of Silesian linen 
(Kobayashi, 2010). Much of the remainder, labelled 
‘bretannies’ and ‘cambrics’, may also have been of Ger-
man origin (Kobayashi, 2010). Counterfeits of the tradi-
tional linen from Cambrai and French Brittany were made 
in Germany, and much of it was distributed via Dutch 
harbours.

Such rather punctual observations on overseas mar-
kets are confirmed by broader data from German regions 
of textile production. In his examination of the Prussian 
customs registers, Alfred Zimmermann emphasises the 
significantly Atlantic bias of the exports from the land-
locked province of Silesia. From the 1740s to the 1780s, 
more than three quarters of its linen produce —the annual 
value was oscillating roughly between three and six mil-
lion Taler— was destined for the markets of Western Eu-
ropean sea powers. Some of it was even shipped directly 
to the Americas, but only a tiny fraction of the exports 
was sent east (Russia, Poland, Hungary, Ottoman regions) 
(Zimmermann, 1885: 460-467). Far smaller German ter-
ritories also exported large quantities. In the late 1780s, 
the annual linen exports of the County of Ravensberg (in 
Westphalia; not to be confused with the above-mentioned 
Ravensburg, near Lake Constance) were worth some 0.75 
million Taler (Schmitz, 1967: 81). Similarly structured 
export markets have been observed in the case of metal 
ware from the Rhineland (Reininghaus, 1995: 585).

The British example demonstrates the importance of 
German textiles on Atlantic markets: In the first half of 
the 18th century about 15 per cent of all imports to Britain 
consisted of linen. As Karin Newman has pointed out, 70 
to 80 per cent of all imported linen textiles came from 
Germany, and 90 per cent of this volume was re-exported 
across the Atlantic. This implies that around 1700, about 
two-thirds of all British linen exports were of German or-
igin. Irish linen followed in second place, and English 
textiles only ranked third (Newman, 1979: 202). This also 
illustrates to what extend the already mentioned book on 
The European Linen Industry is missing the wider picture 
(Collins and Ollerenshaw, 2003). If all the bales of Ger-
man-made linen channelled through Britain in any one of 
these years had been unrolled and pieced together, it 

would have produced a length of 11,000 kilometres —
large enough to span the Atlantic from Britain to New 
England, and on to Jamaica.

The French and Spanish contexts provide similar ex-
amples. The accounts of the important French trading 
house of Fornier frères, established in Cadiz, reveal that 
about two-thirds of its textile purchases during the years 
from 1768 to 1786 were made in Germany. Out of the to-
tal expenditure of 12 million Reales, roughly 3 million 
were spent in Hamburg, 1 million in Bremen and 2 mil-
lion in Silesia. Something between 1.5 and 2 million Re-
ales was spent in Holland, probably also for German fab-
rics, as Dutch ports served as important outlets for 
Westphalian goods. Only some 35 per cent of the pur-
chases of these French traders were made in France 
(Chamboredon, 1991: 35, 49). At the same time, the 
Spanish textile industry too absorbed important quantities 
from Central Europe. According to Pierre Vilar, the Cata-
lan industries imported in the year of 1793 only some 1.2 
million ells of linen (equivalent of almost 1.1 million me-
tres) from Hamburg. They were usually printed or dyed in 
Catalonia before being re-exported as Spanish fabrics 
(Vilar, 1962: 118, 126).

The huge volume of rural textile production for export 
markets also had an impact on population growth and so-
cial structure in Central Europe. German labour-intensive 
proto-industries typically emerged in regions where poor 
soil and climate obliged the rural population to earn addi-
tional income, to purchase food supplementing their local 
harvests. The poor wages which cottagers (including 
women and children) would accept attracted textile pro-
ducers to transfer manufacturing to such provinces. The 
general tendency was a move from more western and 
more urban to more eastern and rural areas —it can al-
ready be observed with the dislocation of some of the 
Fugger textile production into Bohemia and Silesia. With 
ever increasing volumes of German manufactures being 
exported, such hitherto poor regions became permanent 
importers of food, allowing for an escape from the Mal-
thusian trap.

In the course of the 18th century, rural families even 
developed a taste for previously inaccessible goods like 
sugar, coffee, tobacco and chocolate, and for a more dec-
orative clothing which also relied on colonial produce 
such as cotton, indigo and cochineal. In fact, besides in 
the cities, it was proto-industrial regions where Central 
European consumption of colonial produce first took off. 
Tenant farmers who once could hardly survive on their 
small plot of land began wearing attires which sumptuary 
laws actually had assigned for the upper social strata. 
Complaints on this were multiplying, such as:

There are many examples of girls who parade around 
their entire earnings by hanging fineries to their bodies; 
and of young men […] who spend their savings on a 
silver watch, silver buckles, a Meerschaum pipe with 
silver decorations, […] and who use up the rest of their 
earnings on beer and brandy (As cited by Kriedte, 
Medick and Schlumbohm, 1982: 69).
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Peter Kriedte, Hans Medick and Jürgen Schlumbohm 
have accurately described this as a new “plebeian cul-
ture”. Women and children earned a cash income, and 
when the proto-industrial labour division within the 
household required men do so, they would also take on 
the traditionally female tasks of cooking or spinning. 
Boys and girls would no longer assist their parents as 
field hands, because with their dexterity they were more 
profitably employed preparing raw hemp, flax and cotton, 
and for spinning and weaving it (Sandgruber, 1983: 135-
149; Radeff, 1996). Such descriptions are substantiated 
with quantitative data from key trading places. The tax 
revenue levied on coffee in the towns of Lusatia increased 
fourfold from 1750 to 1780, the revenue on coffee at the 
Leipzig fair increased by 33 % from 1775 to 1781, the 
revenue on cotton more than doubled during the same pe-
riod. Similar growth rates have been observed for the 
1769-1772 trade of sugar, coffee and tobacco in Magde-
burg, Prussia’s major city on the River Elbe (Zeuske and 
Ludwig, 1995: 290, 277).

The general increase of purchasing power did above 
all allow for a more secure provisioning with staple food. 
It is true that sharp increases in food prices could cause 
famines well into the 1840s, but the overall nutrition was 
improving already during the 18th century (Komlos, 1989). 
In consequence, most of the demographic growth in 18th 
century Germany was generated in proto-industrial rural 
areas, and in particular among the landless poor who de-
pended even more on income in cash. In the Westphalian 
linen regions of Bielefeld and Osnabruck, population den-
sity increased from 42 inhabitants per square kilometre in 
1722 to 74 inhabitants in 1801. Around that year, the Ger-
man average per square kilometre was around 40 to 45 in-
habitants (Wischermann, 1992: 87). Similar figures from 
proto-industrial regions in Silesia (linen), Pomerania (lin-
en), Swabia (linen, clocks) and Bohemia (linen, metal 
ware, glassware) indicate how widespread this phenome-
non was (Göttmann, 1991: 2-11; Salz, 1913: 283). In some 
areas, the population growth between 1750 and 1800 even 
exceeded 100 per cent. Hans-Ulrich Wehler reckoned that 
the causes of this ‘Demographic Revolution’ are still un-
known, but that the proto-industrial development might 
provide some approach to the problem (Wehler, 1987: 69-
70). He failed to provide empirical evidence, but it seems 
very much that his assumption hits the nail on the head.

GEOGRAPhY AND COMMERCE

Which factors forwarded such a close integration of 
German lands, with a continuity which was unhampered 
by all the significant changes the Atlantic economy experi-
enced from the 15th to the 19th century? This question can 
only be answered by looking at the commodities which 
Central Europe produced for Atlantic markets. The domi-
nating manufacture was textiles, mostly linen, and far 
smaller shares of calicoes, fustians and silk (Kisch, 1968). 
Metal ware ranked second: ironmongery, tin sheets, arms 
and armour, anchors etc. These were complemented with 
copper sheets, lead, all sorts of wires, and the above men-

tioned wide range of brassware. Next to textiles and metal 
ware came glassware, mostly from Bohemia. This basic 
assortment was complemented with smaller batches of 
wax, musical instruments, clocks, haberdashery, and other 
labour intensive products. Alongside those manufactures, 
German harbours exported grain (mostly from hinterlands 
of the Baltic Sea), and timber. Much of the timber had al-
ready been processed: beams and bulkheads, masts and 
planks were sent to shipyards all over Western and South-
ern Europe; staves were in demand at shipyards and in 
wine-growing regions all over. Cordage, heavy canvasses, 
hemp and tar completed the range of naval stores (Zorn, 
1961: 421-447; Kellenbenz, 1964: 4-60; Weber, 1999: 93-
126).

Some of the products stand out by labour intensity: 
textiles, ironmongery, glassware, clocks and instruments. 
Some of those, on top of that, by extreme energy intensi-
ty: glassware, and all metal products. This hints at labour 
and energy as location factors which attracted relevant in-
dustries into Central Europe. The Holy Roman Empire 
had in fact been Europe’s foremost producer of metals 
and metal products. The total of Europe’s iron production 
in the early 16th-century was at probably 60,000 tons p.a., 
and half of it was smelted in the Empire: in Saxony, 
Southern Westphalia, Styria, Tyrol, the Black Forest and 
many smaller places. Copper was mined and processed 
on the southern slopes of the Harz Mountains, tin in Sax-
ony. Only during the second half of the 18th century, when 
coal mining and the coking technique had put an end to 
energy shortage in Britain, did the British steel industry 
begin to outperform German competitors, at least in some 
of their sectors (Reininghausen, 2008). Steel making in 
Sweden and Russia and in some German regions contin-
ued to rely on charcoal well into the 19th century —due to 
abundant forests.

This abundance of rather renewable energy also bene-
fitted glassmaking. After the Thirty Years War, during the 
period of general recovery, Bohemia became Europe’s 
major producer of glassware. Quite some of this was due 
to successful industrial spying upon the Venice glass in-
dustry. French manufactures were technically more ad-
vanced in some branches of the industry, but had higher 
energy costs. Lack of fuel was even more pressing in 
Spain. The ‘Real Fábrica de Cristales de San Ildefonso’ 
provides an example; it never became a profitable enter-
prise (de Viñas, 1994: 466, 486-489). Only when coal 
mining and cheap railway transport of coal allowed for 
the creation of glass industries outside the densely wood-
ed mountain ridges of Central Europe did Bohemian 
glassmaking come into crisis.

The supply with timber and firewood (and with flax) 
relied on moderate, but dependable rain. Central Europe 
was well-provided with this resource, which allowed for 
a sustainable use of the vast forests. Deforestation in Cen-
tral Europe had never become as devastating as in the 
Mediterranean world and on the British Isles and Ireland. 
Reliable precipitation not only made the trees grow. It 
also secured provision with hydraulic energy. On hun-
dreds of larger and smaller streams and rivers, watermills 
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were driving headgears and pumps of mines, bellows and 
hammers of steel mills, sawmills, and other early modern 
machinery. Mountainous landscape made sure that down-
ward slopes provided sufficient drive.

The hydro-geography of the continent shows yet an-
other feature, which was essential for transportation 
routes: The major cordilleras of Central Europe are all 
stretching along an east-western axis: Alps, Erzgebirge 
(the ‘Ore Mountains’ on the Saxon-Bohemian border), 
and Carpathians. Further, these mountain ridges are situ-
ated in the continent’s rather southern regions, with vast 
plains stretching from there northwards to the coasts of 
the North Sea and of the Baltic Sea. All rainfall between 
the watershed on the ridges and the coast is feeding large 
rivers, all flowing north, and being mostly navigable: 
Rhine, Weser, Elbe, Oder, Vistula, Memel. There are 
longer and more powerful rivers, like Mississippi and 
Amazonas, or Niger and Congo, but they do not cover the 
respective continents in the same evenly way, and there-
fore do not provide the same opportunities for transport. 
In France, where no cordillera sends all waters either to 
the Atlantic or to the Mediterranean, few rivers are navi-
gable. Spain, in turn, is crisscrossed with mountain ridg-
es, which did neither allow for the formation of a system 
of naturally navigable waterways —while the geography 
of Central Europe provided even the deep hinterlands 
with river routes facilitating the transportation of com-
modities to the coasts. This enabled already the medieval 
Hanseatic and Dutch merchants to integrate the North Sea 
and the Baltic regions into one ‘économie monde’, speak-
ing in Braudel’s terms.

But even the most favourable geographic conditions 
alone will not motivate commerce and trade. These will 
only thrive if raw material, labour, products or services 
available in one region are lacking in another, or if they 
are more expensive there. A driving factor for all the mer-
cantile activities here described has been the decline of 
wages (measured in silver or gold) from areas which are 
well-provided with precious metals (e.g. West Africa and 
Spanish America) to areas which are more poorly provid-
ed (Eastern Europe, Asia). The more poorly provided re-
gions always tend to attract labour-intensive trades, for 
which textile production is the ideal example (even to-
day). Profits from this trade can be maximised if the prod-
uct is sold were the highest prices (measured in silver or 
gold) may be obtained, which was rather in the Western 
hemisphere. This explains the long continuity of textile 
production in Central Europe, and of westward exporta-
tion. It also explains the early integration of Upper Ger-
many into the ‘économie monde’ of the medieval Medi-
terranean world. Gold from Africa and relatively low 
wages north of the Alps made even transalpine trade a lu-
crative business. With the expansion into the Atlantic, this 
European ‘économie monde’, which had already integrat-
ed the North Sea and the Baltic regions, also swallowed 
up West Africa and the Americas. From the Spanish con-
quest of Mexico and Peru did American silver increase 
the attractiveness of Central Europe as a location for la-
bour intensive industry.

While economic and military power slowly shifted 
from the Iberian into the more northern Dutch and British 
Atlantic, the strongholds of Europe’s Atlantic trade were 
moving clock-wise along the continent’s maritime fring-
es: from Venice and Genoa to the Spanish Mediterranean 
coast (Valencia) and Lisbon. When the Netherlands, in 
fierce competition with the Iberian powers, claimed its 
own share in Atlantic shipping and trade, the strongholds 
moved on to Holland and London. Accordingly, the rich 
and powerful Imperial Cities in the South of the Holy Ro-
man Empire —Ulm, Augsburg, Nuremberg, etc.— lost 
quite some of their economic weight. They were super-
seded by Frankfurt on the Main and by the Hanseatic Cit-
ies. The bulk of manufactures made in territories of the 
Holy Roman Empire was not channelled through Genoa 
anymore, but rather through Dutch harbours, and through 
the Hanseatic ports of Bremen and Hamburg.

Following the more recent assumptions that space does 
not exist as such, but that it is always a social construction, 
it may be concluded that the space in which Central Euro-
pean economy existed, and the world surrounding it, were 
largely created by the commercial activities which inter-
linked them. These links were surprisingly dense, and con-
temporaries were very much aware of it. In a letter he 
wrote to his diplomat August von der Goltz in 1779, Fred-
erick II claimed that the Silesian linen trade was the “Peru” 
of his kingdom (Zeuske and Ludwig, 1995: 274). In 1787, 
the German economist C. L. P. Hülpeden stated that the 
Hessian linen trade was the “Hessian Peru and West India”, 
the “major canal through which gold and silver is flowing 
into our coffers” (as cited by Kriedte and Medick and 
Schlumbohm, 1981: 86). Manfred Kossok claims that at 
that time, the peso from Mexican and Peruvian mints was 
so much in use in Silesia that it was even considered to 
make it an official currency of this province (Kossok, 2000 
[originally published 1961]: 214). Spain was placed right 
between the far ends of the space here described: Spanish 
America in the west, and the Holy Roman Empire in the 
East. The effects of the early modern Price Revolution —
the inflationary process coming with the American silver— 
were devastating for labour intensive trades in Spain, and 
they favoured such sectors in regions further east. No won-
der then that Policarpo Saenz de Tejada Hermoso, one of 
the major merchants and bankers in late 18th-century Ma-
drid, was complaining that the country was covering its de-
mand in textiles mostly from Germany, and that even the 
children were playing with toys made in Germany, while 
the formerly important textile manufactures of Segovia had 
been left with but one single client: the King (Zylberberg, 
1993: 65-66).

RESEARCh PERSPECTiVES AND SChOLARLY 
PAST

During the 19th and 20th centuries, many German his-
torians, geographers and economists were not at all en-
thusiastic with Germany’s political, economic and even 
geographic conditions. Historicists like Johann Gustav 
Droysen (1808-1884) and Heinrich von Treitschke (1834-
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1896) were desperate for political unification (under 
Prussian rather than Austrian hegemony), economists 
from Friedrich List (1789-1846) to Gustav Schmoller 
(1838-1917) complained that political fragmentation 
crippled all prospects for German industries.

Schmoller and List complained that customs barriers 
between the multitude of small German states and territo-
ries, different systems of taxation and administration 
worked to the disadvantage of German trade and were 
rather one of the causes for the omnipresence of British 
industrial products on domestic markets. Yet, such claims 
have long been dismissed. Statistics on British-German 
trade of the years from 1827 to 1833 even reveal a balance 
in favour of German exports to Britain (Kutz, 1974: 4, 12-
15), and the presence of commodities made in Germany in 
the western hemisphere has been demonstrated above. 
More recently, Oliver Volckart has provided an explana-
tion (Volckart, 1999) from the perspective of New Institu-
tional Economics. Under this approach, not only private 
actors (individual merchants, trading companies etc.) are 
considered as actors on markets, but also institutions. 
States, ranging among the most powerful actors, are thus 
regarded as competitors for a variety of resources. The 
more actors there are, the more lively the competition. 
One of the resources sought by states is investors in indus-
try and trade. They can be attracted by low taxation and 
low tariffs. Volckart thus compared the economic attrac-
tiveness of a number of German territories by institutional 
location factors, which in turn were shaped by the respec-
tive policy. He came to the conclusion that export econo-
my was thriving rather in those German regions where a 

larger number of smaller territories was competing (e.g. in 
the Rhineland), while the per-capita export rate of the 
larger states (Prussia, Bavaria …) was significantly lower 
than in more western territories. It is true that some of the 
Rhenish counties (Mark, Tecklenburg, Cleve) did belong 
to Prussia, but they were situated outside the customs 
boundaries of Prussian core lands and thus rather neglect-
ed by Prussian economic policy —which came to their ad-
vantage. Alsace, with its cotton mills emerging in the 18th-
century, provides another example where regionalism on 
the periphery of increasingly centralised monarchies 
worked in favour of local industry. The German-speaking 
province had been annexed by France under Louis XIV. 
Bohemia and Silesia also benefitted from their situation on 
the fringes of the Habsburg Empire and of the Kingdom of 
Prussia respectively. The attempts of Frederic II to impose 
his mercantile policy on the Silesian linen trade remained 
futile (Nolte, 2004). This allowed local authorities to keep 
administration lean, taxes low, property rights reliable, 
and incentives high. It was Volckart’s merit to provide a 
broader basis to this explanation, but the principle of such 
competition between larger and smaller states and territo-
ries had already been described by Max Barkhausen 
(Barkhausen, 1958; also see Kisch, 1959).

While 19th-century authors like Schmoller and Droys-
en wished to shape politics, the geographer Erich Obst 
(1886-1981) quarrelled with topography. Obst was a 
staunch follower of Hitler, and he was coeditor of Karl 
Haushofer’s Zeitschrift für Geopolitik. According to an 
article he published there in 1928, the characteristic ori-
entation of Central Europe’s rivers towards the north was 
one of the causes for the lack of centralisation in Germa-
ny. In employing highly suggestive maps, he demonstrat-
ed the completely different pattern of navigable rivers in 
France and Russia —two of Germany’s major political 
rivals (Obst, 1928, 29-33).

Figure 1: France: Rivers favouring centralized government 
from Paris (Obst, 1928, p. 29)

Figure 2: Germany: Parallelism of rivers as an obstacle to 
centralization (Obst, 1928, p. 33)
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In these two countries, rivers are oriented both to the 
north and to the south, and the capitals of these countries 
—Paris and Moscow— are situated at a core which is 
connected by waterways with various coasts and periph-
eral regions. In France, the Loire connects the Isle de 
France with the coast of the Atlantic Ocean, the Seine 
with the Channel, and waterways through Flanders con-
nect the French capital with the North Sea, while the Riv-
er Rhone provides the important link with the Mediterra-
nean Sea. From Russia’s Muscovite core lands towards 
the south, the Dnepr flows to the Black Sea, the Volga to 
the Caspian Sea; towards the north the Newa and a num-
ber of smaller rivers feed the Baltic Sea, and the Dvina 
feeds the White Sea. Obst regarded it as a proof of politi-
cal intelligence that the Soviet government abandoned St. 
Petersburg, and turned back to Moscow as the traditional 
and best-suited capital of the empire (Obst, 1928, 30). 

If Max Barkhausen and Oliver Volckart have shown 
that political fragmentation was anything but detrimental 
to the growth of competitive industries, then a fresh look 
at the structuring of space by rivers might show that the 
fluvial system of Central Europe did in fact have an im-
pact on the political and economic landscape, but in a 
positive way. The Holy Roman Empire did not have a 
capital (even if Vienna eventually became the Emperors’ 
permanent residence), and its structure was federal rather 
than centralised. Mighty smaller actors, among them not 

only Dukes and Prince Electors, but also Hanseatic and 
Imperial Cities had to share power and influence. The 
Hanseatic Cities of Cologne, Bremen, Hamburg, Magde-
burg on the River Elbe, Lubeck, Rostock, Stettin (today 
Szczecin), Thorn on the Vistula (today Toruń) and Danzig 
(today Gdańsk) did represent the commercial power 
which tended to concentrate at the estuaries of major nav-
igable rivers, or further upstream. This system of urban 
and commercial power emerged during the Late Middle 
Ages, but remained in place into the Napoleonic period 
(and at some places beyond). It may well be the case that 
the characteristics of Central Europe’s fluvial system 
were an obstacle to political centralisation —but an ad-
vantage to industry and trade. Thus, geography can prob-
ably help to explain why it was linen from Silesia rather 
than from Normandy and Brittany which filled the holds 
of many French slave ships —even if the French monar-
chy became centralised early on. Or help to explain why 
“all the Negroes and the poor White People [in the 18th-
century British West Indies were] generally clothed with 
German linens” from Westphalia —and not with British 
or Irish produce (Newman, 1979: 198-199).

To this point, this is little more than a speculative 
thought, but it may encourage looking at larger geographic 
areas, yet with the critical awareness of how such strands 
of thought had been abused in the past. In doing so, interest 
in space would go beyond the scope of the urban, which 
had been the focus of most pioneers of the ‘spatial turn’, 
notably Henri Lefebvre, Edward Soja and David Harvey. 
(Schlögel, 2003: 60-71). It seems that post-war critical ge-
ography and social sciences, particularly in Germany, have 
more easily accepted the analysis of urban spaces than 
analysis of larger regions. The latter can be represented 
only on maps of larger scale. But looking at territorial 
maps, and even more so interpreting such maps, had be-
come a highly dubious activity, in particular when they 
represented regions east of Germany’s post-war borders. 
Even if the historian Hermann Aubin (1885-1969) and his 
brother Gustav Aubin (economist and economic historian, 
1881-1938) did not rally with the most aggressive national-
ists, anti-Semitism and a contempt for Slavonic people was 
part and parcel of their ideology. The subtitle of Gustav 
Aubin’s exhaustive 1940 study on 15th-16th century Ger-
man linen trade is telling: “A Contribution to the Industrial 
Colonisation of Eastern Central Germany”. The geogra-
phers Erich Obst and Hugo Hassinger (1877-1952) are but 
two protagonists of a more explicit Nazi scholarship on 
Central Europe’s ethnic and cultural borderlands, where 
German and Slavonic people met and mixed over centu-
ries. Hassinger’s ‘Südostdeutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft’ (created in Vienna in 1932), Obst’s commitment 
with Haushofer’s journal on ‘Geopolitik’, Hermann Au-
bin’s and Karl Haushofer’s close involvement with the in-
terdisciplinary network of ‘Ostforschung’ (Burleigh, 2002) 
provide just a few examples of the numerous academics 
who contributed to legitimise and to prepare for the war 
which Germany waged on its eastern neighbours, with eth-
nic expulsions, political purges, ruthless exploitation, and 
genocides (Oberkrome, 1993; Haar, 2000).

Figure 3: Russia: Rivers favouring centralized government 
from Moscow (Obst, 1928, p. 31)
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During the last decade, historians have developed a 
wider perspective on rivers, looking at their economic 
and ecological functions, at their role as cultural and/or 
national symbols, or objects of giant modernization pro-
jects (Rossiaud, 2007; Mauch and Zeller, 2008; Haus-
mann, 2009). Susanne Rau has provided an overview on 
this recent interest in waterways (Rau, 2010) and hinted 
to a tradition reaching back to Lucien Febvre’s classic on 
the Rhine (Febvre, 1935). This author from the Annales 
School did not emphasise on the separating but on the 
uniting functions of this highly symbolic river. A new 
consideration of the role of Central and Eastern Europe’s 
large waterways and rural regions in the process of early 
globalization may turn out to be very fruitful, but it must 
be accompanied by an awareness of the earlier uses and 
abuses of the categories of space.
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NOTES

1 Archives Nationales, Paris, F12 566-595 (Commerce et industrie, 
départements hanséatiques): Etat comparatif des importations 
des ports de France dans le port de Hambourg & toutes les au-
tres puissances en 1788.
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