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Situating itself at the intersection of colonial history, global history and business history, this article high-
lights the overlooked history of German colonial companies post-First World War. It argues for an ‘imper-
ial afterlife’ through continued German corporate interests in African markets, emphasising the economic
dimension of imperialism. Using C. Woermann as an example, it shows how the company adapted to the
post-First World War global order, underwent organisational changes, and merged with National Socialist
policies in Eastern Europe after 1939, revealing the adaptability of imperial enterprises.

Introduction

In 1921, Kurt Woermann, head of the Hamburg-based trading company C. Woermann, travelled to
Liberia. His ship had just dropped anchor when a boat of Kru mariners flying the Woermann flag
approached.1 The headman of the boat carried another Woermann flag slung around his hips. The
Woermann family narrative includes the following words from the headman:

I am Chief Toby. I come to greet Chief Woermann and bring him ashore. […] We want to see
your trading houses and steamships on this coast again. If you have no money, we will buy up
products for you and ship them to Hamburg. Cocoa, coffee, piassava – whatever you want.
You will sell it in Germany and send us goods in return. We trust you because we have
known you for so long.2

This apocryphal anecdote testifies to the Woermann family’s self-conception in the post-First World
War period.3 Kurt Woermann was determined to start business relations with Africa anew. In telling
this episode, he meant to underline the fact that C. Woermann had a long tradition of trade with
Africa, which dated back to the time before the colonial partition of the continent. He wanted to dem-
onstrate that the economic and personal relations established over decades had elevated his company
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1 People from the Kru Coast in Liberia were called Krumen/Kroomen and were hired as sailors on European ships. For a
recent study see: Jeffrey Gunn, Outsourcing African Labor: Kru Migratory Workers in Global Ports, Estates and Battlefields
Until the End of the 19th Century (Africa in Global History, Vol. 4) (Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2021).

2 Dirk Bavendamm, ‘Wagnis Westafrika: Teil II: Die Niederlassungen “Draußen”’, in Wagnis Westafrika, ed. Dirk
Bavendamm (Hamburg: Hanseatischer Merkur, 1987), 119–20.

3 Since the author of the company’s anniversary publication, who quoted this passage verbatim in 1987, was not always
accurate – and was even publicly reprimanded for his errors by the series editor in which the anniversary publication
was published – we can assume that it is not a genuine quotation, which was, however, very well conveyed to him by
C. Woermann’s management. Maria Möring, ‘Erforschung Der Geschichte Hamburger Firmen Und Unternehmen:
Die Wirtschaftsgeschichtliche Forschungsstelle E. V’, Zeitschrift des Vereins für Hamburgische Geschichte 74/75 (1989):
69, FN 11.
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to a particularly prominent position. This should have enabled Woermann to continue his business
smoothly – had it not been for the political upheavals of the post-First World War period. The accu-
sations made in the Versailles peace treaty that Germany was unfit to colonise deeply affected those
Germans who felt a strong personal connection to the colonial project. They perceived this as an
unjust affront. According to their narrative, Africans themselves wanted to start trading with
German companies. German colonial rule could not, therefore, have been as bad as the allied powers
pictured it.

What became evident in the Paris peace negotiations, however, was that the rigid chronological
boundaries of the end of empire were beginning to blur. While German colonial rule ended, it did
not end the colonial domination of the territories formerly ruled by Germany. The allied powers
were not willing to return Germany’s colonial possessions, and the justification that Germany had pro-
ven itself incapable of governing colonies outraged the German side across party lines. Attempts to at
least credit the cession of the colonies against the demanded reparation payments failed. The Treaty of
Versailles was finally signed on 28 June 1919, and Article 119 of the treaty stated that Germany
‘renounces in favour of the Principal Allied and Associated Powers all her rights and titles over her
overseas possessions’.4 The former German colonies were placed under the mandate rule of the
League of Nations, who transferred them in turn to Great Britain (parts of Togo, Cameroon and
German East Africa, today Tanzania), France (parts of Cameroon and Togo), South Africa
(German South West Africa, today Namibia), Belgium (parts of German East Africa, today
Rwanda and Burundi), Australia (German New Guinea), New Zealand (Samoa) and Japan
(Jiaozhou, islands in the northern Pacific).5 The German inhabitants of the mandated territories
were expelled – with the exception of South West Africa. Moreover, the financial and economic provi-
sions regulated the expropriation of German possessions and all property by the mandate powers
without compensation. For many German colonial companies, this meant the total loss of invest-
ments, land and other assets.

In the historiography of German colonialism, the fate of German companies after the end of the
First World War occupies a rather marginal position.6 In older research, the framework of German
formal colonial rule from 1884 to 1919 dominated the research agenda. Although research on
German colonial history avant la lettre and on the afterlife of German colonialism has flourished
in recent years, it has mainly been concerned with cultural phenomena and political agitation for
the (re)acquisition of a German colonial empire.7 In general, German colonial companies can be con-
sidered among the losers of the inter-war arrangement. Excluded from profitable markets in the for-
mer colonies, the new political order posed a serious threat to their existence. But some companies
were able to successfully adapt to the new situation. The division into winners and losers in the
(post-)imperial context was not as clear-cut as it seems at first glance.

4 Joseph V. Fuller and Tyler Dennett, eds., Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: The Paris Peace
Conference, 1919: 13, Foreign Relations of the United States (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 1947), 276.

5 Susan Pedersen, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015);
Ralph A. Austen, ‘Varieties of Trusteeship: African Territories under British and French Mandate, 1919–1939’, in France
and Britain in Africa: Imperial Rivalry and Colonial Rule, eds. Prosser Gifford and William R. Louis (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1971).

6 Nina Kleinöder, ‘Kolonialwirtschaft ohne Kolonien? Deutscher Eisenbahnbau in Afrika im und nach dem Ersten
Weltkrieg’, in 1919 – der Versailler Vertrag und die deutschen Unternehmen (Schriftenreihe zur Zeitschrift für
Unternehmensgeschichte Band 35), eds. Dieter Ziegler and Jan-Otmar Hesse (Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2022);
Caroline Authaler, Deutsche Plantagen in Britisch-Kamerun: Internationale Normen und lokale Realitäten 1925 bis
1940 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018).

7 Susanne Zantop, Stanley Fish and Fredric Jameson, eds., Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and Nation in Precolonial
Germany, 1770–1870 (Post-Contemporary Interventions) (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997); Karsten Linne,
Deutschland Jenseits des Äquators? Die NS-Kolonialplanungen für Afrika (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2008); Britta
Schilling, Postcolonial Germany: Memories of Empire in a Decolonized Nation (Oxford Historical Monographs)
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).
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I argue that an important ‘imperial afterlife’ was the continuing, concrete economic interest of
German companies in African markets. Thus, transcending the formal end of colonial rule, the article
follows Gallagher and Robinson’s thesis that for ‘purposes of economic analysis it would clearly be
unreal to define imperial history exclusively as the history of those colonies coloured red on the
map’.8 While Gallagher and Robinson’s empirical analysis was primarily focused on the nineteenth
century, their approach nonetheless provides significant avenues for considering imperialism beyond
formal colonialism. Empires are not just shaped by political rule and formal boundaries. Economics is
a vital part of imperialism. In the case of Woermann, the ‘life’ of a business operating in the framework
of global capitalism took on colonial dimensions, too. Furthermore, delving into the evolution of
C. Woermann after 1939, one can observe how the dissolution of colonial business prompted the
firm’s organisational reconfiguration in alignment with National Socialist policies in Eastern
Europe, effectively merging one imperial project into another. This transformation, driven by both
economic necessity and political ideology, sheds light on the adaptive nature of imperial enterprises
in response to the shifting geopolitical landscape. Using the example of C. Woermann, I examine
how a company that had grown into a multinational corporation in a symbiotic relationship with
German colonial rule found its way in a new world order – from expansion to contraction. To this
end, I reconstruct the company’s attempts to re-establish itself in Africa after the loss of the
German colonies, how it tried to regain a foothold in these former colonies and how, from 1933
onwards, National Socialist imperialism led to a reorientation of C. Woermann’s colonial business.

Woermann’s Colonial Business

On the eve of the First World War, the company management was in an optimistic mood. In
November 1912, C. Woermann celebrated its seventy-fifth anniversary.9 Around 350 people gathered
at the prestigious restaurant ‘Uhlenhorster Fährhaus’. Senior director Eduard Woermann gave a
speech in which he praised the history and future of the company and commemorated the work of
the forefathers Carl Woermann, Eduard Bohlen and Adolph Woermann, who had ‘earned an irre-
placeable merit’ for the ‘flourishing’ of the company.10 Adolph Drücker, who had been appointed
by Eduard Woermann as vice-director of both the Woermann Line and German East Africa Line,
noted how much the common mourning for former owners and managing directors such as
Adolph Woermann had created a ‘feeling of togetherness’ among the company’s employees. He con-
cluded his speech with the hope that this celebration should provide a fitting occasion to ‘swear alle-
giance to the men who stood at the head of the C. Woermann company’.11

Woermann’s ‘life’ as a trading firm is a prime example of the importance of economic analyses to
interpreting imperialism. The Woermann Group’s roots lie in a time before Germany had formal col-
onies. The company grew in a close relationship with the German colonial empire, and then outlived it.
There is hardly any other economic enterprise that has been so closely associated with German colonial
rule in West and South West Africa over such a long period of time as the Woermann Group, which
emerged from the trading house C. Woermann, founded by Carl Woermann in 1837.12 In addition
to the parent company C. Woermann, the business group comprised, among others, the shipping
line Woermann Line (founded in 1885), the plantation company Kamerun Land- und
Plantagengesellschaft (1885), the shipping line German East Africa Line (1890) and the trading com-
pany Woermann, Brock & Co. (established in 1893 as Damara & Namaqua Handelsgesellschaft). At
the heart of the group was the Woermann family, whose relationships, intergenerational and trans-

8 John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, ‘The Imperialism of Free Trade’, The Economic History Review 6, no. 1 (1953): 1.
9 The following is based on: Kim Sebastian Todzi, Unternehmen Weltaneignung: Der Woermann-Konzern und der Deutsche
Kolonialismus, 1837–1916 (Hamburger Beiträge zur Geschichte der kolonialen Globalisierung 2) (Göttingen: Wallstein,
2023), 409–14.

10 Afrika-Post. Organ für deutsche Interessen in Afrika (‘Das 75jährige Bestehen Der Firma C. Woermann’), 9 Dec. 1912, 23.
11 Ibid.
12 The following is based on: Todzi, Unternehmen.
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regional networks, personal commitments, and capital ownership and management, united the other-
wise legally independent companies under a single roof. C. Woermann was the nucleus of a colonial
business network that was connected by contractual cooperation, personal relationships, shareholdings
and capital flows. The trading house, which had been operating in West Africa since the middle of the
nineteenth century, was one of the most important German companies in Africa before the founding of
the colonial empire in 1884. It exported European consumer and industrial goods such as cotton fabrics,
kitchenware, weapons and alcohol to South America, Southeast Asia and West Africa, and imported
tropical raw materials and agricultural products such as rattan, rice, coffee, palm oil and rubber to
Hamburg. The company was thus an important actor in the nineteenth-century process of globalisation
that rapidly accelerated due to technical innovations and political transformations. After establishing a
trading post in Liberia in 1850, further permanent branches followed in Gabon and Cameroon as
early as 1862 and 1868 respectively. Although C. Woermann maintained trade relations with North
and South America and Southeast Asia until the 1880s, the company increasingly concentrated on busi-
ness in West Africa, a region that not only experienced the gradual transition from slave to ‘legitimate
trade’ in the nineteenth century, but also the colonial division among the imperial powers of Europe, in
which the company directly participated.13

Following the death of the founder Carl Woermann, his son Adolph Woermann (1847–1911)
headed the company between 1880 and 1909 and became its defining figure. Within a few years,
he became one of the best-known and most influential political merchants of his time. He systemat-
ically expanded the family’s colonial business and, through a network of social and capital entangle-
ments, created the Woermann Group. Adolph Woermann was followed by his half-brother Eduard
Woermann (1863–1920), who ran the company from 1909–1920. For over thirty years after Eduard
Woermann’s death, Adolph Woermann’s son Kurt Woermann (1888–1951) managed the parent com-
pany C. Woermann.

The Woermann Group’s symbiotic relationship with German colonial rule continued for several
decades. A key factor in this was the founding of the shipping line Woermann Line in 1885, which
over time came to play a prominent role in the family group. The Woermann Line rose to become
the largest German shipping company in West Africa and an important cornerstone of the
German colonial economy in Africa. Its significance as a central transoceanic link between the
German Empire and the colonies in West Africa was magnified by the fact that it remained the
only German shipping company to offer permanent liner services in the region until 1906.
Significantly, the Woermann Group had a virtual monopoly on shipping troops and supplies during
the genocidal war against the Herero and Nama in German South West Africa (now Namibia) in
1904–1907.

At the time of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the parent company in 1912, the Woermann Group
had reached its economic peak. C. Woermann and the Woermann Line were generating record profits.
From a business perspective, the decade before the start of the First World War was the most success-
ful in C. Woermann’s company history, with absolute peaks in 1905 and 1909. This trend had already
been emerging since the end of the 1890s, driven primarily by income from the shipping business, the
rubber and palm kernel trade, and profits from shared assets. In the three years before the start of the
First World War alone, the group generated a total of 7.2 million marks, almost exactly as much profit
as in the two decades before the turn of the century combined (a total of 7.6 million marks)
(Figure 1).14

13 For an overview on ‘legitimate commerce’ see: Robin Law, ed., From Slave Trade to ‘Legitimate’ Commerce: The
Commercial Transition in Nineteenth-Century West Africa. Papers from a Conference of the Centre of Commonwealth
Studies, University of Stirling (African Studies 86) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). For the partition of
Africa see e.g.: J. D. Fage, R. Oliver and G. N. Sanderson, The Cambridge History of Africa: From 1870 to 1905
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975); John D. Hargreaves, West Africa Partitioned: The Loaded Pause, vol.
1 (London: Macmillan, 1974); John D. Hargreaves, West Africa Partitioned: The Elephants and the Grass, vol. 2
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1985).

14 Todzi, Unternehmen, 409–10.
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Despite this prosperity, the close connection of the family business with German colonial rule had
already begun to dissolve. Before the Woermann Group folded in the First World War, the trading
company in particular was losing importance for the German colonial economy. In the overall eco-
nomic structure of Cameroon, C. Woermann had been one company among many since the end
of the 1890s, losing its status as the largest company in the region. Financially powerful joint-stock
companies, such as plantation companies and concessionary companies, absorbed a large part of
the export turnover and reduced the importance of C. Woermann. In addition, competition from
younger and more agile companies intensified. The Woermann Line, for its part, had lost its unique
position in West Africa shipping and had been forced into an alliance with its fiercest competitors in
the German Empire, Hamburg’s HAPAG [Hamburg America Line] and Bremen’s Norddeutscher
Lloyd. Its former importance as the only German shipping line in West Africa was thus greatly wea-
kened.15 Despite this symbolic decline, however, the Woermann Group continued to thrive econom-
ically, achieving the highest profits in its history in the pre-war years.

Navigating Crisis: From Expansionist Fantasies to Dissolution

The First World War was the most profound turning point in the history of the Woermann Group.
The onset of the war affected the shipping, trading and plantation businesses in equal measure. The
company headquarters in Hamburg was cut off from all communication with its branches early on.
Most of the ships of the Woermann Line and German East Africa Line were confiscated by the
Entente powers – especially Brazil and Portugal – in the course of the war.16

Nevertheless, the management of the Woermann Group initially saw the First World War as an
opportunity to expand its colonial business. When the discussion of war aims gained momentum

Figure 1. Profits of C. Woermann (1840–1913) in marks (sums).
Source: C. Woermann company archives, balance sheets.

15 Ibid., 385–406.
16 Karl Brackmann, Fünfzig Jahre deutscher Afrikaschiffahrt: Die Geschichte der Woermann-Linie und der Deutschen

Ost-Afrika-Linie (Berlin: Reimer, 1935), 116–30. For the Woermann Line’s accounting of the war years, see
Woermann-Linie, Bericht und Abrechnungen für die Ordentliche Generalversammlung der Aktionäre am 7. Juni 1921:
Bericht über das 2. bis 8. Kriegsjahr der Woermann-Linie A.G. 1914–1920, Hamburgisches Welt-Wirtschafts-Archiv
(HWWA), Woermann-Linie AG (A9 W 12), Hamburg 1921.
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in the German Empire at the beginning of 1915, the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce asked Hamburg
overseas companies about their wishes.17 Among the eighteen companies approached were
C. Woermann, the Woermann Line, the German East Africa Line and Woermann, Brock & Co.
from the Woermann Group. In his statement for C. Woermann, Eduard Woermann emphasised
the difficulty of making predictions given the uncertainty surrounding the war.18 But despite this cav-
eat, he outlined an extensive colonial programme. An important aspect of the post-war order, he
wrote, was to ensure free market access for German firms by concluding free trade agreements with
other colonial powers. An ‘open door principle’ was to be established, combined with
most-favoured-nation treaties, but, he added, ‘of more certain use than all such most-favoured nation
and equal opportunity treaties, however, are always our own colonies, and so we hope that Germany
will succeed in acquiring new colonies in Africa in addition to the old ones, and here our wish can
generally only be: “as much as possible”’.19 Eduard Woermann also proposed annexing the Congo
state to create a ‘Central African Empire’ and establish a territorial connection between Cameroon
and German East Africa.20 He declared that it would be desirable to annex the independent state
of Liberia as well as the Portuguese colonies of Angola and Mozambique.21

The Woermann Line struck the same chord of colonial expansionist fantasies: ‘As a West Africa
Line, we are striving to enlarge our West African colonial possessions’.22 Like C. Woermann, the
Woermann Line called for a contiguous Central African colonial empire, but one that would include
French West Africa as well as Angola and the Congo State. Both C. Woermann and the Woermann
Line also urged that Togo should remain a German colony, as the wishes to create a contiguous
Central African Empire would have been expressed by other companies partly by ‘sacrificing
Togo’.23 However, both companies insisted on the importance of Togo as one of the main markets
for palm kernels, ‘whose European market was and must remain Hamburg’.24

Already evident in the wishes expressed for the colonial post-war order were the different objectives
of the companies belonging to the Woermann Group. While C. Woermann and the Woermann Line
were in agreement on this issue, Woermann, Brock & Co. advocated giving up Togo in favour of a
huge Central African colonial empire, which, in addition to the German colonies, was to include
not only Angola and the Belgian Congo state, but also the French and Portuguese Congo (Gabon
and Cabinda) as well as parts of Mozambique.25 In contrast to the other two Woermann firms, how-
ever, Woermann, Brock & Co. also urged that, in the event that it was not possible to secure the
German colonies militarily, they should consider completely renouncing their own German colonies
in favour of an open-door policy in the colonies of other European powers.26 If colonies could not be
defended ‘at all times and against any enemy’, it would be better to renounce all colonial possessions
altogether.27 Woermann, Brock & Co. was obviously influenced by the rapid military defeat in the
German colonies and the realistic possibility of the permanent loss of German South West Africa.

The open-door principle for German companies was a basis on which all companies of the
Woermann Group could agree and which shaped the companies’ position in the post-war period.
Eduard Woermann summed up this principle programmatically: ‘The ultimate goal of German colo-
nial policy will have to be that German merchants find that degree of freedom of movement in every

17 See: Dietrich Kersten, ‘Die Kriegsziele der Hamburger Kaufmannschaft im ersten Weltkrieg: Ein Beitrag zur Frage der
Kriegszielpolitik im kaiserlichen Deutschland 1914–1918’ (diss., Universität Hamburg, 1963).

18 Handelskammer Hamburg, ed., Betrifft: Kolonialpolitische Friedensforderungen (Hamburg: Handelskammer Hamburg,
1915), 34.

19 Ibid., 37.
20 Ibid., 37–40.
21 Ibid., 40–41.
22 Ibid., 108.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid., 45–6.
26 Ibid., 47–8.
27 Ibid., 47.
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region of the world which enables them to fulfil their economic intentions and which they may rea-
sonably expect their fatherland to secure.’28 Eduard Woermann advocated this principle even against
protectionist demands from German merchants. He opposed demands to use differential tariffs in the
German colonies as a means of political pressure because these would endanger the open-door
principle.29

With the looming threat of losing the colonies, this principle became even more important. At the
end of 1915, the Woermann companies jointly sent a memorandum to the Reichskolonialamt
(Imperial Colonial Office) in which they once again pointed out the importance of the open-door
principle in light of ‘the reality of the seizure of German South-West Africa by the South African
Union’ and the possibility that the colony could be ‘permanently annexed to the British South
African colonial empire’.30 In the case of German South West Africa, however, it would not only
be a matter of classic most-favoured-nation treaties, but also of politically ensuring that people of
German descent all over South Africa were put on a fully equal footing with the British colonisers,
also with regard to appointments to civil servant positions and public offices. This was the only
way to prevent ‘Germanness’ from being ‘systematically eradicated’.31

While the Woermann Group had joined in the chorus of colonial expansionist fantasies at the
beginning of 1915, annexationism soon gave way to the pragmatic realisation that once peace was con-
cluded, it would be difficult to resume the family group’s business. The group was dissolved during the
war. The owners had realised that the simultaneous reconstruction of both the shipping company and
the trading company would overstretch the resources of the family. In 1916, the Woermann family
members sold their remaining shares in the Woermann Line and German East Africa Line to a con-
sortium consisting of HAPAG, Norddeutscher Lloyd and Hugo Stinnes. The contractually stipulated
personal union between the management of C. Woermann and the executive and supervisory boards
of Woermann-Linie was completely dissolved.32 Lothar Bohlen and Arnold Amsinck, who were both
part of C. Woermann’s management and the Woermann Line, gave up their partnership in
C. Woermann and became board members of Woermann-Linie, and Amsinck took over as chairman
of the board. This constituted the complete separation of the trading company C. Woermann from the
Woermann Line and the German East Africa Line and reversed the development from a trading com-
pany to a family-owned group.

After the war, the companies were mere shadows of their former greatness. The entire fleet of the
Woermann Line and the German East Africa Line were either confiscated during the war or had to be
handed over to the victorious powers. Even after their merger with the Hamburg-Bremen Afrika-Linie
to form the Deutsche Afrika Linie (DAL), the fleets of the Woermann Line and the German East
Africa Line did not reach the size they had before 1914. In terms of tonnage, the DAL did not return
to its pre-First World War volume until 1977.33

The trading company C. Woermann lost its factory system in Africa, and its properties in the
French, British and former German colonies were expropriated. In the French mandate territory of
Cameroon alone, sixty-three C. Woermann properties with a total value estimated by the French
authorities at 887,183 francs were expropriated.34 The Bimbia plantation in the British mandate ter-
ritory was also confiscated. In total, C. Woermann’s expropriated assets in Africa, based on the values
of the respective branches in the internal balance sheets, amounted to about 1.8 million marks, an

28 Quoted from: Kersten, Kriegsziele, 93–4.
29 Hamburg, Betrifft, 92.
30 C. Woermann, Woermann, Brock & Co. Woermann-Linie, Deutsch Ost-Afrika Linie to Reichskolonialamt, Hamburg 29

Oct. 1915, BArch R1001/1885, fol. 283–9, here 283.
31 Ibid., fol. 286–7.
32 Woermann-Linie, Bericht und Abrechnungen für die Ordentliche Generalversammlung der Aktionäre am 7. Juni 1921.
33 Karsten Kunibert Krüger-Kopiske, Die Schiffe der Deutschen Afrika-Linien: Zeichnungen und Lebensläufe (Hamburg:

Koehler, 2009), 116–18.
34 Journal officiel des territoires occupés de l’ancien Cameroun, ‘Extrait De Requête Aux Fins De Liquidation De Biens Faisant

L’objet D’une Mesure De Séquestre De Guerre: Décret Du 11 Août 1920 – Article 5’, 15 Oct. 1922, 74.
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amount that was significantly higher than the annual turnover in the first post-war years, yet was only
a small fraction (7%) of the company’s total assets.35

In the Slipstream of Empire

In a classical historiographical narrative, our story would end at this point. But as the German Empire
dissolved, the Woermann businesses decoupled from the colonial empires and took on an imperial
(after)life of their own. Over time, German companies found business opportunities in the colonies
of other imperial powers. Crucial to this reintegration was the racist order of the colonial world
with its binary distinction between colonisers and colonised.

Before this economic reintegration could be completed, however, political hurdles had to be over-
come. After their expropriation, German companies were effectively excluded from both trade with
and direct presence (ownership, investment) in the former German colonies and from establishing
themselves in British and French colonies. Following their collapse as a result of the First World
War, the reconstruction of most German trading companies in Africa was geared towards
re-establishing traditional ways of doing business overseas. This required the restoration of freedom
of establishment for German companies in the colonies and mandate territories. In British West
Africa (Sierra Leone, Gold Coast, Nigeria), the ban was lifted in 1923.36 In 1925, the restrictions
were also lifted in the British Mandate territories.37 Corresponding preconditions for business with
the French colonies and mandate territories were only created by the trade treaty between
Germany and France of 1927.38 This chronological difference partly contributed to the fact that
British West Africa and Liberia became focal points of Hamburg’s African business in the interwar
period.

Before settling in the British colonies and mandate territories, however, C. Woermann’s branches
were reactivated in Liberia and in Eloby, Spanish Guinea. The long-standing relationships of the family
business, in particular, and the economic networks that developed from them, supported these
re-establishments. In Eloby, apart from coffee, cocoa and rubber, it was above all the high-quality
okoumé wood that C. Woermann exported, and which soon dominated the export statistics of the
region.39 Besides Spanish Guinea, it was in the independent state of Liberia that the company
re-established direct trade relations for the first time after the war. This was no coincidence:
C. Woermann’s entire West African trade began in Liberia in the middle of the nineteenth century.
After the First World War, Liberia’s formal independence appeared to offer favourable conditions
again. The decades-long relationship between C. Woermann and Liberian traders, merchants and sea-
men was a further advantage. Beyond its function as self-affirmation and exoneration, the aforemen-
tioned episode with Kurt Woermann and Chief Toby points to the role of trust in long-distance trade,
formed by personal relationships that condensed into economic networks.40 The First World War had
caused a serious setback in business relations, not only for German companies, but also for many
African merchants who traded with them. Hoping to revive former business relations was thus
also in the interest of Liberian traders and migrant workers who had long-established relations
with the Woermann company. Most German companies active in colonial trade – even those, like
Woermann, so closely associated with the colonial project – neither commenced their existence
with the establishment of the German Colonial Empire nor ended it with the loss of the colonies.

35 Balance sheet, 1920, CWA.
36 Karsten Linne, ‘Deutsche Afrikafirmen im “Osteinsatz”’, Zeitschrift für Sozialgeschichte des 20. und 21. Jahrhunderts 16,

no. 1 (2001): 50.
37 Ibid.
38 Ralph Blessing, Der mögliche Frieden: Die Modernisierung der Außenpolitik und die deutsch-französischen Beziehungen

1923–1929 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2008), 415.
39 Christopher Gray and François Ngolet, ‘Lambaréné, Okoumé and the Transformation of Labor Along the Middle Ogooué

(Gabon), 1870–1945’, The Journal of African History 40, no. 1 (1999), 87–107.
40 Ian Forrest and Anne Haour, ‘Trust in Long-Distance Relationships, 1000–1600 CE’, Past & Present 238, no. suppl_13

(2018). doi:10.1093/pastj/gty025 , https://academic.oup.com/past/article/238/suppl_13/190/5230770.
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The transnational networks and histories that transcended the chronology of the German Empire were
starting points for reviving their business activities after the war.

The British colony of the Gold Coast became the most important region for the company econom-
ically. Here, C. Woermann profited from a rapidly growing export economy supplied by commodities
such as the huge cocoa plantations run by African entrepreneurs.41 By 1938, all of C. Woermann’s
overseas assets were located in West Africa, half of them on the Gold Coast.42 Within a few years,
the company had built up a factory network from Accra with up to fifty branch offices and stores
mainly operated by African shopkeepers.43 But this decentralised system proved to be costly and
was soon abolished. The trading shops were concentrated in the most profitable places and
German employees replaced African shopkeepers.

Neither in economic nor in social and cultural terms did the end of formal colonial rule mark the
end of colonial racist practices. Racism was a formative aspect in the ‘rule of colonial difference’,44 and
it is especially in the racist practices on the ground that colonial continuities within imperial afterlives
of German companies can be found. German employees of C. Woermann in the Gold Coast formed a
community of the colonisers’ diaspora with their white British colleagues, which developed norms,
values and culture that echoed those of the pre-war years.45 This white diaspora’s sense of belonging
was fostered by the development of joint activities and mutual visits. These were welcome interrup-
tions to the boredom that was a defining feature of everyday colonial life everywhere, but especially
in the remote trading stations.46 At the same time, the ubiquitous hospitality underlined the unity
of Europeans against Africans and ‘bound Europeans together in an order of generalised reciprocity’.47

It served communal integration and the recognition of belonging to the colonisers.
Labour conditions, too, reflected pre-existing colonial structures. The recruitment and employment

of African workers was done in a collective way and followed the desire of the European colonisers to
form ethnically uniform teams as far as possible. Ewe and Ga-Adangbe people were recruited to work
in the shops; Mfantsefo people worked as ‘boys’ in the household; and Liberian Krumen were recruited
to work in the stores of the ports.48 In some cases, these professions may have reflected the preferences
of African communities. Some, like the Krumen, exploited opportunities that allowed them not only to
earn comparably higher wages but also increased their agency. This concentration of ethnic groups in
some cases also led to greater solidarity within labour groups.49 Even so, attempts to form ethnically
homogeneous groups of workers clearly followed the notion of racist hierarchisation and colonial seg-
regation. On the one hand, they strengthened the dichotomy between colonisers and colonised. On the
other hand, they created internal differentiations within the category of the colonised, which made it
easier to incorporate them into a racist labour regime. On a practical level, German merchants were
(re)integrated into a colonial hierarchy without being part of a formal colonial power themselves.

41 Corey Ross, ‘The Plantation Paradigm: Colonial Agronomy, African Farmers, and the Global Cocoa Boom, 1870s–1940s’,
Journal of Global History 9, no. 1 (2014). doi:10.1017/S1740022813000491.

42 Dirk Bavendamm, ‘Wagnis Westafrika: Teil I: Das Stammhaus in Hamburg’, in Wagnis Westafrika, ed. Dirk Bavendamm
(Hamburg: Hanseatischer Merkur, 1987), 72.

43 Blessing, Der mögliche Frieden.
44 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton Studies in Culture, Power,

History) (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), 10.
45 Architecture, food, common celebrations, clothes and the behaviour of the people were not only individual manifestations

and tastes but practices of representation, which Pierre Bourdieu called habitus in other social contexts. Pierre Bourdieu,
Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).

46 Bavendamm, ‘Wagnis’, 135. Boredom is an underestimated phenomenon of colonial everyday life, which was often
described as heroic and exciting in travelogues and memoirs; see: Jeffrey A. Auerbach, Imperial Boredom: Monotony
and the British Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

47 Trutz von Trotha, Koloniale Herrschaft: Zur soziologischen Theorie der Staatsentstehung am Beispiel des ‘Schutzgebietes
Togo’ (Tübingen: Mohr, 1994), 210.

48 Bavendamm, ‘Wagnis’, 134.
49 Roger Waldinger described processes of ethnic niching in respect to migrant communities: Roger Waldinger, ‘The Making

of an Immigrant Niche’, The International Migration Review 28, no. 1 (1994): 3–30. https://doi.org/10.2307/2547023 .
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Occupying a liminal space within the colonial hierarchy, neither fully integrated nor completely
excluded from British social circles, they were nonetheless (re)integrated into the colonial system.
This (re)integration was facilitated by their inclusion in a racist scheme as white Europeans that
granted them privileges beyond being part of the imperial state. Despite the loss of the colonies,
German companies were – once again – conducting colonial business without colonies.

C. Woermann wanted not only to participate in the global colonial economy as a trading company
again, but to return to the significant expansion of its role as a producer. In the mid-1920s, it tried to
re-enter the plantation business in the former German colony of Cameroon.50 After the Allied victory,
Cameroon was partitioned between the United Kingdom and France, with France taking over the lar-
ger geographical share and the British ruling a strip bordering Nigeria, containing the large plantation
area on Mount Cameroon. Cameroon had long been the centre of C. Woermann’s business activities,
at least since the colonial annexation in 1884. After the founding of the colonial empire, senior dir-
ector Adolph Woermann had systematically expanded his business in the newly annexed colonies.
In 1885 he had founded the plantation company Kamerun Land- und Plantagengesellschaft
(KLPG), which became the nucleus of the colonial plantation economy in Cameroon.51

One of the primary concerns of the KLPG was the so called ‘labour question’.52 This referred to the
difficulty colonial enterprises had in mobilising labour. The KLPG relied heavily on forced labourers,
recruited by the colonial government to cultivate the plantations. While Liberian workers performed
crucial tasks in loading and unloading the ships, they were considered far too expensive in the plan-
tation economy. Forced labourers, who were captured as prisoners of war during violent ‘punitive
expeditions’, suffered on the plantations not only from surveillance, harassment, and brutal corporal
punishment by their employers, but also from lack of care and diseases due to inadequate hygienic
facilities. This sometimes led to terrible mortality rates. In 1895, under Governor Jesko von
Puttkamer, the systematic ‘Inwertsetzung’ (valorisation) of the colony had begun: by 1900, all the fer-
tile land on Mount Cameroon had been given to plantation companies, while the Bakweri living there
had been expelled. In 1906, C. Woermann had bought out the KLPG and renamed it ‘C. Woermann –
Bimbia Pflanzung’, which was confiscated and expropriated in the course of the First World War.

The British colonial authorities, who administered the plantations on Mount Cameroon on an
interim basis after the First World War, planned to privatise the plantations.53 A first attempt in
October 1922 to sell the plantations in an auction failed due to a lack of interest on the part of
British bidders (German investors were excluded from this auction). The plantation manager Frank
Evans, appointed by the British mandate administration, contacted the boards of the German planta-
tion companies and developed a strategy for the buyback of the plantations. Under the umbrella of the
German company ‘Fako-Pflanzungen GmbH’, founded for this purpose, German companies agreed to
acquire the plantations as a whole and committed themselves not to bid independently at the auction.

50 The return of German planters to Cameroon is a common theme in post-war colonial historiography. See e.g.: Richard
A. Goodridge, ‘“In the Most Effective Manner”? Britain and the Disposal of the Cameroons Plantations, 1914–1924’, The
International Journal of African Historical Studies 29, no. 2 (1996), 251–77; Authaler, Deutsche.

51 For the KLPG until 1914 see: Todzi, Unternehmen, 214–25.
52 For literature on labour and the ‘labour question’ in German colonies see: Tristan Oestermann, Kautschuk und Arbeit in

Kamerun unter deutscher Kolonialherrschaft 1880–1913 (Industrielle Welt) (Cologne: Böhlau, 2022); Steven Press, Blood
and Diamonds: Germany’s Imperial Ambitions in Africa (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2021), 113–30; Minu
Haschemi Yekani, Koloniale Arbeit: Rassismus, Migration Und Herrschaft in Tansania (1885–1914) (Frankfurt/New York:
Campus, 2019); Sebastian Conrad, ‘“Eingeborenenpolitik” in Kolonie und Metropole: “Erziehung zur Arbeit” in Ostafrika
und Ostwestfalen’, in Das Kaiserreich transnational: Deutschland in der Welt 1871–1914, eds. Sebastian Conrad and
Jürgen Osterhammel (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004); Anton Markmiller, ‘Die Erziehung des Negers zur
Arbeit’: Wie die koloniale Pädagogik afrikanische Gesellschaften in die Abhängigkeit führte (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer,
1995); Simon J. Epale, Plantations and Development in Western Cameroon, 1885–1975: A Study in Agrarian
Capitalism (New York: Vantage Press, 1985); Adolf Rüger, ‘Die Entstehung und Lage der Arbeiterklasse unter dem
deutschen Kolonialregime in Kamerun (1895–1905)’, in Kamerun unter deutscher Kolonialherrschaft: Studien, ed.
Helmuth Stoecker (Berlin: Dt. Verl. der Wiss, 1960).

53 For the following: Authaler, Deutsche, 75–86.
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The German government supported the plan. The Foreign Office provided a loan of 7.5 million marks
for the purchase and reconstruction of the plantations.54

The plan was successful. In November 1924, the German plantation companies acquired the major-
ity of the plantations at an auction in London for the extremely low price of 4.2 million
marks. C. Woermann acquired two trading posts on Mount Cameroon and the Bimbia plantation
for 103,000 marks.55 The decision to re-engage with the plantation economy reflects a calculated effort
to capitalise on the region’s abundant natural resources, particularly in the face of growing market
demand. It was driven by a ‘considerable interest’ in relaunching involvement in African agriculture,
particularly in the palm oil sector, with the anticipation of its future expansion and the prospect of
numerous business opportunities for those well-versed in the industry.56

However, despite initial optimism, this venture ultimately faltered, standing in stark contrast to the
resounding success of (re)established trade relations in the same region. As before the war, labour was
the biggest problem of the plantation economy on Mount Cameroon. The British Mandate adminis-
tration had officially abolished forced labour for private enterprises, creating a significant labour mar-
ket for plantation workers. In this context, pre-war networks were important, and Africans who had
previously been in the service of the plantation companies played significant roles in the recruitment
of labour.57 The British laissez-faire policy towards the plantation companies ensured that the social
policy requirements of the League of Nations were simply ignored. By the end of the 1930s, when the
British insisted on mandatory health and social policy standards in British Cameroon, C. Woermann
had already given up the plantation business.

The Bimbia plantation did not remain in C. Woermann’s possession for long. From the beginning,
the plantation faced substantial economic challenges. As the plantation company had become a sep-
arate limited entity, it relied heavily on support from the German Reich to stay afloat. Despite receiving
multiple loans, the company struggled due to generally weak profitability. A key factor contributing to
this failure was that the harvests fell far short of pre-purchase expectations. This was because of struc-
tural changes in the plantation’s output. Before the First World War, cocoa was the main product of
the plantation, but a significant portion of these cocoa plants perished prior to the war. Consequently,
the plantation opted to diversify its crops by introducing oil palm and rubber trees. The yields from
these harvests fell far short of the estimates made before the plantation was purchased.58 Furthermore,
the income generated was substantially offset by the high expenses incurred for the care and mainten-
ance of the new crops and wages for plantation workers.59 Since 1928, the plantation had deteriorated
to such an extent that Kurt Woermann engaged in negotiations with other companies regarding its
acquisition. Initially, the Bimbia plantation ceased its own operations and leased its planting grounds
to the West African Planting Society of Victoria (WAPV). In 1930 Woermann sold the entire com-
pany to the WAPV.60 The failure of the plantation enterprise suggests that production, particularly
in the form of raw resource extraction, is more susceptible to challenges stemming from state inter-
vention and the complexities of labour management. Unlike trade, which may enjoy greater flexibility
and autonomy from formal colonial rule, the plantation economy’s heavy reliance on cheap labour
and long-term investment made it more vulnerable to the constraints imposed by state policies and
regulations. This illuminates the complex relationship between trade and production in the context
of post-colonial conditions and emphasises the intricate interplay between economic activities and
state intervention in shaping their respective trajectories.

54 Ibid., 82.
55 Report on the result of the London auction of the Cameroon plantations on 24 and 25 Nov. 1924, BArch R1001/3591,

Berlin, 2 Dec. 1924, fol. 74.
56 Bimbia-Pflanzung to Auswärtiges Amt, BArch R1001/3599, Hamburg 5 Oct. 1927, fol. 130–34, here: 133.
57 Authaler, Deutsche, 87–126.
58 Bimbia-Pflanzung to Auswärtiges Amt, BArch R1001/3599, Hamburg 4 Dec. 1926, fol. 122–5.
59 Ibid.
60 Report on the obligations of WAPV, BArch R1001/3600, Berlin 22 Nov. 1930, fol. 209.
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Postcolonial Zombies: Eastern Europe as a New Space for Colonial Businesses

What C. Woermann had built up in the years following the First World War was wiped out by the world
economic crisis that began in 1929. This had an immense impact on the European colonies and mandate
territories in Africa due to the drop in prices, especially for tropical products.61 Moreover, one of the
political consequences of the Great Depression was the strengthening of colonial revisionism in
Germany in general and in Hamburg in particular. This exacerbated economic struggles in Germany,
fostering widespread frustration and fuelling nationalist sentiments seeking to restore Germany’s imper-
ial power. Amidst economic hardship, policymakers and the public saw colonial revisionism and imper-
ial expansion as a means to (re)access resources and markets, while movements like the Nazi Party
capitalised on discontent, using colonial revisionism to rally support for territorial expansion and racial
supremacy. Following this movement, Kurt Woermann attempted to follow in his father’s footsteps as a
political merchant. In May 1929 he was appointed to the board of the Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft
(DKG or ‘German Colonial Society’), but he resigned in January 1931 because he apparently doubted
that he would be able to advance his colonial agenda with the help of the DKG.62

Woermann was an advocate of an expansive colonial ideology blended with elements of National
Socialist ideology. He supported Germany’s re-acquisition of colonies with a social-imperialist justifi-
cation: German ‘colonisation in Africa’ would ‘alleviate the two most burning needs of the present,
unemployment and the crisis of agriculture’.63 Woermann, who had probably been a member of
the NSDAP since 1929, advocated an imperialist policy that combined overseas colonial expansion
with National Socialist settlement policy. Woermann emphasised not just the need for active
German settlement in Africa but also endorsed Eastern settlement and the implementation of com-
pulsory labour service. According to his vision, labour service represented the ‘urgent major national
task’ that should temporarily overshadow African colonial policy until the Eastern settlement, or
Ostsiedlung, gained momentum. But his ideas were rejected by the majority of Hamburg’s merchants
and colonial movement. Neither the DKG nor the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce considered it
appropriate to join his calls. The leadership of the DKG around Theodor Seitz was hesitant about
his demands and had reservations about an overly close alliance with the National Socialists. This
ultimately led to Woermann’s resignation from the board in 1931. Furthermore, in March of that
year, the Chamber of Commerce informed him that further discussion of his ideas did not promise
success.64 While colonial revisionism was a central goal for Hamburg’s economic circles in the
early 1920s, it waned in influence from the mid-1920s onward. Although the Chamber of
Commerce theoretically supported the idea of reclaiming the colonies, it appeared imprudent for
those in charge to vigorously advocate for this demand in light of the geopolitical balance of power.

Instead, Woermann formed new alliances. He was part of a group of young Hamburg entrepre-
neurs, including figures like Emil Helfferich and Franz Heinrich Witthoefft, who, having backgrounds
as colonial merchants, attempted to establish a partnership with National Socialism during the
Weimar Republic, something that many older Wilhelminian-minded Hanseatic merchants rejected
until 1933.65 It became apparent that there was an increased willingness to collaborate with National
Socialists, particularly evident among colonial entrepreneurs. Woermann, together with other Hamburg

61 Moses Ochonu, ‘Conjoined to Empire: The Great Depression and Nigeria’, African Economic History 34 (2006). doi:10.
2307/25427028 ; M. H. Y. Kaniki, ‘The Impact of the Great Depression on Northern Rhodesia’, Transafrican Journal of
History 24 (1995). http://www.jstor.org/stable/24328659.

62 Marlis Lüth, ‘Hamburg und die Kolonialpolitik im Dritten Reich’, Zeitschrift des Vereins für Hamburgische Geschichte 59
(1973): 61.

63 Hamburgischer Correspondent, ‘Deutschland Und Kolonialpolitik: Tagung Des Deutschen Kolonialvereins in Cuxhaven’
(27 Sept. 1930, Morgenausgabe).

64 Nottebohm to Woermann, HCCA 84.A.4.6., Hamburg, 3 Mar. 1931.
65 For an excellent overview see: Felix Matheis, Hanseaten im ‘Osteinsatz’: Bremer und Hamburger Handelsfirmen im

Generalgouvernement 1939–1945 (Hamburger Beiträge zur Sozial- und Zeitgeschichte 62) (Göttingen: Wallstein, 2023);
Felix Matheis, ‘Hanseaten im “Osteinsatz”: Bremer und Hamburger Handelsfirmen im Generalgouvernement 1939–
1945’ (diss., Universität Hamburg, 2021).

12 Kim Sebastian Todzi

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777324000171 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://10.2307/25427028
http://10.2307/25427028
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24328659
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24328659
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777324000171


merchants such as Helfferich, Witthoefft and Karl Krogmann, signed the ‘Industrielleneingabe’ in which
nineteen representatives of the German economy petitioned German president Paul von Hindenburg to
make Adolf Hitler the German Chancellor on 19 November 1932.66 The National Socialists’ seizure of
power further nourished the hopes of colonial revisionists. Encouraged by opportunities arising from
this new political configuration, Woermann now systematically sought to advance his combination of
National Socialist settlement ideology and colonial expansionism through the colonial revisionist move-
ment. Colonial revisionism, however, was not a central element of politics under National Socialism.67

Instead, the locus of German colonial ambitions shifted to Eastern Europe.
Eastern Europe became a new colonial space for companies that had previously been active in over-

seas trade. With the beginning of the Second World War, German shipping was cut off from trade routes
to Africa by the Allied blockade. The war brought uncertainty for many colonial companies. Goods that
were to be exported overseas had been piling up in the warehouses of Hamburg since the beginning of
the war. Kurt Woermann examined several strategies for the future operation of his business, including
relocating the company to Spain in order to manage operations in Spanish Guinea from there.68

Gradually, a strategic shift occurred, wherein companies like Woermann transitioned away from seeking
opportunities to establish a presence in overseas markets during the war. Instead, they began to realign
themselves within the framework of the National Socialist imperial agenda. In September 1939,
Woermann recommended that goods that were to be exported overseas but had been piling up in the
warehouses should be sold in Poland. He also noted that only ‘cheap, low-value “Negro articles”’
were suitable for this purpose, which could not be sold in ‘highly civilised’ countries.69 By the spring
of 1940, Kurt Woermann saw the establishment of branches of his company in the
Generalgouvernement (General Government), the zone of occupation established after the invasion of
Poland by Nazi Germany, as a commercial opportunity. In March 1940, he sought to obtain loans
for the establishment of permanent branches in Poland.70 After the destruction and expulsion of
Jewish businesses and tradesmen, C. Woermann established a trading post in Krasnystaw in the district
of Lublin as part of the ‘suffering overseas firms’.71 As early as September 1940, thirty-two such overseas
companies were operating in the Generalgouvernement as so-called ‘Kreisgroßhändler’ (district wholesa-
lers) or as ‘Einsatzfirmen’ (operational firms).72 Companies like C. Woermann or G. L. Gaiser were sup-
posed to build up factory networks in Eastern Europe ‘analogous to their African factory business’.73

The reorientation of geographical focus strategically aligned with the synthesis of National Socialist settle-
ment policy in the East and pre-existing colonial ideologies advocated by Woermann prior to 1933. Initially,
the ‘Osteinsatz’ (Eastern deployment) was supposed to serve as an interim solution until companies could
reactivate their business in the overseas colonies. But the shift in the geographical focus of commercial activ-
ities fitted into the National Socialist strategy of conquering ‘Lebensraum im Osten’ (living space in the East)
and was strategically pushed by Hamburg’s economic politicians and National Socialists.74 Consequently,
Woermann and other colonial companies seamlessly integrated into the overarching Nazi imperial agenda.

The activities of Kurt Woermann, C. Woermann and other colonial enterprises from 1939 onwards
are in this respect less an example of an imperial afterlife than of an updating and readjustment of a

66 Wolfgang Michalka and Gottfried Niedhart, eds., Die ungeliebte Republik: Dokumentation zur Innen- und Aussenpolitik
Weimars, 1918–1933 (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch-Verlag, 1980), 340–42.

67 Linne, Deutschland.
68 Matheis, ‘Hanseaten’, 94.
69 Quoted from ibid., 141.
70 Ibid., 166.
71 Quote by Rolf Brettschneider, head of G. L. Gaiser, founded in 1859 and an important trading company in West Africa.

Quoted from: Matheis, ‘Hanseaten’, 187.
72 Karsten Linne, ‘Auf dem Weg zur “Kolonialstadt Hamburg”: Eine spezifische Form der Standortpolitik’, in Kein

Abgeschlossenes Kapitel, eds. Angelika Ebbinghaus and Karsten Linne (Hamburg: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1997),
184–5.

73 From an unsigned memorandum from IG Farben AG, 8 Apr. 1941, quoted from ibid., 185.
74 Karl H. Roth, ‘Ökonomie und Politische Macht: Die “Firma Hamburg” 1930–1945’, in Kein Abgeschlossenes Kapitel, eds.

Angelika Ebbinghaus and Karsten Linne (Hamburg: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1997), 15–176.
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colonial practice and an imperial mindset under the aegis of National Socialist imperialism. This con-
nection between colonialism and National Socialism is particularly significant when considering the
war and occupation in Eastern Europe. It underscores that the ideology and practices of German colo-
nialism did not simply vanish but rather persisted and were reconfigured within the Nazi regime. As
such, the example of C. Woermann confirms a position advanced by Jürgen Zimmerer and others that
there were indeed direct personal and organisational continuities and connections between the
German colonial empire in Africa and National Socialist rule in Eastern Europe.75

Conclusion

The study of a colonial business during and after a period of formal colonial rule demonstrates that
economic entanglements need to be studied in a longer and more global perspective. This is the
only way to understand imperial afterlives, not only as aftermaths, but as constitutive parts of
German imperialism in their own right. The case of C. Woermann after 1919 reveals the diversity
of colonial encounters in the economic as well as the political, social and cultural spheres, even with-
out a formal German colonial empire.

After the First World War, C. Woermann initially concentrated on the reconstruction of the lost busi-
ness empire. Besides Liberia and Spanish Guinea, the British colonies of the Gold Coast and Sierra Leone
were the main focus. The Gold Coast in particular became the most important trading point for
C. Woermann. Almost half of the company’s total assets were invested in the British colony. At the
same time, the company also tried to restart its plantation business in British Cameroon. But, after
C. Woermann had bought back its Bimbia plantation in 1924, these plans failed and the plantation
was sold in 1930. In the following years, senior director Kurt Woermann was a vocal advocate of the
colonial revisionist movement and tried to combine colonial revisionism and National Socialism. Yet
colonial revisionism was not an element of practical politics under National Socialism. Instead, from
1939 onwards, C. Woermann, together with other Hamburg overseas companies, concentrated on estab-
lishing trading posts in the occupied territories of Eastern Europe – a fact that suggests that there were
not only imperial afterlives but also organisational continuities between colonialism and National
Socialism, which were tied to a geographical reorientation of the imperial agenda.

C. Woermann’s development between 1919 and 1945 exemplifies how important it was for trans-
nationally operating companies to adapt to different political systems. Colonial legacies, concrete
economic interests in African markets and the continued existence of a colonial world order thus
had lasting impacts on the company’s business policy and formed an important imperial afterlife
of the German colonial empire beyond its formal end. A critical (post-)colonial business history
approach contributes to a more nuanced understanding of these colonial and postcolonial entangle-
ments and their economic, political, social and cultural implications. Furthermore, studying com-
panies such as C. Woermann as entities that transcend political caesuras and how they reacted
and adapted to the changing political landscape in Germany and the world – from their activities
in the German colonial empire to conducting their business in the Nazi-occupied territories of
Eastern Europe – highlights the historical continuum between colonialism and National
Socialism. In conclusion, a critical (post-)colonial business history perspective enables a more com-
prehensive understanding of the interdependencies between economic and political systems and
their social and cultural embeddedness.

75 Jürgen Zimmerer, From Windhoek to Auschwitz? Reflections on the Relationship between Colonialism and National
Socialism (European Colonialism in Global Perspective 1) (Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2023).
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