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For


The children of Buschmannshof


Who lie at Voerde-bei-Dinslaken


And have no other monument
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Oh Deutschland, bleiche Mutter!


Wie haben deine Söhne dich zugerichtet


Dass du unter den Völkern sitzest


Ein Gespött oder eine Furcht!


—BERTOLT BRECHT Deutschland






Oh Germany, pale mother!


How have your sons ill-served you


That you are scorned by all people—


A thing of obloquy and terror!






Noch weiz ich an im mêre / daz mir ist bekant.


einen lintrachen / sluoc des heldes hant.


er badet sich in dem bluote: / sîn hût wart hurnîn.


des snîdet in kein wâfen: / daz ist dicke worden schîn.


Das Nibelungenlied






And I know even more, more I can tell.


Once, by his violent hand, a dragon fell.


He bathed in blood, grew hard, and can’t be slain.


And many have seen this again—and yet again.
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Anvil of the Reich


IN 1914 Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was assassinated at Sarajevo, and little of the Europe he had known survived him. His wife, his titles—even his country—vanished in the red madness of the time. The assassins had unhinged the world, which is the only reason we remember their victim. The blunt truth is that he had been brutal and mulish—a Klotz. Yet every funeral has its pathetic personal details, and among the petty but vexing problems raised by the archduke’s unexpected demise was the issue of what his executors were to do with his hunting lodge near Werfen, Austria. For four hundred years the lodge (really an immense villa), had been one of the homes of the archbishops of Salzburg, who had commuted between there, their Renaissance cathedral, their theological seminary east of Munich, and their two archepiscopal palaces on the Salzach River. In the new, enlightened Europe, however, the ecclesiastical hierarchy had yielded to royalty. The dull click of rosary beads had been replaced by the clean, sharp crack of sportsmen’s rifles. Franz Ferdinand, whatever his other weaknesses, had been a superb shot. In the teeming forests surrounding his lodge he had broken all slaughtering records. His trophies filled the halls.


Thus the sentimental Viennese felt that the new owner of Blühnbach should know something about guns. But the eighty-room château was expensive. Eventually their dilemma was solved brilliantly by Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach of Essen, Germany. Gustav Krupp was well acquainted with guns. He was, in fact, the continent’s leading cannon manufacturer. The Krupps had been looking for a new country home far from their weapons forges in the sooty, smelly Ruhr valley, so Gustav and his family acquired the estate, with its superb view of the Austrian Alps, beneath one of whose peaks the legendary twelfth-century Emperor Frederick Barbarossa is said to lie asleep in a cave, ready to spring to Germany’s aid whenever the black ravens circling overhead warn him that the sacred soil of his First Reich is in danger.1


In the long sweep of history the sale of Blühnbach seems scarcely worth a footnote. Yet in a way it is a parable of the era. Since the dawn of modern Europe the mysterious, powerful Krupp dynasty had flourished on war and rumors of war. Its steel forges had disgorged armor, bayonets, field guns, shells, battleship armor and flotillas of submarines, always at immense profit to the House of Krupp. After Franz Ferdinand’s death the Central Powers sprang to arms, thereby confronting the House with a stupendous market. Thus there is a fine analogue in members of the family entering archducal forests, trigger fingers tense, stalking prey. They were, in fact, symbols of the Fatherland’s national mood.


Everything about the Krupps was remarkable: their way of life (secretive), their appearance (vulpine), their empire (international), and their customers (chiefs of state), but nothing was quite so phenomenal as this habit of matching the Teuton mood of the moment. In the Middle Ages, when Germany was weak, the Krupps appeared and plied their trade modestly in the walled city of Essen. During the Napoleonic era, when the country felt servile, the head of the house donned a French cockade and became a Francophile. Then, in the next half-century, Germany rose. The drums of conquest rolled in 1870, 1914, and 1939, and each time it was a Krupp who honed the Junker blade on the family’s anvils. Nowhere in American industry—or that of any other country—can you find a match for the ties that have bound German governments to the Krupp family. For a century the two were inseparable partners, often acting as instruments of one another. And never has the parallel been more striking than in the appalling spring of 1945, when it appeared to have become deadly.


When Gustav bought Blühnbach he never dreamed that he might be buying a tomb. Nevertheless, thirty-one years later the lodge became that to him, for as the Third Reich crumbled it seemed that the country and the Krupp dynasty were about to expire together. Throughout that extraordinary season the head of the house lay as prostrate as the nation—helpless, paralyzed, in an upstairs bedroom surrounded by thousands of stuffed deer heads, mounted skins, and bric-a-brac fashioned from animal bones. He was not surrounded by his family. Twelve years earlier Gustav had reached the kolossal conclusion that Barbarossa’s new name was Adolf Hitler, and four of his sons had departed to become, in the words of the Führer’s Mein Kampf exhortation to all German youth, “hard as Krupp steel” (hart wie Kruppstahl).2 Of the paralytic’s children, five sons and two daughters, only one was here: thirty-two-year-old Berthold, a delicate, Oxford-educated scientist who had been released by the Wehrmacht for penicillin research in Munich.


The third person in the room was the most famous woman in the Reich. Her name was Bertha Krupp, and she was Gustav’s wife. For nearly a half-century she had been Germany’s richest individual. Born in cheerless, forbidding Villa Hügel, the three-hundred-room Krupp castle in Essen, Bertha had been bred to be a Teutonic version of Queen Mary—faithful, regal, erect as a candle. In her youth Kaiser Wilhelm II had been almost a member of the family. He had had a suite at Hügel, he had presided at her wedding, and he had been godfather to her eldest son. Later she had become an international figure. The world knew her as Big Bertha, because in the Kaiser’s war Krupp’s giant mortar had been christened for her (die dicke Bertha, literally “fat Bertha”) and in World War II her name had been given to the Berthawerk, a Krupp howitzer plant in Silesia built and manned by Jewish slave labor from Auschwitz, which had a Krupp automatic weapons plant within the camp, where, according to the Nuremberg testimony of one of Gustav’s own employees:




Vom Fabrikgelände aus konnte man die drei grossen Schornsteine des Krematoriums sehen… die Häftlinge erzählten von den Vergasungen und Verbrennungen, die im Lager stattfanden.


From the factory one could see the three big chimneys of the crematorium… the inmates told of the gassing and burning that took place in the camp.3





Today virtually all Germans and a majority abroad believe that German industrialists had no choice, that the Nazis forced them to use slaves of all ages and sexes, that the industrialists themselves would have been exterminated had they behaved otherwise. This is untrue. The forgotten mountains of Nuremberg documents are quite clear about this. They reveal that the Reich’s manufacturers not only had a choice; most of them took advantage of it:




The Flick concern did not accept women, because the work was too heavy for them. [Der Flick-Konzern hat die Frauen nicht angenommen, weil die Arbeit für sie zu schwer war]. The Röchling group displayed no interest in foreign labor.… Hitler himself did not then consider it practical for so important a concern as Krupp to employ foreign labor.… Himmler was opposed to allowing this valuable labor pool, which he wished to manage himself, to work for the armaments industry.4





Krupp felt otherwise. According to the firm’s wartime reports, the family-owned concern believed that “automatic weapons are the weapons of the future” (automatische Waffen sind die Waffen der Zukunft) and used the great prestige of Krupp’s name to conscript Auschwitz prisoners—men, women, and children—for heavy labor in its shops. Setting an example of vigor and enterprise, the Essen Konzern refused to be turned back when the army, uneasy about the camp’s proximity to the fluid eastern front, vetoed automatic weapons manufacture there. The firm’s own records show that




… schlug Krupp vor, in der bereits in Auschwitz zur Verfügung stehenden Fabrikhalle die Fertigung von Flugzeugbestandteilen und Zündern aufzunehmen, da inzwischen die Zünderfabrik in Essen ausgebombt worden war.…


… Krupp proposed that the factory building, which already stood complete in Auschwitz, be used for the manufacture of aircraft parts and shell fuses, since, in the meantime, the Essen fuse factory had been bombed out. The essential point that influences the decision is, once again, the availability of labor in the concentration camp. For this very reason, Krupp opposed a proposal to employ German workmen. When the army wanted to give the fuse contract to another firm, arguing that Krupp was not in a position to fulfill the production quotas, Krupp objected violently, laying particular stress on the firm’s close connection with the Auschwitz concentration camp.5





To an outsider the implications of all this are clear, and are reflected in Krupp’s dreadful reputation abroad. Inside Germany the image is quite different. There the memory of Bertha is still beloved (she died in 1957), and she herself was always puzzled by bitterness toward the family in das Ausland, that revealing German word which welds all nations outside the Reich into a single collective noun. Actually the firm’s military activity didn’t interest her. That was for men; as a woman she was preoccupied with the social welfare of the two hundred thousand Germans who toiled for the Krupp Konzern. For as long as she or anybody else could remember, these Kruppianer had been wards of the family. The challenge had always been met with imagination; in the nineteenth century Bismarck’s great social legislation had been inspired by Krupp programs.6


Now in 1945 it appeared that the hegemony was to end. In its four centuries the dynasty had known madness, shocking sex scandal, the humiliation of military occupation, and even insolvency, but there had been nothing comparable to this blood-colored smog. A Wagnerian night was descending over Germany. Not since the Thirty Years War had there been anything like it, and Krupp had at least profited then. Heinrich Heine’s bleak prediction appeared to be coming true: civilization faced destruction in an orgy of fighting for fighting’s sake. In Bertha’s youth such a catastrophe would have been inconceivable, though her mother, Margarethe von Ende Krupp, may have had an intimation of it. To Baron Tilo von Wilmowsky, who married Bertha’s sister Barbara, Margarethe once said, “You know, I am frequently depressed that I have lived to see such a glut of good fortune, and so many honors from the Kaiser… it is almost too much.… Often I am afraid, as in a nightmare, that all this may one day collapse” (Oft bedrückt mich wie ein Alpdruck die Furcht, dass all dieses einmal zusammenbrechen könnte).7


Yet it is unlikely that even Margarethe could have glimpsed how total that collapse was to be. From the capital Goebbels repeatedly broadcast the assurance that “Berlin stays German! Vienna will be German again!” (Berlin bleibt deutsch, Wien wird wieder deutsch!), but each hour it became clearer that Austria had seen its last coal-scuttle helmet, its last Wehrmacht jackboot. Six months had passed since General Jodl scrawled in his diary on September 28, “Black day” (Schwarzer Tag). Now in April, the cruelest month, all days were black, and this family was among the hardest hit. Essen was a broken, cratered wasteland. Bertha’s sister, who shared her contempt for Hitler as a parvenu, had been seized after the July 20, 1944, attempt on the Führer’s life. Bertha’s titled brother-in-law had been sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp for the same reason; a son-in-law lay dead in the Russian snows; a nephew was at the bottom of the Atlantic—drowned, ironically, when the British ship upon which he was being transported to Canada as a prisoner of war was torpedoed by a Krupp U-boat. Worse, three of Bertha’s own sons had left as officers of the Reich and vanished into the haze of battle. Adventurous, athletic Claus had died in the Luftwaffe in 1940. His brother Harald, lanky and introspective, had been captured in Bucharest four years later by Soviet troops. And though none of the Krupps knew it yet, Eckbert, the baby of the family, had just been killed in action in Italy. Now, at Blühnbach with Gustav, Bertha was reduced to the role of practical nurse, a handler of bedpans. Götterdämmerung was not only turning out to be worse than advertised; it was also vastly more vulgar.8


“Ach, mein Gott!” the wintry figure on the bed would croak. “Bertha! Berthold!” Swiftly they attended him. A distant door would slam, and he would rage, “Donnerwetter! Himmel! Verfault, verdammt, geistesschwach!”—for in the deepening twilight of senility this old man, who had given his own name to Fat Gustav, the mighty siege gun of Sevastopol, was infuriated by the faintest noise.


This too was ironic, and perhaps it was also just. Indeed, it may be argued that the paralysis itself was a fitting climax to Gustav’s career. All his life he had been a parody of Prussian rigidity. To make sure that he would be peppy in wintertime, he had kept his office temperature at 55 degrees and his Hügel study at 64—Bertha labored over her social problems on the other side of the desk swathed in furs, and the rooms are chilly to this day. Hügel dinners were notorious. Gustav believed in brisk meals. Several visitors can remember that when they tried to make amiable conversation, their plates were snatched away; “You had to eat so fast,” according to one of them,“that your teeth hurt.” Gustav, who ate with remarkable skill and speed himself, felt that table talk was inefficient.9


Efficiency was his religion. One of his oddest hobbies was reading train timetables, looking for typographical errors. When he found one he would seize his telephone and denounce the railroad. Leaving for the office each morning, he expected his chauffeur to have the engine running; he didn’t want to hang around all those seconds while the key was turned in the ignition. And Hügel guests learned that their host retired at 10 P.M. precisely; at 9:45 a servant would whisper to them that it was time to go. Once Gustav broke this rule. He agreed to attend a civil celebration until midnight. Ernst von Raussendorf, a Krupp executive, was standing at the bar that evening with Gustav’s older daughter Irmgard when she said quietly, “Look at your watch.” He did—as the watch of a Kruppianer it was naturally on time—and told her that twelve o’clock was just a moment away. “Father will be leaving now,” Irmgard said. When the sweep-second hand noted the hour, Raussendorf glanced up, and sure enough, there was his employer, rising from the chair.10


More significant to the world outside Essen was Gustav’s absolute loyalty to the leader of his country. It didn’t much matter who the leader was. After the Kaiser’s exile in 1918 he had remained kaisertreu, writing Doorn each year on Wilhelm’s birthday to reaffirm his loyalty. Yet at the same time he would leave a room rather than hear a slur against the President of the Weimar Republic. With the rise of Hitler he became what a fellow industrialist called a “super-Nazi” (Obernazi). He was quite prepared to accept the ultimate consequences of his new faith. When Claus’s plane crashed in the Eifel Hills a friend offered condolences. The father replied icily, “Mein Sohn hatte die Ehre, für den Führer zu sterben” (My son had the honor to die for the Führer).11


This was the Gustav Allied intelligence knew—the robot, the fanatic party leader, the proud wearer of the Golden Party Badge. Even as he moaned beneath his Blühnbach eiderdown, agents were fanning across Europe searching for him, for with Göring and Ribbentrop he stood high on the list of men wanted as war criminals. Gustav was familiar with this sort of thing. Like Wilhelm, he had been named a war criminal after World War I, and when the French occupied the Ruhr in 1923 they had sent him to prison. This time, however, the Allies were determined that he should end his life at the end of a Nuremberg rope. His name had become so odious that Harald, in a Russian prisoner of war camp, found it wise to adopt an alias. Every Allied power had a dossier on Gustav, and virtually everything they had was unimpeachable.12


And yet there were some striking omissions. No man is really a robot. Gustav’s very excesses are suspect. Like the Kaiser, whose strutting had masked bitter shame over his withered arm, Gustav was trying to be something he was not. Outside Hügel he deceived nearly everyone; his son’s friends called him “the Bull,” which he doubtless found gratifying. But no man looked less like a bull. In the family he was known by the absurd nursery nickname Taffy. Taffy was slight, dainty, and a head shorter than his wife; he had been schooled as a diplomat, and retained the diplomat’s elegant mannerisms. (Sometimes this training even shone through at the Hügel dining table. Once a visiting Russian technician, who had never seen a finger bowl, picked his up and drank from it. Gustav watched thoughtfully, then lifted his own and drained it.13)


If this suggests that there was something bogus about him, it is accurate. For forty years he had been playing a part. He had been posing as the owner of a firm in which he didn’t have a share of stock, and he had been masquerading as a Krupp although he had never met anyone by that name until he was thirty-six years old.


The real Krupp was Bertha. She had inherited her father’s vast industrial empire when she was sixteen. In the Fatherland it was unthinkable for a woman to hold such power, so she had married Gustav von Bohlen und Halbach. There is some reason to believe that the Kaiser himself was the matchmaker; young Bertha’s arms forges were a priceless asset to Germany, and every German military man of any consequence showed up at the Hügel wedding to give away the bride. After the vows Wilhelm announced in his nasal voice that henceforth Gustav’s last name would be “Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach.” In popular usage this was quickly shortened to Gustav Krupp. But the emperor himself addressed the groom as “my dear Bohlen,” and no imperial edict could inject an ounce of Krupp blood into Gustav’s veins. His surviving sons refer to him today as the “prince consort” (Prinzgemahl).14


This is confusing. Indeed, the deeper one dives into the family’s lore, the murkier the waters become. But in 1945 the victorious powers were in no mood for complexities. Already a corps of eminent lawyers, led by United States Supreme Court Justice Robert H. Jackson, were culling the Krupp dossiers. Presently American troops reached Blühnbach. Gustav, under guard, was moved to an inn on a nearby road, where Bertha continued to nurse him. Buses stopped there, and sometimes the drivers would help her with soiled bedding, but otherwise she carried on alone, for Berthold had left on urgent family business.15


The jurists continued to cull. It took them some time to discover that the Krupp in the inn was the wrong Krupp.


They had been obsessed with Gustav. He was the demon, they thought, because he had led the firm so long. It was true that the prince consort had still been very much in charge when Hitler attacked Poland. Since then, however, night and fog had blanketed the Reich, and the Allies didn’t know that there had been a change of command in Essen. Gustav’s senility had already become advanced when Claus died in 1940. Throughout most of the intervening years—when a monstrous Krupp gun on curved railway tracks in a cave bombed Chatham from Cap Gris-Nez on the other side of the English Channel, firing at a range of 134 miles and throwing shells so enormous that to this day the British survivors believe that they were being pounded by high altitude Luftwaffe bombers; through the years of Auschwitz and slave labor, when the inmates of 138 concentration camps toiled for Krupp, and Robert Rothschild was gassed because he wouldn’t sign his French firm over to Krupp—the leader of the family (who would remain so until his strange death in the late 1960’s) had been the eldest son of Bertha and Gustav.16


His name was Alfried Felix Alwyn Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach.


Here one must dip into those cloudy waters for a quick briefing on Krupp surnames. The Kaiser’s wedding decree of 1906 meant that in future generations only the senior male would be named Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach. Claus, Berthold, Harald, Eckbert and their sisters bore the name of their father. Their older brother had been similarly christened. He had even remained Alfried von Bohlen after March 31, 1942, when he became the firm’s Vorsitzender des Vorstandes, Director of Directors. As such, according to his own files, he




… assigned Jewish prisoners from concentration camps to many different places [hat… jüdische Gefangene aus Konzentrationslagern an den verschiedensten Arbeitsplätzen beschäftigt], including the Friedrich Krupp Bertha Works (AG) in Markstädt near Breslau, in the concentration camp at Auschwitz, in the concentration camps at Wüstegiersdorf, Riespot near Bremen, Geisenheim, Elmag (Elsässische Maschinenbau A.G., Mulhouse, Alsace), and in the Essen (Humboldtstrasse) camp.17





At this last camp, according to one of Alfried’s workmen, who was put on the Nuremberg stand in the vain hope that his testimony would help the defense, fantastic conditions prevailed even after it was obvious that the Reich had lost the war:




… Krupp hielt es für [eine] Pflicht 520 jüdische Mädehen, zum Teil noch fast Kinder, unter brutalsten Bedingungen im Herzen des Konzerns, in Essen, arbeiten zu lassen.


… Krupp considered it a duty to make 520 Jewish girls, some of them little more than children, work under the most brutal conditions in the heart of the concern, in Essen.18





Alfried’s own wartime words reveal that he was exploiting his special relationship with Berlin, first to get Jews and then, having them, to get contracts which could be handled only by a firm with a limitless reservoir of labor. In a letter dated September 7, 1943, he wrote a Lieutenant Colonel (Oberstleutnant) Wedel:




Was die Mitarbeit unseres technischen Büros… in Breslau angeht, kann ich nur sagen, dass zwischen diesem Büro und Auschwitz die engste Zusammenarbeit besteht und für die Zukunft gesichert ist.


As regards the cooperation of our technical office in Breslau, I can only say that between that office and Auschwitz the closest understanding exists and is guaranteed for the future.19





Really there was no job he could not undertake. His manpower pool was almost bottomless. Auschwitz prisoners were only a fraction of it. His papers show that apart from German workmen he had assembled 69,898 foreign civilian workmen, 23,076 prisoners of war, and 4,978 concentration camp prisoners (almost exclusively Jews). With 97,952 slaves, he was the sovereign of the Ruhr. Yet he still lacked the crown. He wanted it, and in the eyes of National Socialist ideologues he was entitled to it. Gustav’s condition was plainly hopeless. It was time he surrendered the prized “Krupp.” One-man rule was a family tradition, and as early as 1941 Gustav and Bertha had agreed that the industrial monarchy should go to Alfried—provided he divorce his objectionable young wife, which he speedily did.20


Passing everything along to one child was illegal, however; it would disinherit the others. Extraordinary measures were required, and on August 10, 1942, Alfried, a tall, aquiline, middle-aged man who bore a strong physical resemblance to his mother, presented himself at the Führer’s underground headquarters in East Prussia to thrash the matter out. As one of the party bigwigs (Bonzen), true to the Führer since youth, he was assured of a warm welcome. After a lengthy correspondence with Martin Bormann, Hitler’s deputy, and Hans Lammers, the Nazi constitutional oracle, everything was settled. The Führer proclaimed:




Die Firma Fried. Krupp, ein Familienunternehmen seit 132 Jahren, verdient höchste Anerkennung für ihre unvergleichlichen Leistungen bei der Verstärkung der militärischen Macht Deutschlands. Es ist daher mein Wunsch, dass das Unternehmen als Familieneigentum erhalten wird.


The firm of Fried. Krupp, a family enterprise for 132 years, deserves the highest recognition for its incomparable performances in boosting the military power of Germany. Therefore, it is my wish that the enterprise be preserved as a family property.21





With his signature, this decree became a unique law, the “Lex Krupp.” Alfried was now his mother’s sole heir. At the same time Hitler rechristened him Krupp, and when the U.S. Ninth Army captured Essen on April 11, 1945, they found Alfried more or less lashed to the mast, carrying on—as he had since 1931, when he became a sponsoring member of the SS—for Führer and Reich.22


Thus it was Alfried who mounted the dock at Nuremberg, Alfried who stood trial before three U.S. state supreme court justices on charges of planning aggressive war, spoliation of property in occupied countries, and, above all, crimes against humanity—the slave labor count, the heart of the case. He was acquitted of aggression. That, the tribunal ruled, lay in Gustav’s era. On the other charges he was found guilty, however, and sentenced to twelve years in prison and the confiscation of all his property.23


So shocking had the evidence against him been that all the Allies, East and West, were determined to purge Europe of the Krupp name. The nightmare had grown darker and darker, until now it was blacker than the bottom of the deepest Krupp mine. The dynasty’s holdings were being systematically carved up; dismantlers with long sticks of chalk were drawing lines across factory floors, dividing plant and machinery among the nations which had suffered most from the Nazi occupation,24 and in Landsberg Fortress, where Hitler had written Mein Kampf two decades before, Alfried wore convict garb. To the family his imprisonment was the most grievous blow of all. Raised to be a prince of industrialists, he now lay rusting in jail, condemned and humiliated. The Krupps had always been fiercely proud. This burden was almost insupportable. And yet, apparently, it had to be borne.
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No one then would have thought it possible that within five years he would once more control his fortune, or that twenty years after he had become Adolf Hitler’s most famous industrial protégé he would be the richest man in Europe, the most powerful industrialist in the Common Market. Even he himself became impressed with the speed of his recovery—at one time he had estimated that it would take him fifty years to clear the rubble in Essen alone. Yet he had never doubted that redemption would come, or that he would be ultimately vindicated. After the Nuremberg verdict Friedrich von Bülow, the fellow prisoner who had directed Krupp’s slave labor program, had wanted to plan an escape. According to Bülow, Alfried had put a stop to that. He had said calmly, “Time will settle all.”25


On the surface this seemed to be absurd optimism. The U.S. Supreme Court had rejected an appeal from his attorneys. On August 21, 1948, three weeks after the verdict, Alfried had written to General Lucius Clay, military governor of West Germany’s American zone, asking him to intervene. There had been no reply. Then the general had endorsed the findings of a review board and confirmed the Nuremberg sentence, an act which apparently exhausted the prisoner’s legal remedies. Yet Alfried’s faith was justified by the striking parallels between the Krupp saga and German history. “After the Kaiser left,” a Villa Hügel servant once told me, “this became the first family of Germany.”26 In some ways the Krupps had a greater claim to primacy than the Hohenzollerns, and as the 1940’s ended the nation began to take an upward turn. The economic miracle of the country’s recovery had begun. So had the Cold War, and NATO diplomats wanted Germany committed to their side.


The devotion of the conquered people to the Krupps could hardly be lost on the occupation authorities. In the early 1960’s a Hamburg newspaper editor told this writer, “If I retranslated the Nuremberg testimony and documents that condemned Herr Krupp into German, and published them in this country, I’d be out of a job. There’s always been a feeling here that other companies make profits, but that Krupp is doing something for Germany.” That sentiment was even stronger during Alfried’s imprisonment. When Bertha came to see her son during visiting hours, the Germans there treated her as royalty, and once a young girl rushed up and kissed her hand. Above all, the grand alliance which was forming against the Soviet Union needed the power of the Ruhr. That meant Alfried. “The Ruhr is Essen,” Germans say, and “Essen is Krupp,” and “Wenn Deutschland blüht, blüht Krupp” (When Germany prospers, Krupp prospers). In theory there were two ways to detour around him. The first was nationalization. But even the British Labour government was against that. The second was forced emigration. Although a U.S. Cabinet member had proposed that “no Germans should be left in the Ruhr at all,” the plan was neither workable nor desirable, and there is no indication that any other solution was seriously considered until seven months after the outbreak of the Korean War, when U.S. High Commissioner John J. McCloy, in a historic act of clemency, removed the problem by restoring Alfried’s holdings and pardoning him.27


With that act, a penniless convict was restored to his former exalted status. Once more a Krupp held the key to Europe’s greatest treasure.


It was, and remains, an extraordinary treasure.
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Across central Europe the great coalfields lie like a glittering black belt, waiting to flame into power. This priceless lode, without which the industrial revolution would have been impossible, starts in Wales and ends in Poland. There is nothing uniform about it, however. The seams in France and Belgium vary enormously in yield and quality, and between Saxony and Polish Silesia, where the vein ends, stands a vast tract of sterile ground. By any standard, the most valuable jewel in the tiara is that corner of Germany where the Rhine emerges from the hulking hills and turns westward toward the plains of Holland. Here the great river is fed by a sluggish, polluted tributary—chemists estimate that its waters pass through the human body eight times—which rises in the Sauerland, over a hundred miles to the east. That stream is the Ruhr. As a waterway it has slight value now. It is so insignificant that long ago it lost exclusive right to its own name. By “the Ruhr” we really mean the Ruhrgebiet, the surrounding region, and there the story is very different. In that basin Germans mine as much coal as the rest of the continent combined, and produce more fine steel. The relationship is not casual. This is Europe’s prime source of coke—pure carbon, acquired by cooking coal to draw off its gases—and it is spongy, brittle coke which is indispensable for the conversion of iron into steel.


Dominating the Ruhr are fewer than a dozen Schlotbarone, “smokestack barons.” The figure is apt. In the nineteenth century their families replaced the declining feudal aristocracy. Led by the Krupps, the industrialists played on German habits of obedience to crush struggling unions, and their workmen became docile and immobile. Even today the typical Ruhr worker is determined to live out his life within view of the church where he was baptized. One underground manager of a Krupp mine was among the Luftwaffe’s first jet pilots in World War II. Afterward he was offered a future in commercial aviation. The pay would have been better, the life cleaner. He declined. Over schnapps I asked him why. He replied, “My father was underground manager of this mine.” The abiding loyalty of such men evokes images of feudal society; so do the customs of their employers. The smokestack barons act like barons. The men build castles and keep to themselves, and the women behave like ladies of the manor, visiting sick dependents and contributing to charities. Bertha Krupp was famous for her good works. When fatally stricken by a heart attack, she was putting on her hat, preparing to visit the widow of a Kruppianer.28


Despite its prominence, the Ruhr is a tiny fief, a mere scar on the map of the continent. It taps hydroelectric sources as far away as Aachen, the Black Forest, and Switzerland, yet it occupies less than one percent of truncated West Germany. Counting every forge and shaft, it is no larger than metropolitan New York. You can drive over most of it in three hours on the Dortmund-Düsseldorf Autobahn or commute from one end to the other on its famous streetcars. The inner Ruhr—fifteen cities which run into one another—covers only two hundred square miles. As the RAF demonstrated in the early 1940’s, this leaves it vulnerable to a determined assault. But concentration has another side. Because the geologic freak beneath the soil has been brilliantly exploited, the Ruhr has become, as Gustav Stolper wrote, “an industrial organization which in its compactness and intensity is unparalleled in the world.” German ingenuity has made it the continent’s most awesome economic force, with political consequences which have been felt by five generations of Europeans and three of Americans. Aware of their strength, the Schlotbarone wrung vital concessions from Berlin under the Second Reich (the Kaisers) and the Third Reich (Hitler), and it was here that the German sword was forged three times in the past century. “The German Empire,” John Maynard Keynes observed, “has been built more truly on coal and iron than on blood and iron.”29


Blood and iron has proved to be a more memorable phrase because it is more stirring. Rolling drums and glittering medals have a greater romantic appeal than slide rules and smog, and on the whole they have been more favored by historians. Schoolchildren are taught that Sparta won battles because she put superior warriors in the field. The lesson disregards recent research, which has revealed that while the Spartans’ enemies were limited to bronze and soft wrought iron, they themselves were armed with swords of superb steel—a decisive advantage. Professional soldiers are more sensitive to such distinctions. In the days when the Ruhr was disgorging staggering quantities of tanks, cannon, shells, aircraft, and submarines, the German General Staff fully appreciated their arsenal. In both world wars it lay at the core of their strategy. Indeed, their anxiety to shield it in 1914 may have weakened the right wing of the Schlieffen Plan to invade France. After World War II, General Franz Halder declared at Nuremberg that the Ruhrgebiet was “the most decisive factor in the German conduct of the war.” This was no news to Halder’s former antagonists. Once the Normandy landings had been completed, Allied generals agreed that the Wehrmacht’s armory was their chief target. They disagreed only on which route to it was quickest.30


Today the Ruhr produces few weapons. It has become the powerhouse of the European Economic Community and, because of Krupp’s immensity and technical skills, of underdeveloped countries around the globe. The barons, stronger and wealthier than ever, look eagerly to the future. Inquiries into their past, on the other hand, are discouraged, and even resented. Yet it is impossible to understand the German present without jacking open lids and praying into crypts and memories which have been sealed. To grasp Krupp’s Ruhr, we must know both what it is and what it has been. Luckily geography doesn’t change, and one way to start is by looking at the Ruhr—actually eying it—from three points: a tunnel, the surface above, and a small plane cruising overhead.
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The tunnel lies a half-mile underground. It is at the bottom of Essen’s one-hundred-year-old Amalie shaft, named for Alfried’s great-great-great-great-grandmother, and reaching it is something of an expedition. “Glückauf!” (Good luck!), the burly men around you call to one another as the party vanishes into the cavernous entrance. Helmeted and booted, equipped with a flashlight and a carbon monoxide mask, you descend for two hours via cart elevators, clanking miniature trains, and—most of the time—by hiking down ancient, arched passageways hewn from rock.


It is not a pleasant journey, nor is it entirely safe. Certainly mining conditions have improved since Amalie’s first years, when men toiled in the bowels of the Ruhr aided only by crude lamps, mules, and their own picks. Mechanization has changed all that. However, it has also permitted Kruppianer to go deeper, and danger increases with depth;* each year four or five men die in this shaft. One dodges live wires and coal carts. The air is thick with black powder, and the ignition of a single match here could bring catastrophe.


Approaching the face, the tunnel shrinks. You go to your knees, and then to your belly. At the same time, the temperature rises spectacularly. In places where the rock is damp (in a mine, water is hotter than stone) the thermometer reaches 122 degrees Fahrenheit. Dead ahead one dimly perceives naked, soot-covered men groveling in the rich dust. These Kumpel, miners, earn nine dollars a day. Although the men at the face are carefully picked, they can’t take more than five hours of such work at a stretch. Each day they tear four thousand tons from Amalie’s hoard: an extraordinary yield, for the seam is only a yard high. Sprawling among them, you watch the face gleam fitfully in the swinging beam of your light. It is craggy and blue-black, and as you watch, it recedes slightly. An automatic knife slices across it. Great chunks fall to a conveyor belt, which, moving jerkily, carries them off to the carts and elevators.


There are over one hundred and fifty miles of such caves under Essen alone, and they are moving all the time; as the knives slash at one side, roof jacks are shifted to fill in the opposite side with slag. The city is literally founded on coal. And Krupp’s vertical concentration is literally vertical, for when the coal goes up it is fed directly into furnaces.
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This relationship is seen clearly when you surface and mount the corrugated iron roof of a Krupp mill in nearby Bochum. Looking across the mill yard, you watch processions of trains arriving, freighted with iron ore. Their cargo comes from all over the world. Less than 20 percent of it is German; less than half is European. Most of the ore has been shipped from Africa, Asia, and the Western Hemisphere.31 Meanwhile, as the trains dump their cascades of glinting rock into bins, chains of buckets brimming with coal appear from holes in the earth and are shuttled upward, on moving ropes, toward the factory. Good coke is more precious than ore; the plant is here because the coal is just below.


Like the mine, the mill is uncomfortably hot—in an old Ruhr story a steel baron arrives in hell and cries, “Verdammt! I forgot my winter coat!” Unlike the tunnel, however, the plant provides spectacles of blinding beauty. A major steel tap, with hundreds of tons of liquid metal streaming from several open-hearth furnaces simultaneously, throwing off great clouds of sparks as they race through the earthen forms provided for them, is breathtaking. Crusts of iron oxide flaking off hot ingots, the cherry-red glow of metal moving through blooming mills, the way monster forgings repeatedly burst into gouts of flame as automatic presses five stories high shape and trim them—the whole pageant is exciting, even glorious.


It is exciting because it makes sense. In the mine every movement seemed to be pointless drudgery, but upstairs the meaning of the Ruhr begins to emerge. And leaving Bochum and striking out across the centers of heavy industry, one acquires a feeling for the setting. The peculiar, introverted society that has grown up in the shadow of the towering chimneys is a milieu all its own. It becomes evident in little ways. You are struck by the angular, topheavy silhouettes of the terra-cotta houses; by the dark, smoke-colored patina that gives even the newest buildings an aura of age; by the endless crocodiles of domed, grimy boxcars which, though they are now stenciled EUROP, haven’t changed since the early 1940’s, when they were used for infamous purposes.


You hear the workers speaking that harsh north German which, as the Bavarians say, “makes the ears bleed.” Most of the voices are deep. The Ruhr is largely a man’s society, even after hours. Among executives dinner parties without women are still very common. (To an Ausländer this seems rather Wilhelmine, and here, as in Wilhelmine Germany and Victorian England, illicit sex flourishes. Although there are only three hundred registered prostitutes in Essen, the police estimate that there are two thousand unregulated “wild girls”—wilde Dirnen—part-time free-lance women, many of them young matrons, who have sprung up to answer a felt need.)


Not all the voices are guttural. The proud, monocled class distinguished by its slashed cheeks, homburgs, and chauffeured black Mercedes is as insular as ever, but when you leave the industrial hierarchy and move on the denimed level you are in a more cosmopolitan world. There is nothing new in this. During the nineteenth century Polish and east German labor built the factories. Today seventy thousand migrants form the base of the Ruhr’s economic pyramid, evoking memories of the years when foreigners were not recruited but impressed. Since the immigration of wives and children is discouraged, the newcomers add to the Ruhr’s masculinity. On Saturday nights there isn’t much else for them to do, so they get drunk. You see them staggering around shopping centers in lonely little clusters, staring enviously at the glittering display windows.


During the week, when German women invade the stores shoulder to shoulder in mass formation, the outsiders have no time for window shopping. Ruhr workers really work. Indeed, one’s most enduring impression of the region is of activity. Each of its industrial complexes seethes, and every artery in and out of the arena is crowded with trucks, trains, barges, and planes, bringing fodder for the plants and departing with finished products. It is noisy, it is incredibly busy, and it is best seen from the sky.
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Flying over the Ruhr is like dodging traffic in a dense fog. On the sunniest day the visibility is less than a mile. The pall of smoke starts north of Cologne and rises ten thousand feet; you can see it boiling up from the forest of chimneys below: black smoke, red smoke, yellow, white, and orange smoke, blending into an immense greasy overcast as the toiling chefs below season and spice their entrées of liquid metal.


Though hazy, the landscape is anything but colorless. You are constantly aware of the spectrum of hues, and watching a steam locomotive puff beneath you (inasmuch as coal is all around, the engines have not been switched to diesel) you realize why. You have seen this before. Twenty-five years ago, when the Ruhr was known as Flak Alley, every Allied fighter carried cameras synchronized with its wing guns. Those reels have been reproduced in a thousand films and documentaries—the strafing of a German plane has become a movie cliché—but they are all black-and-white, and witnessing the real thing one is vividly aware of the rust-brown of Krupp’s bottle-shaped furnaces at Rheinhausen on the left bank of the Rhine; of the red switches in the great railroad marshaling yard at Hamm, whose fringes are still pitted by bomb craters; of the chalk-and-lemon-colored concrete plants; of the bright blue of coiling canals bearing beetle like barges around Duisburg; of the bilious mists spiraling up from the octagonal cooling towers which squat beside each mill like bizarre gasworks. Nothing is entirely gray. At Kettwig the castle of August Thyssen has a cerulescent tint, and at Essen, on the north bank of the Ruhr River, the sprawling mass of Krupp’s Villa Hügel is a mottled tan.


The most surprising color, however, is green. It is startling because there is so much of it. Confined on the surface to the ganglia of Ruhr power, you had expected to see a gigantic complex of workshops and sheds, crisscrossed by mean streets and surrounded by dreary slums. There is plenty of squalor. The cities of Wanne-Eickel, Castrop-Rauxel, and Gelsenkirchen are grimed, stained, weathered, almost Dickensian; Gelsenkirchener Barock is a German synonym for hideous taste. But there is countryside, too. In fact, only a tenth of the Ruhr is really congested, and half of it is under the plow. While it is rarely lovely—Mirabeau dismissed one of its reaches as “froide, stérile, d’un aspect hideux”32—much of it is genuinely rural. Thick stands of forest separate the outlying towns. Meadows appear, inhabited by cattle. Between Herne and Lünen, above Dortmund, are flourishing estates owned by Westphalia’s landed aristocracy. This soil is rich in more than minerals. Before the Ruhr became an industrial gem it was an agricultural gem, and the banks of the river itself are lined with iridescent shoulders of swaying foliage.


Indeed, so blessed is the Ruhr that its violent history cannot possibly be attributed to the land. In few strips of the world has nature been so generous. Not only is it wealthy and fertile; its position athwart the natural trade routes of Europe made it an anchor of commerce for the whole continent six centuries ago, and cruising over the larger cities at a thousand feet you can still discern the crooked pattern of medieval alleys below.


It is to these cities that one repeatedly returns in fascination, for there—jagged, jumbled, yet awesome all the same—is the true majesty of the Ruhr. There is nothing pastoral about it. The factories loom through the refracted light like cathedrals, and if you bank and drift down a few hundred feet your attention is riveted on the intricate maze beneath the wings, and you quickly forget the idyllic landscape behind the tail. The overwhelming impression is of stark Teutonic power. Although the cornucopia of the Ruhr disgorges peaceful products now, anyone with memories of another generation feels vaguely disquieted. The very pattern of the key centers is menacing. On a map they suggest the shadow of the gigantic Fenris-wolf, offspring of Loki and the giantess Angurboda and brother of the Mitgard serpent. The evil wolf was bound by a magic cord until he burst free to swallow Odin, and it is unfettered that his silhouette appears on the map, lunging eastward. Hamm is the eye, Recklinghausen the ear, Dortmund the mouth, Bochum the throat. Wuppertal and Solingen form the front leg, Mülheim and Düsseldorf the rear. Rheinhausen is the tail. Gelsenkirchen, Bottrop, and Duisburg trace the hunched back. And the heart is Essen.
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The Ruhrgebiet as we know it is scarcely a century old. Armenians were producing wrought iron nearly three thousand years ago, and the blast furnace appeared in Europe toward the end of the Middle Ages. Industrialization came late to Germany, however, and when it arrived the impact was shattering, for reasons deeply embedded in the nation’s history.33


The greenery of the Ruhr is the clue to those reasons. Even today deep woods typify much of Germany, and at the dawn of written European history the entire country was one enormous jungle. To the Romans that Hercynian forest was a marvel. East of the Rhine it stretched on and on, dark, solid, and terrifying. Caesar talked to Germans who had journeyed through it for two months without a glimpse of sunlight. Tacitus was appalled by its vastness, its impenetrable marshes, its brutal winters and its cloaking, soaking fog.


The Rhine was Caesar’s outpost. The land beyond never became part of his empire. In Gaul there were roads down which his legions could march, conquering what would later become France and giving it political cohesion. In the trackless wildwood to the east this was impossible, and so we see the beginning of an unhappy chain of events. It is notable that the earliest known altar in what is now Bonn, on the Rhine’s left bank, was dedicated by Caesar’s embittered legionnaires to Nemesis, the goddess of retribution. Germany, remaining formless, failed to develop into a national state during the Middle Ages; it was, as Will Durant wrote, “not a nation but a name.” The Thirty Years War robbed it of its Renaissance. Obrigkeit, authority, remained in the hands of some three hundred independent princes (nowhere was this fragmentation more extreme than in the Ruhr) who suppressed half-formed nationalism during the French Revolution and throttled liberalism in 1848. Then Prussia, “the germ cell of the Reich,” as Hitler called it, imposed its martial strength on the crazy quilt of states, bringing unity without democracy.34 The rest of the bleak story is familiar: lack of a parliamentary tradition made the Wilhelmine Reichstag a farce, destroyed the Weimar Republic, and is a nagging fear in Bonn today.


But politics is only a symptom. The primeval forest had a profound effect on the people themselves, and it may be the most important single key to the mystery of why the Germans have behaved as they have. As early as the second century A.D., a hundred years before Frenchmen were known as Franks, Tacitus warned them that “It is for your sake, not ours, that we guard the barrier of the Rhine against the ferocious Germans, who have so often attempted, and who will always desire, to exchange the solitude of their woods and swamps for… Gaul.” The Roman historian was so depressed by the habitat of the Teutonic tribes that he decided they must have always lived there: “No one, apart from the perils of an awful and unknown sea, would have left Asia or Africa or Italy to look for Germany. With its wild scenery and harsh climate it is pleasant neither to live in nor to look upon unless it be one’s home.”35


That was snobbish of Tacitus. Being illiterate, the natives were unable to reply. Doubtless they would have been insulted, for love of the bush sounds as a constant note throughout the German centuries; give a German an afternoon off and he will pack a lunch, assemble his family, and vanish into the trees. Certainly the first primitive Teutons were capable of emigrating had they so wished. Even Tacitus was impressed by them. To him they were noble savages, hardy warriors. All accounts of that time agree that they were supple and powerfully built, with fair complexions and reddish-brown hair.* They wore the skins of wild beasts, carried hatchets or what they called frameae—javelins—and they were loyal only to their chieftains. Looking back from the perspective of eighteenth-century England, Edward Gibbon observed that “the forests and morasses of Germany were filled with a hardy race of barbarians” who “delighted in war,” who “spread terror and destruction from the Rhine to the Pyrenees,” and who, “through their poverty, bravery, obsession with honor, and primitive virtues and vices, were a constant source of anxiety.” He concluded: “The Germans despised an enemy who appeared destitute either of power or of inclination to offend them.”


Virile, sentimental, insecure and melancholic, distrustful of outsiders and haunted even then by fear of enemy encirclement (Einkreisungspolitik), the ancient German evolved into a tribal creature, happy only with his own Volk. To the German, Germany became a kind of communal secret society. The worst thing that could happen to him was exile—“to be given forth,” in his pagan phrase, “to be a wolf in holy places.” In time his outlook was complicated by a new religion, and particularly by the Protestant work ethic. But he continued to carry with him ancestral memories of tribal rituals: of the Germans of Moravia lighting bonfires atop hills on Midsummer Eve, say, or of a dying Teuton chieftain who would deliver a farewell sermon to his people and then ceremoniously burn himself to death in front of the sacred oak tree.36


Always there was the interplay of light and darkness. Around the flickering fire, all was familiar. There lovers dallied, and boys learned to fight pitilessly, and the strongest man ruled by right of club law (das Faustrecht). But out in the tangled forest, out among the wild lupines beneath the brooding moon, lay the mysterious unknown. Grim forces lurked there, the Volk confided to one another as the flames whispered low and the tortured shadows grew; werewolves crouched beneath the writhing treetops, trolls and warlocks feasted on serpents’ hearts, women transformed themselves into slimy beasts and coupled with their own brothers; and in a cave Brünnhilde dreamed of the dank smell of bloodstained axes.


Thus were born the morbid themes that have tormented the Gothic soul ever since: the dream orgy, the death wish, the fascination with the grotesque, the emotional convulsion, the exultation in what an unknown Middle High German poet called “overweening pride… and awful vengeance.”37 The dark images are gripping; in the twentieth century they have become as familiar to the rest of the world as phantoms in a recurring nightmare. Each tribe had its own version of the superstition, and since it was hardy, with roots older than recorded history, it was unthreatened by the rise of Christianity. The grossest forms of barbarism proved astoundingly durable. The murder of unwanted baby girls at birth persisted into the eleventh century. During the seventeenth century some hundred thousand Germans were executed for witchcraft. And there was nothing chivalrous about Teutonic tournaments. The object was mayhem. A knight entered the lists determined to hack to death as many fellow knights as he could; in one medieval tourney near Cologne, over sixty men were slain. Conversion to Rome had been deceptive. The old and the new were simply fused together. In time the Germans adorned the feast of the Nativity with colorful pagan symbols (notably the Christmas tree), and in some communities they transformed the local pagan legend into a Christian tale.


That happened in the Ruhr. At the end of the eighth century, when Charlemagne captured the Saxons’ hilltop citadel south of Dortmund, a group of monks appeared across the Ruhr River from Essen and founded Werden Abbey, whose Romanesque walls still stand. Fifty years later Christians entered the village of Essen itself and built a convent which also survives, together with several processional crosses and an ancient seven-branched candelabrum. The first bishop arrived there A.D. 852, but the thousand-year-old legend of his coming resembles nothing Biblical. In the infidelic Vorstellung elves and sprites are usually dancing in a haunted glen when the blond hero suddenly strides out of the woods. So it is in this fantasy. The “wild and savage people” are in “a wilderness, full of foul marshes, and covered with impenetrable thickets and noisome weeds.” Then a godlike figure makes his supernatural appearance and lo, the demons are foiled and the land flourishes. He tells the Volk to stop worshiping false idols, and they do. Instead they worship him, to the great profit of the entire Ruhr valley. Their extraordinary deity is the prelate, but that is only a gesture toward the cross. He could just as easily be a pre-Christian chief. Even his name seems more significant than his faith. In the Essen myth he is actually called Alfried.38
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The Walled City


THE first Krupp came out of the woods. He was named Arndt, and nothing is really known about his antecedents. Family researchers suggest that he was descended from Dutchmen called Kroppen, or Krop, who had lived on the lower Rhine during the previous century. At Gendringen references to such a family appear in 1485, 1522, and 1566, but any link between them and Arndt is sheer speculation. He could just as easily have sprung, order pad in hand, from the hot loins of a dragon. All we can be sure of is that in January 1587 he wrote his name in Essen’s Register of Merchants, and even this must be qualified, for his handwriting was dreadful. The signature may be variously read as Krupp, Krupe, Kripp, or Kripe. Indeed, his fellow townsmen deciphered it in each of those ways until well into the seventeenth century, when his descendants settled on the present form.1


All this is unsatisfactory. Yet we needn’t leave Arndt’s background a complete void. While no documents can be cited, it is possible to make a few educated guesses. Barring the marvelous, he was a man of means. Only in folklore did ragged boys enter medieval towns and rise to become burghers clothed in gold. In practice the poor had almost no way of improving their station. Not only did society discourage such mobility; the typical peasant hadn’t the necessary skills anyhow—he was an unlettered clod with a vocabulary of perhaps six hundred German words.2 Messy as Arndt’s calligraphy is, it marks him as a person of some consequence. Besides, he couldn’t have joined the Merchant’s Guild unless he had arrived with some of the gauds of affluence. It wasn’t allowed.


Again, while the record indicates nothing beyond a faceless blob, it is safe to hazard something about the first Krupp’s physiognomy. Almost certainly he lacked the gauntness of later Krupps. Arndt was a sixteenth-century German merchant, and we know quite a lot about the customs of that class. They were above all dedicated gluttons. Girth was proof of prosperity; the man who could outeat his neighbors was admired everywhere. One performer devoured thirty eggs, a pound of cheese, and a large quantity of bread at a single sitting. He then fell dead, and became a national hero. Seven-hour meals were not uncommon; it has been estimated that the well-to-do spent half their waking hours either masticating or defecating. In these circumstances only an abnormal metabolic rate could prevent a rich man from becoming obese.


Thus, in our imagination, Arndt makes his debut with elephantine tread. It is the late 1500’s. The Essen of Charlemagne’s day has changed mightily. In the tenth century it became a city. Since then, as a member of the Hanseatic League, it has acquired a population of five thousand, which sounds tiny but really makes it one of Europe’s largest, tightest urban concentrations. The Hansa has been declining for some time now. Its key city of Lübeck is exhausted from a long war with Sweden (1563–1570), Dutch ports are expanding, and the Atlantic has been opened to trade, which can thus bypass the German rivers. Still, Essen remains prosperous. Seen from afar, its profile is an exuberant Brueghel dream. Above its castellated walls—thirty feet high and nearly as thick—towers and spires hang needlelike against the sky, and beneath them lie the gabled roofs of the great merchant’s homes, five stories high and built of heavy beams filled in with lath, mortar, and terra-cotta.


Scrutinized more closely, however, Essen was less attractive. Every foot of space inside was valuable. Apart from the market square there was little breathing room. Today, four hundred years later, the square still stands in the center of Essen, and near it are the hoary walls of the town hall, the eleven-hundred-year-old cathedral, and the ancient Marktkirche. It is difficult to recapture the spirit of the age in which they were erected—there are so many department stores, so much plate glass—yet the sixty blocks within the oval-shaped old city remain cramped and bewildering. In Arndt’s time it was much worse. Houses leaned drunkenly against one another; upper stories jutted out, each above the other, darkening the Hogarthian alleys below. Livestock roamed the unpaved lanes, appalling fires swept the community from time to time. Despite the wall, wolves managed to penetrate the town; there was a bounty on them. Night was a time of fear. Curfew horns blew at dusk. Thereafter no one left his hearth if he could help it, for footpads lurked outside—chains, hung across intersections to discourage them, were ineffective—and timid burghers listened anxiously for the clank of the watchman’s iron-shod staff and his mournful call, “Pray for the dead!”


They might have done more than pray. Wolves and thieves were certainly nuisances, but no one saw the greater evil, the utter absence of sanitation. None perceived the civic menace in the practice of dumping sewage from the nearest window, or thought it dangerous that the city’s Jewish moneylenders should be mobbed every Good Friday and left to fester the rest of the year in a squalid angle of the wall. Rich families alleviated the stench of human waste with rose leaves and lavender and turned to other matters. The inevitable happened. Disease broke out again and again. Epidemics were attributed to sin, cures to a return of piety, and the cycle recurred without benefit to anyone. Arndt Krupp became an exception. It was his genius that he saw a way to exploit an epidemic. Twelve years after he had settled in a building facing on Essen’s Salt Market the bubonic plague struck. Midsummer plague was the most horrid of medieval nightmares, and Essen’s visitation was particularly ghastly. Stricken houses were quarantined, the healthy people inside left to rot with the ill. Delirious men, finding the mark of the disease upon them, waylaid and raped women in their final convulsions. At night dead-carts creaked down lanes piled high with corpses; outside the wall half-witted drunks rolled the naked bodies into mass graves. Then municipal employees quit. The city reeked with mingled odors of vomit, urine, and feces. In many quarters there was no one left to complain; according to a chronicle of the time, entire streets were like cemeteries “in their sad desertion” (in ihrer betrübenden Einsamkeit). As the pestilence grew, panic swept Essen. Men sold their property for what it would bring and went off on a final binge. Arndt, betting he would survive and winning, bought extensive “gardens and pastures” (Gärten und Trifte) outside the city gates, acquiring parcels of land which would still be part of the family empire nearly four centuries later.3


To credit him with foresight would be absurd. Invoked from the mists of centuries, the first Krupp merely emerges as a shrewd chandler with a keen eye for the main chance. Although he joined the Guild of Smiths later in life, there is no sign that he had any thought of establishing an industrial dynasty. If he had, he would have moved in other directions. For years strip miners had been shipping boatloads of fuel coal down the Rhine to the Low Countries. Arndt ignored the omen. Similarly, he failed to join those who were diverting waterpower in the hills south of the Ruhr River to drive hammers and bellows, converting the iron ore there into wrought iron. Bellows were now large enough to melt the ore for casting, as bronze had always been cast, and in the shops of Solingen fourteen miles below Düsseldorf swordsmiths were tempering and polishing the blades of German knights.


Arndt had nothing to do with this. He wasn’t an armorer. He was a trader. In retrospect we see him before his Salzmarkt house, waddling out in his loose robe and broad-brimmed, hard felt hat to greet the morning Rathaus bells and nod to cronies on the square: the watchman, the town clerk, the hangman. He is dressed in linen and felt, and as a leader of the community he sometimes changes his clothes. His neighbors know him as an active Lutheran, which may be why he immigrated here; although Essen is nominally ruled by the abbess of the convent, which has become a Benedictine nunnery, she suffers the presence of Protestants. Equally important (and equally rare) she smiles on trade. As a merchant Arndt is a member of a growing but controversial class. Most ecclesiastics are wary of creeping materialism. One of them complains that men seem interested only in carnal love and gain; another frets that “nowadays, alas, men honor a rich boor before poor lords without right; a man is wretched without possessions, whatever his knowledge or his deeds.”4


Arndt has possessions. He may even be a boor. Yet in thinking of him as a businessman we must remember that he is not our type of businessman. The payroll he meets is tiny. In fact, he may need no outside help at all; almost immediately after his arrival here he married one Gertrud von der Gathen, who swiftly produced four bright children. They have grown up learning to mind the store, for although his trade (primarily in cattle, wine and schnapps), has made Arndt one of the city’s wealthiest men, he has no separate shop; all dealing is done, and all books are kept, either on the ground floor of his home or on the street just outside. He is, in short, a typical medieval entrepreneur. In communities of small stores and fledgling industries, the mercantile masters form a tight oligarchy. They own the streets, they run the fairs, they see to it that the wall is mended and that Jewry knows its place. Even the public officials are appointed by them—and usually they choose their own relatives. The ruling clique is virtually a closed corporation, and we can only attribute Arndt’s speedy acceptance into its highest councils to his extraordinary piece of luck with the plague.


This is not merely a picture of Essen in 1600; it is Essen for the better part of the next two hundred years, until the eruption of political and economic revolutions in the late eighteenth century. Today the twentieth century has become so plastic that we find it difficult to realize how immobile civilization in central Europe once was. It was almost untouched by the cultural tides of its time. Elsewhere the Age of Reason dawned and illumined man’s horizons. Here there were only vague rumors in the dark. The long centuries stretched on and on, silent, inert, cold-drawn, rigid. Princes died, bands of mercenaries marched and countermarched; but society, and especially mercantile society, remained stagnant. Disciplined, imperturbable, hostile to change, jealous of its privileges, the trading class bred generation after generation, each precisely like its predecessor. Individual fortunes rose and fell, but the range of success or failure was sharply limited. Not even a national calamity could shake the established order much.


The Thirty Years War was a national calamity. Between 1618 and 1648 Germany served as a bloody doormat for five foreign armies—Danes, Swedes, Spaniards, Frenchmen, Bohemians. Villages were obliterated by the hundreds, and anywhere from one-third to two-thirds of the population perished. In many devastated tracts people survived only through cannibalism; mothers devoured their babies, starving mobs cut warm corpses from gallows and tore them apart with their teeth. Essen, as the natural crossroads of the Hellweg, the Westphalian plain, lay in the midst of this horror. Moreover, the war was a religious war, and the reigning abbess, Maria Klara von Spaur, abandoning tolerance for counterreformation, denounced the city to the Spaniards as heretical. That the Krupps should have endured those years is remarkable enough. What is singular is that they seem to have been almost untouched by the tragedy. Arndt did expire in 1624—after prudently investing in a headstone from the public “stone quarry” (Steinkuhle)—but his time had come anyhow. The year before, his son Georg had died with his young wife; the city archives attribute their deaths to an epidemic. Georg’s sisters Katharina and Margarethe lived through the butchery and raised children of their own. It is of passing interest that Katharina, in marrying Alexander Huyssen, allied the Krupps with another future family of Schlotbarone. She lived to be eighty-eight, surviving her husband by a half-century, and accumulated an independent fortune in real estate.5


Most interesting of all, however, was the career of Arndt’s other son. Anton Krupp is one member of his generation who is not a cipher. Though fragmentary, the chronicles suggest a man of ingenuity and even of pugnacity—on one occasion he was fined heavily* “for beating Dr. Hasselmann in the street” (weil er Dr. Hasselmann auf der Strasse geschlagen hat). In 1612 he married Gertrud Krösen. The elder Krösen was one of Essen’s twenty-four gunsmiths. Anton adopted his father-in-law’s trade, and during the war he sold a thousand barrels a year. We know nothing of their caliber or quality; we can’t even be sure who his clients were. In 1641 he was described in a town council minute as “our highly honored patriot lord, the nobly born Herr Anthon [sic] Krupp” (unsern hochgeehrten Herrn Patriot, den Markischen Ritterbürtigen Herrn Anthon Krupp), which indicates that he had prospered. Conceivably those profits could have come from the family store, but the source and size of Anton’s income is unimportant; he is significant because he was the first member of the dynasty to deal in arms and because he entered the field so early. After him came a long hiatus. The next military transaction would not be entered in the family books until the Napoleonic era. Nevertheless, there it is: a Krupp was selling cannon in the Ruhr nearly three centuries before Verdun, three and a quarter centuries before Stalingrad. Like a flash of gunfire on a distant horizon, the event is ominous. A flash may only register a gun. But it leaves the gunner with a range.6


At mid-century the Peace of Westphalia ended the Teuton agony. France, faithfully following Richelieu’s design, became the dominant power in Europe—one of a string of Gallic triumphs which the Germans would never forget. For the present, however, the tribal grudge was left to fester. The great need was to rebuild, to regain strength. In Essen the family which would later play such a spectacular role in the national revenge reopened the Salzmarkt shop and broadened its markets. Presently the city was booming again. The last alien troops departed, paid out of pocket by the mercantile oligarchy. A new abbess presided over the nunnery. And in the Rathaus a youthful clerk named Matthias Krupp took office.


Matthias was Georg’s son. Orphaned at the age of two, he was characterized by that implacable conservatism frequently found in men who have been reared in times of widespread disorder, and with him the Krupps enter their dull period. Now in the third Essen generation, they have become local patricians. Stolid and solvent, they are entrenched members of the establishment, the very proper Esseners. There is no more untidy confusion about the family name. It is writ large and clear, in bold black cursive script. Plague no longer afflicts Krupps, and nobody loses his temper and beats up Dr. Hasselmann in the street.


As true Brahmins, they become men of property. The compulsion to collect deeds is not a new trait with them. Arndt and Katharina have been conspicuous examples of it. But now it becomes a mania. Beginning with Matthias—who buys the precious fields east of the wall which will later be the heart of the dynasty’s great gun factory—each Krupp succumbs in turn to the yearning for more Lebensraum. In the end they owned just about everything worth having; by the sixth generation a flattering chronicler was describing them as “Essen’s uncrowned kings” (Essens ungekrönte Könige).7


Very likely the writer of this was himself a Krupp, for among other things the family controlled city hall. That was another trend established by Matthias. At the time of his death in 1673 he left three sons. The eldest, Georg Dietrich, was only sixteen, but the family was so powerful that the office of town clerk was kept vacant until he had reached his majority. Georg Dietrich wielded the secretarius seals for sixty-four years, and when he died the job went to a nephew. Meanwhile another of Matthias’s sons had served as Bürgermeister. A third concentrated on the business, opening a sideline in textiles, and ran the Essen orphanage.


In 1749 Krupps had held the orb and mace of municipal authority for exactly a century, so they threw a party to celebrate. It was ill-advised. Prospects weren’t as bright as they seemed. The dynasty seemed to be running out of steam. Of the three brothers only the Bürgermeister, Arnold Krupp, had left sons. There were two of them, and both were disappointing. The new clerk, Heinrich Wilhelm Krupp, dabbled in strip mining, lost everything, and had to sell some property to meet his bills. Heinrich’s marriage was fruitless. That left the extension of the male line up to his brother, Friedrich Jodocus Krupp. Jodocus never became a power in the government, and under his uninspired leadership the business dwindled to little more than a grocery. But he did manage to avoid bankruptcy and hold on to the sheaf of deeds, and—in 1737—to move the big store to an imposing house at the corner of Limbeckerstrasse and the Flax Market. Most important, he sired a son.


He almost failed there. His first wife had died barren. At forty-five he was a childless widower and seemed fated to be the last of the Krupps. Then, in 1751, the dynasty was granted a reprieve. Jodocus married nineteen-year-old Helene Amalie Ascherfeld.


Because Germans are male chauvinists, there is a tendency to ignore the role Krupp women played in establishing and guarding Krupp primacy. Throughout these quiet years handsome dowries were adding to the family fortune, and although the unsung daughters left to raise broods of their own, their descendants stuck to the Ruhr and would, in the next century, contribute wealth and talent to the family. Helene Amalie has a further distinction. Beyond doubt she was the strong Krupp of her generation. It would be incorrect to say that she brought the clan new blood (Arndt Krupp had been her great-great-grandfather) but she did introduce a style which her masculine cousins sadly lacked. She was acute, energetic, and industrious. She was also fertile. Although Jodocus had only six years to live at the time of the wedding, Helene Amalie needed less than one; she became pregnant almost immediately.


The child, Peter Friedrich Wilhelm Krupp, is transitional. All his life he was overshadowed by his mother, whom he served as accountant. As the Widow Krupp (Witwe Krupp) Helene Amalie expanded the Flachsmarkt store, adding a butcher shop, a paint department, and dress goods while her son fooled around in the local rifle association and honored ancestral memories by serving on the municipal council. At twenty-six he married a Düsseldorf girl; at forty-two he was dead, and his mother began tutoring his eight-year-old son in the mysteries of trade.


They were becoming more mysterious. The Ruhr hadn’t even reached the threshold of greatness, but it was making certain curious discoveries about itself. Men were starting to understand the blast furnace. Its use had been slowly spreading, and gangs now trooped regularly into the woods to mine the iron ore there. Tainted though it was by sulfur and phosphorus, the ore was abundant, and the smelters worked it right there in the forest, using the trees for charcoal, which, they had learned, united with the ore’s oxygen at high temperatures, ridding the iron of its oxides. The necessary heat was generated in various ways. In the beginning smelters simply built a fire atop the nearest hill and hoped the wind would whip up the flames. Concluding that water-driven bellows would be more efficient, they then moved their hearths to the banks of the dashing little streams that fed the Ruhr River. It was all very crude. The valley remained agricultural, and the iron was chiefly used for local farm tools. It really wasn’t good enough to export, and even if it had been worth shipping, exporters would have been thwarted by the incredible tangle of river tolls. This was still feudal country—as late as 1823 Essen hadn’t grown to the limit of its medieval walls—and every landowner on the shores of the Ruhr and the Rhine exacted his toll from passing barges.8


Only a canny merchant could have recognized the seeds of profitable heavy industry in this sporadic, hobbled activity. But the Widow Krupp was one of the shrewdest Germans of her time. She acquired a mill north of Essen, and she bought shares in four coal mines. She had the means to plunge still deeper; according to her son’s accounts, she was worth 150,000 thaler. Scanning possible investments, she selected the Gutehoffnungshütte, an iron forge on nearby Sterkrade brook. It was a superb choice. Established in 1782, the forge was owned by an ironmaster who was short of charcoal and had already begun to experiment with coal. Unluckily for him, he was an incompetent businessman, and in 1800 he had to disappear from the Ruhr to avoid his creditors. Chief among these was Helene Amalie Krupp, who held first mortgage on the works. The widow moved swiftly. “As he fled privily,” she noted in her records, “his estate went into bankruptcy, due to my heavy claims on it, and I was able to buy it at the public auction, paying 12,000 thalers, that is, 15,000 thalers Berlin currency, for all the buildings, plant, rights, and good will” (mit allen Gebäuden, Rechten und Gerechtigkeiten).9


Seven years later she appointed her nineteen-year-old grandson, Friedrich Krupp, to manage the works.
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One of the greatest family ironies lies in the present name of the firm, emblazoned on twentieth-century factories all over the world as FRIED. KRUPP OF ESSEN, for the widow’s heir is unique among the Krupps. In eleven generations of merchants and executives, he is without doubt the most incompetent.


Born exactly two hundred years after Arndt Krupp’s arrival at the city gate, Friedrich was the great-grandson of Arndt’s great-grandson, and hence entitled to the assured manner of the patrician. His problem was that he had altogether too much of it. He was determined to become the Ruhr’s first real industrialist, and in his anxiety he stumbled blindly from disaster to disaster. Indeed, he failed with such appalling regularity that one suspects that the manner may have been bogus—that he may have been feigning a confidence that he should have had but somehow lacked. Certainly he seems to have been a young man of wild contradictions. On the surface he was dynamic, flamboyant, full of ginger; privately he was confiding to his journal, “Ach, I am doomed to be in want.… From our foolishness we harvest distress, misfortune” (Jammer, Elend, sind die Garben, die die Torheit ernten kann).10


The Gutehoffnungshütte was to be his first misfortune. Under Helene Amalie the forge had become a highly profitable enterprise, producing kitchenware, stoves, weights, and, under a subsidy from Berlin, cannonballs for Prussia. Like Anton Krupp’s gun barrels, the cannonballs are a flash in the distance; events since have given them greater significance than they had then. They were, however, a clear sign of the times. The specter of Bonaparte had darkened the entire continent. The Ruhr, a march from the border, could not escape involvement. Beyond the Elbe, Prussia had begun to stir. In 1802 Prussia—“not a state with an army,” in Mirabeau’s mot, “but an army with a state”—seized Essen and Werden, ending the millennium of abbesses’ reign. To Berlin a forge capable of turning out solid shot was of obvious value. The Widow Krupp was interested; a thaler was a thaler. Still, her intuitive caution held her back from wholesale conversion, and the next six years vindicated her. In 1805 Prussia dumped its Austrian and Russian allies and came to terms with Napoleon. Parcels of land were exchanged, among them a piece of the Ruhr, which became the French Grand Duchy of Berg. The duchy’s ruler was Joachim Murat, marshal of France and husband of Caroline Bonaparte, who set up headquarters in Düsseldorf. As it happened, Essen hadn’t been part of the bargain, but the marshal decided to take it anyhow. He moved troops in. The Prussians, accepting the challenge, swarmed over the crenelated old wall one night and evicted the French. It was awkward for Napoleon. He denounced Murat publicly, privately told him to wait awhile, and settled accounts three years later at the Peace of Tilsit, when Essen, then a city of fifteen thousand, was incorporated into the duchy anyhow.11


Meanwhile the widow had gone back to making pots and pans. With so many lunatics running around in epaulettes, it was the only sensible course. However, her grandson had other ideas. Since childhood he had been shackled to the counter at Flachsmarkt No. 12, haggling over petty sales, and when Helene Amalie turned him loose in the foundry he sacked the veteran foreman, then canceled the tedious manufacture of traditional hardware, and retooled for highly technical production: pistons, cylinders, steam pipes, engine parts. It was absurd. His workers lacked the necessary skills, and his own experience had been limited to the Essen store. In a single stroke he had transformed a modest sinecure into insolvency, and he celebrated this triumph by getting married—in the Gutehoffnungshütte.12


His wife was ill prepared for the bizarre life that lay ahead of her. Still in her teens, Therese Wilhelmi had celebrated her engagement by dancing through the streets of Essen, clutching a doll and shouting lustily in low German, “Ick sin Brut!” (I’m a bride!). Apparently she never suspected that the bridegroom was a fool. In that society reverence for the bread-winner approached the absolute, even when he was a consistent loser. The new Brut had been raised to breed strong children. She bred four, and no more could have been expected of her. From her portrait she appears to have been a thin-lipped, birdlike woman. She looks determined, even stubborn, but she does not look intelligent, and the painting was done late in life, when she had at least learned to read. Although the daughter of a merchant, she was virtually inarticulate; as late as nine years after the wedding Friedrich’s brother-in-law wrote of their wives, “They cannot even speak German, their mother tongue, correctly, much less write it.”13


Therese’s husband’s Grossmutter did not share this disability. She was especially good at reading figures, and after one glance at his accounts she decided to act. Shortly after the marriage Friedrich fell ill. When he recovered he discovered that Helene Amalie had sold the Gutehoffnungshütte to three colliery operators named Gottlob Jacoby, Gerhard Haniel, and Heinrich Huyssen. Another grandson might have pondered the lesson. Not Friedrich. He saw only that his grandmother, striking her usual hard bargain, had increased her estate by 47,250 thalers, and immediately he began thinking of ways to spend it. On August 3, 1809, we find him traveling to Bremen with a passport signed by Napoleon. Had Bonaparte known what young Krupp was up to, he wouldn’t have allowed him to travel farther than the nearest prison. The emperor had thrown a cordon of customs posts around Europe. Between his taxes and the English blockade, Ruhr merchants were at their wits’ end; the husband of Friedrich’s sister Helene, Friedrich von Müller, had been driven to brewing ersatz coffee, and others were studying the powders of medieval alchemists, frantically hoping to plug the gaps on their shelves somehow. Krupp, however, was taking a different tack. He was determined to break the law, smuggling products into the continent from Dutch colonies. That November he and his agents planned to ship goods from Amsterdam to Essen. The Rothschilds could bring this sort of thing off. He couldn’t Somehow he managed to wheedle 12,500 thalers from his usually prudent grandmother. Then the agents, who may have been swindling him from the outset, wrote him that all was lost; the French couldn’t be outwitted.14


That was the way it went. That was how it had always gone with him, and now he was going to raise the stakes. On March 9, 1810, Helene Amalie died in her seventy-ninth year. She might have named other heirs. Her granddaughter Frau von Müller was living in Essen, and so was Georg Dietrich’s great-grandson Georg Christian Sölling. Certainly the widow could have had no illusions about the rabbity young would-be smuggler under her roof. Nevertheless, he was the eldest son of her eldest son. The rights of the direct male line were strongly supported by custom. She couldn’t find it in her heart to disinherit him, so virtually everything fell into his hands—the Flachsmarkt store, two hundred and twenty-three year’s accumulation of deeds and mortgages, and a fortune in cash: two hundred thousand thalers, roughly equivalent to a million dollars today. Friedrich’s dreams soared. His first move was to change the Flachsmarkt store. Its long life as a retail outlet was about to end. In the future it would be devoted to commodity wholesaling. Perhaps wholesale trade just sounded refined, though it is likelier that he still had his eye on Amsterdam; the commodities he specified, coffee and sugar, were subject to French duties. But that was only a beginning. Opulent and independent, he was after something more spectacular. He wanted a grand coup, and it was then, while his grandmother’s will was still being probated, that he decided he would find the almost legendary Geheimnis des Stahlgiessens, the secret of cast steel.


In the Napoleonic era cast steel had a special cachet. It was the nuclear fission of its day: mysterious, glamorous, seemingly limitless in its possibilities. Steel—low-carbon iron, tough and malleable—is not a natural phenomenon, and in a time when chemistry was poorly understood it was regarded as a marvel. In the past, smelters had produced small quantities of it by manipulating ore and carbon with rods, meantime regulating the flow of air through bellows. To produce the metal they worked on its “feel,” on its appearance, on hunches, and on sleights and arcana handed down from fathers to sons. Until the nineteenth century these hit-or-miss methods were good enough, but now, in the spring of the machine age, Europe was crying for big chunks of high-quality steel. The old smiths couldn’t help. Nor could the operators of blast furnaces; furnaces produced only cast iron, which, with its high carbon content, was too brittle to be satisfactory. Attempts were made to fuse several small ingots of steel and cast them as a single block; the smiths were frustrated because the oxygen in the air combined with the carbon in the steel, ruining a whole batch.


Yet some men could bring the thing off. The secret existed and had been discovered. To the great annoyance of Napoleon, the discoverers were Englishmen. Not only had the British cornered cast steel; they had held their monopoly of it for seventy years. In 1740 a Sheffield clockmaker named Benjamin Huntsman had excluded air by heating metal in small, enclosed, earthenware cupolas.* He called the cupolas crucibles, and eventually the result became known as crucible steel, or, in Prussia, cast steel (Gusstahl). In Friedrich Krupp’s youth it was still called English steel. Huntsman and his successors had guarded their process carefully. Europeans who wanted fine cutlery, or durable watch springs, or, most important, machined parts, were obliged to import from Sheffield.


Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar and the Royal Navy’s subsequent blockade had stopped all that. Continental industry was in trouble, and Napoleon had offered a reward of four thousand francs to the first steelmaker who could match the British process. This was the prize which had drawn young Krupp’s attention. Others had been similarly attracted. The year of Helene Amalie’s death, a mining superintendent “in the services of the Napoleonic King of Westfalia” was reported to have found “the Englishman’s secret.” The following year the men who acquired the Gutehoffnungshütte from Friedrich announced that they were “in possession of the secret process,”15 and other claims were filed in Liège, Schaffhausen, Kirchspielwald, and Radevormwald. Later, Friedrich’s descendants would vehemently assert that the honor was his, and charge that all other claimants were frauds. Really it is impossible to choose among them.


Unriddling the cast steel process was meaningless in itself. The trick lay in first designing a battery of strong, airtight cupolas and then in so organizing them that their liquid fillings would pour simultaneously into a central mold. It was, in short, a matter of organization and detail—the very sort of challenge Friedrich Krupp was least equipped to meet.


This aspect of the problem was imperfectly understood when, on September 20, 1811, he founded his Gusstahlfabrik—Cast Steel Works—“for the manufacture of English cast steel and all articles made thereof.” The works’ first home was an annex of the Flachsmarkt house, a shed no larger than a photographer’s darkroom, beside and to the rear of the main building. After a chimney had been installed there was scarcely room to turn around. So inadequate was the hutch that one wonders about the founder’s early intentions. It seems incredible that he—even he—really thought that he could solve the greatest industrial puzzle of his time in a back bedroom. Possibly he regarded the Gusstahlfabrik as a hobby. His daily schedule seems to support this; wholesaler by day, he would slip into the shed evenings, literally playing with fire. With a more patient man this approach might have made sense. In Friedrich’s case there were certain obvious difficulties. If his pursuit of the prize money was serious, every hour away from his experiments was an hour wasted. Furthermore, timid wading didn’t fit his character. As a born sport he longed to plunge into deep waters, and more and more he found excuses to leave his desk, shed his cutaway, and hurry back to the shed. Finally, his speculative fever had developed a familiar symptom: premonition. He felt sure he was on the track of something.16


He may have had some justification. Two months after his announcement that he was in the steel business he signed a contract with two brothers from Wiesbaden, Wilhelm Georg Ludwig von Kechel and Georg Karl Gottfried von Kechel. The Kechels were Prussian army officers. Retired now, and hoping to supplement their pensions, they had stumbled across the information that cupolas were used in Sheffield. In Essen they offered Krupp a proposition. If he would admit them as partners and put up capital, they would provide the cast steel recipe. The papers were drawn up, signed, and witnessed—and then the curious episode of the elderly brothers vanishes in the mists of controversy. According to one account, the Kechels were raffish adventurers who bilked an innocent youth. According to another, they built practical crucibles, designed proper feed-ins, and were ruined by Friedrich’s ignorance and impetuosity. Either version is possible, yet neither is entirely satisfactory, for each omits the wild background of that year. Napoleonic Europe was approaching its final agony. Essen was about to be embattled once more, and it is highly doubtful that any new enterprise could have flourished in the alarums and excursions of 1812.17


For Krupp it was a twelvemonth’s nightmare. The first tremors of upheaval caught him while he was busy moving the factory. His new partners had sensibly pointed out that the shed wouldn’t do. Even if he made big steel, he couldn’t have done anything with it—shaping large ingots required more than human muscle, so he built a mill on a family plot beside a small Essen stream and joined its waterwheel to a tailhammer with a 450-pound thrust. Meanwhile the wholesale business languished. His ignorant wife couldn’t help him there, and besides, she was pregnant for the second time; on April 26 she gave birth to their first son, who, with the Kechels standing by as godfathers, was christened Alfried in memory of Essen’s legendary hero.* Tinkering with the new hammer, watching the aged Kechels sweat over the cupolas, and returning behind the city wall each evening to a glum bout of bookkeeping, the young father blundered through the autumn. To be charitable, Friedrich’s troubles here were not entirely of his own making. Someone had to take the first step toward fine steel, and he was paying the penalty of the pioneer. Still, it is fair to point out that his motives were not unselfish. He coveted Napoleon’s gold napoleons. And he had a remarkable talent for making a bad situation worse. Although he has been portrayed to subsequent generations of Germans as a man of vision, he consistently misread the signs of history, and as the year waned he made a stunning miscalculation. Since his grandmother’s death he had been wavering over whether to collaborate with the French. Now he took the plunge, swearing allegiance to Bonaparte on December 17—just as the emperor’s Grande Armée was disappearing into the snows of Russia.18


In collaboration, as in other forms of rapid descent, it is impossible to stop; momentum takes over. Friedrich’s oath was only a beginning. He joined the government as city councilman, hoisted the French tricolor, supervised the quartering of French troops in Essen homes, and loaned money to two French rifle makers. By April he had reached the dead end of collusion: he was under arms himself as adjutant of the First Essen Defense Battalion. If this has a romantic ring, it is deceptive; the adjutant’s last task was fated to be grimy. When Gebhard von Blücher’s Prussians raced after the Grand Army’s survivors that fall, Napoleon’s ragged remnant tried to make a last stand on the Rhine, and Krupp was put to work with a spade, digging trenches for them. In our own less forgiving century, such behavior would have meant the end of Friedrich’s career, and probably the scaffold. But nationalism was more casual then. While there had been some uprisings against French rule in the Ruhr, it is hard to say where his loyalty should have been. The only local sovereign he had known had been the last abbess, and he was a Protestant. Germany didn’t exist; Prussian soldiers were almost as alien as the Parisians. Krupp’s neighbors appear to have been willing to let bygones be bygones, and Blücher’s officers were tolerant. Krupp was even permitted to remain in the city government.19


Nevertheless a corner had been turned. The disorders had been expensive. Ditch digging had kept Krupp away from the store. And Napoleon was no longer in a position to reward a successful young steelmaker. Indeed, Sheffield was again exporting to the continent. In commerce there are times when a man should hibernate, and this was one of them. The only sensible course for Friedrich would have been to postpone work at the foundry, put the ex-officers on half-pay, and burn late candles over his Flachsmarkt desk, at least until the House of Krupp was in order. He did just the opposite. The idea of casting steel had begun as a diversion; now it was an obsession, the glittering pot of gold at the end of his rainbow, and he was determined to pursue it even if the chase cost him both his life and his fortune, which, in the end, it did.


His relatives became alarmed. Already the foundry had cost forty thousand thalers. Both his wife’s father and his sister’s husband were familiar with sound business practice, and they were appalled at this squandering. Not only was the foundry’s waterwheel still turning; Krupp was taking on new men. Worse, he was coddling them. As early as 1813 two workers named Stuber and Schurfeld were given sick pay, and on January 9, 1814, Krupp paid an Essen surgeon two thalers for giving an injured worker a bloodletting, an alcohol rub, an enema, and a blowing of “air into the lungs through the mouth.” Such concern for employees’ welfare was then regarded as a grand gesture of noblesse oblige; the young industrialist, following the example of the feudal aristocracy, was ministering to his own. In fact the precedent became Friedrich’s one solid contribution to the Konzern he had established and to the nation which Bismarck would one day forge with the help of Krupp steel. To the Müllers and Wilhelmis it seemed to be the act of an irresponsible spendthrift. Six months after Napoleon’s abdication at Fontainebleau a family council was called. Friedrich capitulated. More impetuous than resolute, he bowed to the advice of his elders: he vowed not to touch another drop of steel. The waterwheel creaked to a halt, the martial brothers clicked their heels and marched off into oblivion. The Gusstahlfabrik was closed.20


But only for a few months. The following March, as the emperor came roaring ashore from Elba, the former Gallic adjutant revived his own dreams of glory. Sketching plans for a new shop with sixty cupolas, he cashed in assets worth ten thousand thalers and negotiated a loan—the first of many—from “the Jew Moses” (Jude Moses). His venture capital is diminishing; the quicksands of disaster have begun to tug at his feet. The pattern of the first venture is repeated. There is even a Prussian officer, a Captain Friedrich Nicolai, who appears with credentials testifying that he is expert in “every kind of machine” (Maschinen jeder Art). Like his predecessors he formed a partnership with Krupp, and like them he would be blamed as a low intriguer; twenty years later Friedrich’s son demanded restitution from the government on the ground that Nicolai, though ignorant, had carried a state “patent for crucible steel manufacture” (das Patent der Gusstahlfabrikation). Of course, there was no such patent; there could be none. The captain may have known something about casting, or he may have been a glib soldier of industrial fortune looking for an easy mark, which Krupp certainly was. In either case the result would have been the same. It was a time of trial and error in continental steelmaking; no one was going to make much headway against the British in this generation. Friedrich’s hopes were dashed once more. Again the elders gathered, again the works were closed; and again the founder, shorn of his last partner, crept back to kindle the fires.21


Late in 1816 he produced his first steel. But it wasn’t cast steel. After five heartbreaking years the best he could do was match the yields of the hill smelters; when finished, these tiny bars were marketed as files for tanners in neighboring Ruhr towns. Inching ahead, he sold bayonets to Berlin—the third warning gun on the rim of history—and filled a few orders for tools and dies. The dies were good; on November 19, 1817, the Düsseldorf mint, in response to his plea for a testimonial, agreed that of all the work done for it, that “by Herr Friedrich Krupp of Essen is the best.” His difficulty was that he couldn’t produce enough to balance his books. The Gusstahlfabrik, despite its drain on his fortune, was still in the village smith class. Friedrich’s solution was characteristic. Although he hadn’t yet solved the basic casting process, his mind was ranging ahead to complex copper alloys. The present shop couldn’t handle that kind of smelting, so he would build a new Schmelzhaus with an 800-pound hammer. The site he chose was on the shore of Essen’s little Berne River, a ten-minute walk from the city wall, on what is now Altendorferstrasse. Today the Berne goes underground a block north of Altendorferstrasse, but then it flowed straight down to the Ruhr, and in 1818 it became, as it has been ever since, the heart of Fried. Krupp of Essen. When the works were finished in August 1819, the owner was delighted. He was certain that it would save him. He would—indeed had—bet his bottom thaler on it. A long, narrow, one-story building, the factory had ten doors, forty-eight windows, eleven chimneys and ventilators, and—on paper—a daily capacity of one hundred pounds of forged steel. It faced the city and was, as the new owner exulted, “lovely and expensive” (schön und kostspielig).22


This was his final undoing. His elaborate plans had overlooked one staggering fact: the Berne was an intermittent, unreliable, highly temperamental stream, and when its level fell the waterwheel naturally stopped. That first year was one long drought. Friedrich lacked Glückauf. He was going down for the third time, and there were no lifelines left. Desperately he cast around for some. The last of his grandmother’s fortune was ebbing from him in a frightful hemorrhage of capital, and in a frantic effort to stanch the flow he turned to the government. It didn’t much matter which government; he just wanted a patron. Twice he proposed to Saint Petersburg that he establish a state-aided foundry in Russia, and three applications for subsidies were sent to Berlin. The last one was dispatched in 1823.23 Like the others it was denied, and Friedrich was left to his final agony. The Gusstahlfabrik was falling apart—actually disintegrating, with cupolas cracking and hot metal gushing across the floor. Drought returned. He was perched by a dry creek, which meant that his waterwheel was wasted; he might as well have been back in the old shed, except that it wasn’t his any more. In April 1824 the great Flachsmarkt house, a reminder to all Essen that one mercantile family had withstood the whims of fate for two hundred and thirty-six years, passed from his hands. The new owner was his father-in-law. Kinship was all very well, but business was business, and Friedrich had borrowed 18,125 thalers from Herr Wilhelmi. The old man went to court, acquired a judgment, and was awarded the homestead in settlement.


Krupp had lost a cherished status symbol. In addition he lacked a roof, so he moved Therese and their four children into a cottage beside the Gusstahlfabrik. To friends he explained, “I can keep a better eye on affairs at the works. Besides, I need the country air” (die frische Landluft).


The friends were undeceived. His new house was a hut. Originally intended for his factory foreman, it hardly had room for an active bachelor. Square, half-timbered, with green blinds decorated by heart-shaped carvings, the cottage did possess a certain homely appeal, and later, when the greatest of the Krupps spurned his patrician past and christened it his “ancestral home” (Stammhaus), it became famous throughout Germany.* When the family moved in its charm was less evident. The entry hall was closet-sized, and the three downstairs rooms, which Friedrich and his wife shared, weren’t much larger. Everyone ate in the kitchen, around the castiron stove that was the cottage’s sole source of heat. On one side of the stove stood a pair of huge black hand-hewn clogs, which Friedrich slipped over his shoes whenever he went into works. On the other side a narrow flight of stairs curved up to the attic, where four pallets lay under the low eaves for the next Krupp generation: Ida, fifteen; Alfred, twelve; Hermann, ten; and Fritz, four.
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The Stammhaus before its destruction by bombs in 1944. A replica now stands on the site.
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Friedrich Alfried Krupp’s study in the Stammhaus.


After losing the Flachsmarkt home their father appears to have thrown in his hand. He was obliged to resign his city office, and his name was stricken from Essen’s tax list, which, for a merchant, was the ultimate disgrace. Needing twenty-five thousand thalers for proper equipment, owing ten thousand to creditors, he left his affairs to one Herr Grevel, an accountant who kept up pretenses, meeting the foundry’s payroll by liquidating Krupp real estate. According to one account, Grevel had to call Friedrich from a tavern to sign the transfer papers, but this may have been malicious gossip. By the autumn of 1824 he was confined to his bed. We do know that for two years he lay in the room beside the kitchen, staring at the ceiling, a ruined man brooding over his humiliation. His clogs gathered dust. Birds nested in the inactive waterwheel, while crucibles crumbled and the workless men loafed. An air of unreality hung over the works. Since Waterloo, Essen had become passionately Prussian, and elsewhere in the valley men toiled relentlessly, harried by the prickly north German conscience. Here there was only silent despair. For two years Friedrich’s anguish dragged on until, on Sunday, October 8, 1826, he quietly turned his face into his straw tick and died. He was just thirty-nine. The doctor told Therese that her husband was a victim of “the pectoral dropsy” (der Brustwassersucht).24


Three days later the widow’s embarrassed relatives filed into the front room and carried the plain coffin to the family graveyard near the Flachsmarkt.25 Trudging there, the pallbearers could not have doubted that they were witnessing the end of a dynasty—that they were burying Friedrich’s dream with him. Still, there were faint portents. Since the French had eliminated all Ruhr tolls, river traffic had grown more profitable each year. A few weeks before the funeral the Ruhr’s first locomotive had made its maiden run, hauling squat cars crammed with coal. More auspicious than either of these, however, was the behavior of the dead man’s eldest son. The expression of the new paterfamilias was anything but funereal. Awkward and nervous, wild, driven, with an air of almost unbearable tension, he could scarcely wait for the graveside service to end. He wanted only to be back at the factory.















2



ZWEI






[image: ]








The Anvil Was His Desk


IN the florid lore of nineteenth-century capitalism there are few episodes more dramatic than Alfred Krupp’s arrival on the floor of the works that afternoon. All the ingredients of high theater are there: the grieving widow, the helpless younger children, the fresh-faced stripling springing to the defense of the family honor. It would be a century and a quarter before another lean and hungry Krupp faced the world at bay, and even Ausländer are drawn by the spell of that scene in 1826. To Germans it is irresistible. So is the temptation to wallow in Schmalz, and after the hero had become a national figure his tale was gilded and embossed until he appeared as a compost of Horatio at the bridge cum Siegfried dispatching the dragon. It is impossible to exaggerate the impact of this legend on the German people; for the better part of a century the Reich’s schoolchildren were taught to look back in admiration on young Alfred’s feat, marveling at the gallant youth who had coaxed strange fires from the cold jaws of the flyblown Gusstahlfabrik.*


One hesitates to deface monuments. Nevertheless, it didn’t happen quite that way. Out wardly, nothing much occurred the first day. In the factory Alfred was confronted by its seven sullen workers—five smelters and two forgers—and there was little he could do to help them feed their families. As her husband’s heir, Therese could claim a pitifully small legacy: this shop; the Stammhaus, worth 750 thalers; a few pawned properties in town; one cow and some pigs. Any sudden shift in the family’s fortunes would have required a miracle, and Alfred wouldn’t be in a position to deliver miracles for quite some time. He was just fourteen years old.1


Nevertheless, he was an unusual boy. Tall and rail-thin, with a long bony skull and spidery legs, he had that peculiar strength of will often found in extreme ectomorphs. Sensitive, proud, possessed of violent hidden drives, he had watched his father’s tragic decline with a sense of mounting frustration. The memory of that broken figure lying supine in the Stammhaus while everything went smash would be with him always, to recur vividly in times of peril. In physique Alfred resembled his mother, but his behavior was closer to his father’s. Like Friedrich, he was to display a flamboyant streak, and it was to be his good fortune that, unlike him, he lived in an era in which fustian schemes were possible. Friedrich believed the government of Prussia was obligated to back the works; so did Alfred. The father had served his business apprenticeship as his grandmother’s manager; the son served his as his mother’s. And both men responded to crises by going into hiding. Significantly, whenever things went wrong at the shop—and on the roller coaster of Adam Smith laissez-faire the most astute entrepreneur had airsick moments—Alfred would flee home, lock his door, and lie down, sometimes for weeks at a time. He had learned at his father’s inert knee that the bedroom door was an excellent escape hatch.


But although Alfred was his parents’ son, he was not a carbon of them. Really he was sui generis, a true maverick—restless, brilliant, imaginative, tormented, farsighted, and, despite some rather extraordinary eccentricities, supremely practical. He comes very close to that stock character in Victorian three-deckers, the mad genius. If he wasn’t demented, he was certainly a crank. Even as an adolescent he had begun to display the odd traits and phobias which would later fascinate the capitals of Europe. Although he worked among gouts of flame, he was terrified of fire. Smells intrigued him; he believed some to be auspicious and some evil. Horse manure, in Alfred’s view, was a particularly enriching odor. He thought its scent was inspiring, and in the presence of fresh dung he became creative. Unhappily he was convinced that his own exhalations were toxic, so he tried to keep on the move. That was fine during the day. After he had retired it wasn’t so easy, and as a consequence he slept badly. Yet his chronic insomnia, which would have crippled another executive, actually may have made Alfred more efficient. He was such a bundle of neurotic quirks that they seem to have supported one another. At night, for example, he wrote business memoranda. A compulsive writer—over thirty thousand of his letters and notes are extant—he trained himself to scribble in the dark, crouched sweating under his eiderdown. After dawn flushed his workers from their beds they would find Krupp’s scrawled praise or scorn propped on their benches. To them his energy was a marvel. To us the greater marvel is that he kept this up for over fifty years without once being institutionalized.2


Alfred’s great talents were slower to emerge; His progress was hampered by the sluggish pace of Germany’s industrial revolution. Nevertheless, he was clearly a bright youth. On November 26, 1825, when he was thirteen, his Essen teacher had sent Friedrich a report card with the redink comment: “ I have to compliment him in every respect, especially his endeavors in math. He should continue in the same manner and I am sure we shall be satisfied (Befriedigung finden) with him.” He wasn’t able to continue. Before the next marking period he had become a dropout. The troubles at home had ended his formal education; thereafter, as he noted, he had “no time for reading, politics, and that sort of thing (keine Zeit für Lektüre, Politik und dergleichen).… The anvil was my desk.” It was, and he approached it intently; with a painstaking thoroughness which his father had so conspicuously lacked he taught himself to be a master smith. Before he was twenty he would be producing fine steel. He was learning the “feel” of the virtuoso, how “in working up this steel, as also in hardening it, only a dark glowing heat is needed, and that with a dark glow it becomes just as hard as the English steel (englischer Stahl) with a much greater degree of heat.” But that skill was only a beginning. The ultimate secret was perfectionism. Alfred’s version of the Sheffield process was to cook his metal in little sixty-pound graphite pots and then pour them together. One false move and pfui; the steel had turned to iron. The first Krupp to have been born in Prussia, he imposed a goose-step discipline on his chefs, and while his habit of flying into screaming rages over trifles was doubtless unpleasant for them, it was also the making of him.3


Thus Kruppstahl became a product of Alfred’s character. His ordeal began on the evening of the funeral, when he left the silent factory and rejoined his grieving family in the cottage where, as he recalled later, “my father had, without success, sacrificed to the manufacture of cast steel a considerable fortune, and besides that his whole stock of vitality and health.” Alfred would remember his childhood as a time of “misery and sorrow.” Now, at the onset of puberty, he had “the care of a family father during the day, added to hard work at the factory, and at night I had to study how to overcome the difficulties in the way.” He lived “on bread and potatoes, bread and coffee, and scant portions of meat.” His chief recollection of that period was to be of “the growing danger of total ruin, and my endurance, suffering, and hard labor to avert the calamity”; of lying sprawled, gray with fatigue, “in the attic, in fear and trembling anxiety, with little hope for the future,” during “hundreds of sleepless nights.” He had to do almost everything himself:




Forty years ago the cracking of a crucible meant insolvency [dann war das ein Bankrott].… In those days we lived from hand to mouth [Damals lebten wir von der Hand in den mund]. Things simply had to turn out right.… I myself acted as clerk, letter writer, cashier, smith, smelter, coke pounder, night watchman at the converting furnace, and took on many other jobs as well.4





In these passages one perceives a shade of primitive terror. “Es musste alles gelingen”: Things simply had to turn out right. Why? Under the circumstances there would have been no disgrace in failure. His father had botched things properly. If there was nothing to be salvaged, that was hardly the boy’s fault. But that wasn’t how it had been presented to Alfred. No woman cheerfully admits that she has been married to a block-head. In the blindness of devotion, his mother refused to face the awkward truth about her husband. Therese Krupp had an emotional investment in Friedrich’s reputation; she meant to protect it. Stubborn and still ignorant, she had nevertheless mastered her letters, and no sooner was the gravestone in place than she advertised that




Das Geschäft wird hierdurch keines Weges leiden, da mein Mann aus Vorsorge das Geheimnis der Zubereitung des Gusstahls meinen ältesten Sohn gelehrt hat.


The business will not be hampered in any way, for my husband took the precaution of instructing my oldest son in the secret formula for the preparation of cast steel.5





Und so: that left things squarely up to Alfred. Of course, it was absurd. A young boy couldn’t see that, though. He viewed his father through the prism of his mother’s faith. Once, she told him, he had been in the works with Friedrich. Apparently the exotic process had been revealed to him there. Frantically he searched his memory, sorting out chaotic impressions of ore dust, noise, and workbench smells, trying to remember what the familiar gruff voice had told him. It was no good. Dummkopf that he was, he hadn’t paid attention. And now he was in a dreadful fix; now he must either rediscover the secret and redeem his mother’s promise or face damnation.


Innocent of the cruel deception, he compounded his mother’s lie with others. That same week he wrote the Berlin mint that he had been running the factory for some time, and that “the satisfaction of merchants, mints, etc. with the crucible steel which I have turned out during the past year has gone on increasing, so that we often cannot produce as much as we receive orders for.” He was soliciting customers. Luckily for him, few took the bait, for he was in no position to satisfy them. The Düsseldorf mint did. It ordered three hundred pounds and then had to reject shipment after shipment. “That the crucible steel last sent to you has again turned out badly is as unpleasant to me as it is surprising,” he wrote the mintmaster in anguish, adding the plea, “I beg you therefore to make another test with it.” Meantime he was doggedly groping toward flawless metal, hoarding his mother’s few assets. Friedrich, with his careless generosity, had turned an Essen house over to a local official. Alfred promptly turned out the squatter, and the enraged ex-tenant wrote Therese, “Hardly are his father’s remains laid to rest when the fourteen-year-old son sets himself to domineer over one of his oldest friends!” Alfred’s mother backed him up—all things considered, it was the least she could do—and he returned to the works, hoping he could coax enough marketable steel from the foundry to support a household of five and still meet his payroll.6


For three years the exhausted, half-starved youth drove his smelters mercilessly until sundown and then pored over foolscap, chasing Friedrich’s will-o’-the-wisp, the arcana of metallurgy. His force dropped to six men, then to five. Perhaps this was an economy measure, perhaps two pessimists quit; we cannot tell. Eking out driblets of tool steel at the melting furnace, forging them into fleshing knives and dies, luring mint-masters and toolsmiths to Essen for fruitless sales talks, he kept waiting in vain for the big break. Two hurdles seemed insurmountable. English drummers were overrunning the continent, displaying their superior line. And each time Alfred landed an order and mobilized the half-dozen Kruppianer to fill it, his power failed.


The Berne continued to be an exasperating stream. At best it was a whimsical rivulet washing weakly against the paddles of the shop wheel; at worst it brought the works to a quivering halt. Alfred first thought there must be some obstruction upstream. He wrote the Bürgermeister of Borbeck, then a hamlet just above Essen, asking him to consult a forester “on the method of clearing my hammer brook.” It wasn’t that simple. After a spell of wet weather the flighty branch was quite capable of changing character completely, turning into a brawling torrent that threatened the shop’s very foundations. One month we find him apologizing to a buyer because “the water here rose to such an extent, following an extraordinarily heavy rain, that all works situated by the water have been put entirely out of action, and I am thus unfortunately prevented from effecting dispatch of your requirements within the promised time.” Later the stream bed is dry again, and the engraver of the Royal Sardinian Mint is mournfully informed that the forge has been immobilized by “lack of water.” By the following autumn Vulcan had been impotent so long that young Krupp appealed to the Royal Prussian Arms Factory at Saarn-on-Ruhr, begging to use its forge for rush orders. It was die alte Tour, the same old song and dance: “My hammer shop has been in great difficulties this summer owing to lack of water… I have been unable to produce anything approaching my requirements.”7


German gunsmiths had no time for an insolent whelp named Krupp, and he was subjected to a singular indignity: renting the Gutehoffnungshütte hammer, which his great-grandmother had once owned. Alfred was furious at his government. Aged sixteen, he complained of “the still prevailing prejudice which ascribes such superiority to the English article,” and suggested to authorities that “since the Prussian state is concerned to further the growth of home manufacture, I venture to request that the state may cooperate in establishing the success of this solitary Prussian crucible steel factory, which is so useful to the state.” But the Prussian state wasn’t thinking along those lines at all. When Therese, at her son’s insistence, asked King Friedrich Wilhelm for an interest-free loan of 15,000 thalers for twelve years, the treasury tactfully pleaded poverty. Berlin was still opposed to handouts.8


Yet the government wasn’t so blind to trade as Krupp thought. It had a long-range policy, cannier than he knew. Since 1819 Prussia had been quietly expanding the Zollverein, the German Customs Union. In effect this was a common market, the first surge toward a reunited Reich, and on January 1, 1834, its architects reached an agreement with thirty-six Teutonic states. All intra-union tariffs were abolished. Economically the pact created a single nation of thirty million Germans, and Alfred was in an excellent position to exploit it. His declaration that he was ready to meet all cast steel needs of the Zollverein (a million pounds a year) was a preposterous example of Krupp bombast; nevertheless, his career was beginning its upward path. On January 27, 1830, he had excitedly reported to a friend that




I have just succeeded in the important invention of a completely weldable crucible steel, which like any other steel can be welded with iron in the ordinary way at welding heat, and the experiments with it for facing the heaviest sledgehammers as well as for small cutting tools have been a thorough success, the joiners’ chisels from it having extraordinary cutting power and the hammers such a high degree of hardness [so vorzügliche Härte].9





There was only one crucible of it, to be sure, but it was the real thing. That year he broke even for the first time, and despite Berlin’s indifference the firm had new capital; Fritz von Müller, his Aunt Helene’s son, had advanced him 10,000 thalers. Alfred’s brother Hermann, now twenty, had joined him on the Gusstahlfabrik floor, freeing him to train five more Ruhr farmers as Kruppianer. Most important, Krupp finally had something worth selling. Shelving more grandiose plans, he had concentrated on small rolls of exact specifications. His work was flawless,* and in March 1834 he packed a case of sample rolls and set out on a tour of the new market’s nerve centers—Frankfurt, Stuttgart, Munich, Leipzig, Berlin. Three months later he galloped home, his pockets stuffed with orders. Fried. Krupp of Essen, nearly a quarter-century old, was solvent at last. Immediately he hired two salesmen and redoubled his training program. The number of Kruppianer jumped from eleven to thirty and then, in a sudden spurt, to sixty-seven. Alfred had quintupled his pre-Zollverein production of steel. In a confidential letter that December he trumpeted that “the past year has been so favorable” it had “inspired courage to work on, despite all sacrifices.”10


The letter was confidential because he was again asking the government for money. The firm had not broken out to the broad plain of prosperity, nor would it until Alfred had grown gnarled, splenetic, ravaged, and misanthropic. Reading his correspondence and watching him move through young manhood and middle age—the 1830’s, ’40’s, and ’50’s—is like watching an animal in a maze. He progresses. But there are so many dead ends, so many false hopes raised and then dashed, that the aggravation of his youthful idiosyncrasies is hardly surprising. Summers, for example, he would repeatedly face a familiar crisis. The weather would be exceptionally dry. Each morning he would rise anxiously, creep down from the attic to glare back at the glaring sun, and then inspect the parched trough beneath his becalmed wheel. Obviously it was pointless to bring in business unless he could deliver the goods. Equally obvious, he couldn’t depend on the Berne. The stream was much too fickle. There was only one solution. He needed a steam engine.11


And who made the Ruhr’s new steam hammers? The Gutehoffnungshütte. He had to drink from that bitter cup again. He also had to pay for the privilege, which is why he was resuming his attempts to wangle money from the tight-fisted Treasury. He failed—he was to fail again in 1835 and 1836—and since his father had destroyed both the firm’s reputation and its credit, he too was becalmed. That Christmas Cousin von Müller agreed to guarantee his signature. The following spring a 20-horsepower hammer was installed in the forge. It wasn’t much of a machine. According to Alfred’s notes, the valves leaked, the damper didn’t fit, the piston required constant repacking, and since he couldn’t afford pipes he and Hermann were obliged to organize the men in bucket brigades to fill the tanks. Nevertheless the hammer worked. The first faint spiral of steam had appeared over Essen. Krupp salesmen were corralling occasional clients in Athens, Saint Petersburg, Flanders, and Switzerland; and Alfred himself, trotting over to the Düsseldorf mint, was assured that the old scars there had been healed. Things were looking up. He might, with some justice, have advertised himself as one of the more promising men in Essen, or even in the Ruhr. Alfred never understated his prospects, however. Writing to the Prussian consul in Christiana (who had never heard of him) he boasted, “It is well known that my works, established twenty years ago and now doing well are the only ones of their kind on the continent” (aufdem Continent ist… keine andere aufgekommen).12
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This was more than conceit. It was an extremely shrewd tactic. Repeated endlessly, it came to be accepted fact long before it was true. It was, in truth, a big lie, told a century before Berlin discovered the technique. Indeed, those Kruppianer who argue that Alfred was the first modern German leader have a strong case, though their reasoning may be somewhat skewed. They see him as a strong man. His strength was evident, but his maturity was doubtful. Raised in insecurity and instability, he had become arrogant, aloof, Janus-faced, self-pitying in adversity, vindictive in triumph, fascinated by the grotesque, an enigma to others and to himself. His suspicions bordered on paranoia—in these years he began requiring loyalty oaths of his workers, and the doors of his hardening room and polishing shop were kept locked to enforce them. Efficiency, that German totem, was a fetish with him. His methods were curious, but when he did a job, it was done right.


The old German had been a paradigm of Gemütlichkeit: coarse and genial, a connoisseur of heavy foods who lay back belching after a long meal, unbuttoned and chuckling, his large, blank, sagging face creased by jovial wrinkles and his twinkling glasses perched at the end of his nose. Alfred viewed all this with cold scorn; he was in open revolt against Prussia’s past. He had that compulsive devotion to work which would one day be celebrated as a national trait and its ancilla, that almost sensual pleasure in the gears and cams of technology. Writing of fine steel, he could grow lyrical: it “must be fine-fibered—not crystalline—moreover, with a metallic sheen—not like most of it, breaking off blackish and dull—but quite soft and tough, both cold and in a glowing state.” It was his devotion to quality which was partly responsible for his letter to the consul in Scandinavia. He had learned a few things about chemistry, and one of them was that Swedish iron, unlike Prussia’s, was virtually untainted by phosphorus. For the moment the information was worthless, because the Swedes couldn’t be bothered with his tiny orders. Nevertheless he persisted, goaded by a new incentive. In the past only goldsmiths and silversmiths and watchmakers had been interested in his hard, tough rollers. Now the rollers had to be harder and tougher than ever, for the factory had discovered a virgin market for them.13


The discoverer had been Hermann, but under the new leader that was inconsequential. Despite his allegiance to industrialization, the emerging German was in many ways a throwback to the original Teutonic tribes. A figure of absolute authority, he demanded soldierly obedience from members of his own family—even if this meant ignoring Prussian common law. By rights Alfred’s brother should have received some recognition for the firm’s first genuine invention. For generations spoons and forks had been produced by stamping patterns from metal and finishing them by hand. One afternoon Hermann was examining a defective roll. Feeding scraps into it, he noticed the obvious—that the roll created identical creases in each scrap—and then drew the brilliant conclusion: what were forks and spoons except strips of metal with calculated imperfections? Experimenting in a corner of the shop, he engraved patterns on rollers. The resulting hand mill was then used to crank out superior tableware. Alfred came, he saw, he confiscated; he adopted the innovation as his own and set about exploiting it with his inexhaustible energy, and Hermann dutifully acceded.14


In the summer of 1838 Alfred packed his Handkoffer. For a year he had been planning a trip abroad, and now he was ready. His motives were various. Peddling rollers was one. Another was curiosity. Krupp’s traveling man in the Lowlands and France had been bringing back strange accounts not only of opulent markets but also of sprawling factories almost obscured by their own boiling smoke. To one isolated by the poverty and frugality of early nineteenth-century Prussia such marvels were astounding; Alfred had to see them for himself. It was a good time to go. There was enough work to keep the seventy Kruppianer busy. Annexes were going up, dwarfing the original building. The steam hammer piston was packed and thumping. Hermann was a seasoned foreman; Fritz, wan and bespectacled, was nearly twenty, old enough to do the bookkeeping and take the road now and then with samples; Ida could help her mother with the housekeeping. More important than any of these, however, was Alfred’s fierce desire to see England. The curious ambivalence which would mark the twentieth-century German attitude toward Britain had begun to stir. It would be eighty years before the exiled Kaiser Wilhelm II, arriving in Holland, requested “a cup of really hot, strong, English tea,”15 and ninety years before Krupp sons began attending Oxford, but the Anglophilia which later infected his country’s aristocracy was already evident in Alfred. There is one difference. His successors admired England’s upper class. Alfred was attracted by the technical competence in the Midlands. Sheffield, a magic name since his boyhood, had become Mecca for him. The British had not only launched the industrial revolution; they were still leading it—leading it even in the Ruhr, where their engineers, wise to the new uses of coke, had just taught German miners how to sink shafts deeper than three hundred yards. It was the English who monopolized Swedish ore, the English who were still swamping the continent with superior tool steel and case-hardened rolls. Apparently Sheffield still had a few secrets squirreled away, and if the only way to unearth them was to go there, then: nach Sheffield.


But first: nach Paris. Alien though the British might be, they were nevertheless racial cousins of the Germans, and therefore likely to be wily. It was better to train a bit before crossing the channel. The French were less spartan. They were self-indulgent, oversexed—one still heard whispered stories about the Grande Armée’s occupation—and notoriously fond of decking out their bawdy women with expensive trinkets. The Paris barnyard, in short, was certain to be eager for schöne rollers. On departing from Essen this was a normal attitude for Alfred. The singular thing is that he left Paris with the very same impressions. The boulevards, the arches, the cathedrals, the enchantment of Europe’s most magnificent city didn’t touch him at all. He didn’t dislike it; it simply wasn’t there for him. Travel couldn’t broaden him because he was incapable of being broadened. The businesslike reports of his salesmen were confirmed, and that was all that interested him.


Thus his letters tell almost nothing of France. As usual, however, they reveal a great deal about himself. Now in fine copperplate, now in a hasty scrawl, he informs the family that he is out there hustling. “God willing,” he writes on July 8, “I shall get to work and see what can be done here. There will be a huge mass of manufacturers to be visited here, if the directory can be trusted.” (The directory is accurate. He is picking up clients everywhere.) “Now I shall add the addresses of the customers, together with the prices, and then close, for it is half-past 2, and I have not stood up from my chair since 7 in the morning.” Later in the month he scribbles that “Herewith I send you more orders,” that “I expect confirmation of 3,000 francs’ worth any day, others of several thousands of francs are under negotiation,” and that “if I were not absolutely obliged to go to England for much greater advantages… I could easily get orders for 4 times as much as up to now.” A Krupp travelogue follows (“Paris is the sort of place where a skilled salesman can find something to do, year in, year out, in all the kinds of things we make”); then back to business: “In the remaining 3 days of July I shall make a sketch of a machine that will perhaps cost 2-to-3,000 francs; I am also thinking about hardened rollers of 12 and 10 and 8 inches; this is not definite, but something will come of it” (dies ist aber noch nicht fest, doch wird noch was buttern).16


Outside the seductive Parisian summer lies, warm with bonhomie. Alfred is anxious to quit his room, but not for revelry: “Just see—I must cut it short now, as I have been writing since 4 o’clock, and it will soon be midday; so I have lost some orders for today, as I generally go out at 8 o’clock—just see, I was going to say, whether rollers of old steel, which is known to be hard, show the same insufficiency of hardness, and whether, when they are being ground fine, they can still be handled. To get steel strong and hard, you must keep to the correct melting time and not too high a degree of heat.…” And so it goes, decrescendo, deadpan, businesslike shoptalk, through endless sheaves of foolscap. Again and again he reminds the Stammhaus that he is making twenty to thirty calls a day, and that he is not wasting his time, even when walking between appointments: “I make notes all day, stop in the street 10 times an hour and note down what occurs to me.” Even his postscripts pant. “This makes some 30 pages of writing. I only wish I may not have to repeat anything, as I have lost a lot of time over this.” Or: “This morning I made a sketch of a rolling mill at 10 thousand francs to lay before a certain man; I am not sure that it will be accepted, but I am just going to put on my boots, and shall have more to say in my next.”17


The man approved the sketch. If he hadn’t, one feels, Alfred would have shot himself—he seems that close to panic. But this is hyperbole. He wouldn’t have done anything of the sort. Instead he would merely have collapsed, groaning, until the alarmed hôtelier summoned a physician. One sketch was rejected, and the dreadful consequences were described for Hermann and Fritz in a subsequent dispatch. His hand shaking, Alfred wrote:




… for five days I have not been out of bed [5 Tage lang bin ich nicht aus dem Bett gewesen]; I had the most dreadful pains in all my limbs, so that I could not get up for the bed to be made; I had plasters all over my back, bleeding at the nose, headache, could not eat—in short, all the inconveniences which the devil has invented.18





Such digressions aside, the only emotional chords he strikes are homesickness (“Do get someone—Ida in any case, because there is no one else to do it, to write me something from Essen about relations and friends. I feel the need”) and a lurking suspicion that some hanky-panky may be going on in his absence. “If a bride expected me (Wenn mich zu Hause eine Braut erwartete) I couldn’t be in a greater hurry,” he writes of the grimy Gusstahlfabrik. But will it be in proper shape to receive him? The dark thought haunts him. Is Hermann selecting too brittle a steel for slender rollers? Details, bitte. Does he have a double stock of valves for the engine and those pesky pumps? And what about housings? And covers and plugs for cupolas? And crucible clay? Brooding further, he remembers the night watchman. Can the man be trusted? “I suppose we might have a second night watchman to check the first, and a third to keep his eye on the second.” He reflects, and concludes gloomily, “In the end all three would be asleep together.” The worry continues to nag him. “It is annoying that the night is not in the day, because one never knows whether the strictest injunctions will be even remotely obeyed.” Alfred isn’t concerned about the watchman’s honesty. No one can sneak away with a factory, or even a steam hammer. The issue cuts deeper, it touches one of his most terrible fears: “How easily a fire can break out, you know, and a fire would destroy everything, everything!”19


Assured by Hermann that the factory is still there, Alfred marches on England. By October he is in the Midlands, and there his performance goes beyond the bizarre; it becomes quite incredible. There is something almost Chaplinesque about his British adventures. Reading the correspondence, one half expects him to write, “And then my pants split,” or “Today a man hit me in the face with a custard pie.” His dark goal is industrial espionage. Before leaving Prussia he acquired a passport made out to “A. Crup,” which he imagines sounds English, and in his baggage is a pair of little swan-neck spurs, the mark of a gentleman. He has a confederate: Friedrich Heinrich Sölling, a kindly, frog-faced Essen merchant and the great-great-grandson of Georg Dietrich Krupp. Cryptic letters have been mailed to Sölling from Paris; the plotters will rendezvous in Liverpool and then advance stealthily on Sheffield, Hull and Stourbridge. In fact this happens. The two bogus toffs check their covers, don disguises, and set out. But let Alfred tell it:




Only yesterday, at a place 5 miles away, where I had gone for a walk with Fritz Sölling [Noch gestern habe ich hier, 5 Meilen entfernt, wohin ich mit Fritz Sölling spazierte], I saw, without any introduction, a new rolling mill for copper plates, which has only been working for a short time and where no one is admitted. I was properly booted and spurred, and the proprietor was flattered that a couple of such good fellows should deign to inspect his works [dass so ein Paar fideler Freunde sein Werk zu besichtigen würdigten].20





Hurra! Glück! But had the expedition really been successful? In reality it had been a farce. All Alfred had learned is that good steel comes from fine workmanship and good iron, or, as he put it, underscoring the line, “We shall never get from Bruninghaus the iron to make the kind of steel that is satisfactory for edged tools.” Very true, but he didn’t have to go to Sheffield to find that out, as Hermann knew; that is why they had been trying to get Swedish ore. And the stratagem was pointless anyhow. In planning it, Alfred had been setting his sights on the Midlands of a generation ago, the bogey that had killed Friedrich Krupp. By the late 1830’s the Huntsman principle was known everywhere. The English were aware of that, and if their visitor had come to them decently they would doubtless have told him a great deal more than he heard in masquerade. J. A. Henckel, who founded a Ruhr factory at Solingen, was stopping in Sheffield at the same time. Henckel introduced himself as himself, and no one clammed up; he wrote home that he was free to tour all mills “from ten o’clock in the morning until ten at night.”21


Moreover, if the British had wanted to keep Krupp out, Alfred’s mummery wouldn’t have saved him, because it couldn’t possibly have deceived anyone. In presenting themselves as gentry he and Sölling toiled under an obvious handicap. Neither spoke English. Discovering this to be awkward, Alfred took a crash course in the language, meanwhile embellishing his counterfeit story with an account of a continental childhood and feigning a dark, Slavic look. He still wouldn’t admit the truth to Englishmen, though. That winter in Liverpool he became acquainted with a Prussian diplomat, Hermann von Mumm, who later described him in his memoirs as “quite young, very tall and slim, looked delicate, but… good-looking and attractive.” One day Alfred drew Mumm aside and confided that he was traveling under an assumed name. This was scarcely news to the confidant, whose friends, amused by the lanky stranger’s quirk of wearing his little spurs on all occasions, had gaily christened him “the Baron.” The Baron was no mystery to the diplomat. Mumm had already identified him as an Essen man who had come over “to try to pick up information in British steelworks. His name” he added, “was Krupp.”22


Krupp remained in England five months, picking up no information he couldn’t have acquired at home. Since he was living in what was then the industrial capital of Europe, he couldn’t expect to write orders. Besides, that would have broken his cover. Lonely—Sölling had returned to the Ruhr via Rotterdam—he had been taken in by a Liverpool family named Lightbody. Forty years later he wrote his host’s grandson that the Laghtbody home “was and will remain in my memory for all times a sacred spot,” but at the time he made it sound like a dreadful hole, and himself like a nervous wreck. There was some comfort in Liverpool hospitality, which was allowing him to eat “at less than one-third of the cost.” Yet the thought that “This trip costs money and eats into the year’s profits” continued to harrass him. His worries about the factory returned. There was a storm in Liverpool, some chimney pots were toppled, and tossing on the alien bed he remembered the squat, ugly silhouette of his own beloved smokestacks. “I hope nothing of the sort has happened over there,” he wrote Hermann as the wind rattled his window. “I should be anxious about our roofs.” That was all he could do, fret. He was rusting away, reduced to dreaming up schemes for Hermann to save postal money:




If you write to me in London on a sheet like this and put “single” on the outside, it will cost only single postage; there must of course be no envelope. Little sketches, &c., can always be made to fit, as you can still so arrange them that they will not be seen by anyone peeping into the letter.23





This was shabby of Alfred, unworthy of a man who had advertised his works as the only one of its kind on the continent. At the end of the winter he gave up the Midlands as a bad job. He had been defeated, and he knew it. Far from being resentful, he was—and would for the rest of his life remain—awed by the British, a reaction which casts some light on one of the dark recesses in his convoluted mind. He had “hated Englishmen till I went to England and there found such good, genuine men and women.” Back in Paris he instructed Hermann that “iron from England must only be used for the finest things,” and it was then, on March 13, 1839, that he decided to Anglicize his first name. At the same time there was another, more familiar backlash to the Midlands disaster. The symptoms began in the middle of March. He had queer sensations in his throat. These were rapidly followed by complaints of headache, catarrh, asthma, lumbago, and strange discharges. He twitched. He was gassy. He was constipated. The syndrome continued, enlivened by odd rashes and fits of dizziness—by everything, indeed, except writer’s cramp—and reached a climax the following month, when he became twenty-seven years old. Unable to remember when he had had his last bowel movement, he retired to his lodgings with a douche. “I celebrate my birthday in my own way,” he wrote glumly that night; “last year with cough medicine, this year with enemas” (das Jahr vorher mit Zuckerwasser und dieses Jahr mit Klistierspritzen).24






[image: ]








On one of Alfred’s last mornings in Paris his scampering pencil was interrupted by harsh, banging sounds in the street outside. Crossing impatiently to the window, he looked out and—Himmel! du grosser Gott! Now what? Barricades were going up, wagons were being overturned, scowling men with muskets were darting back and forth. He raced downstairs to investigate and next day sent the Stammhaus an exclusive dispatch concluding:




Es ist noch nicht ganz gedämpft, aber es wird heute wohl enden. Wenn es die Geschäfte verbessert… so mögen sie sich in Teufels Namen klopfen.


It is not quite suppressed yet, but will probably end today. If it improves business… then in the devil’s name let them bash in each other’s heads.25





The revolt, precipitated by the resignation of Foreign Minister Louis Molé, was one of those fulminations which eventually culminated in the overthrow of the July Monarchy. But the bad guess didn’t trouble Alfred. It just wasn’t his field. He still had “no time for reading, politics, and that sort of thing.” And it is impossible to fault him. The factional maneuvers of Molé, Thiers, Guizot, and de Soult were incomprehensible to most Germans, including politicians. Elsewhere the roll of French gunfire encouraged liberal insurgents; the Belgians won independence from Holland, the Poles rose, and even the plucky little Papal States tried—if vainly—to break away from His Holiness. In central Europe, however, the Volk slumbered on. Metternich was still dictator of Austria, and Prussia remained the citadel of absolutism. Prussians felt themselves above claptrap about constitutions, suffrage, freedom of the press. Alfred’s attitude was typical. Leaders, he declared, “must only be forced to do their duty or be sent to the devil. Then all will go right.”26


But it wasn’t going right. Hoary walls were tumbling down, and since they weren’t all political walls, Krupp couldn’t remain immobile without being crushed by the debris. Nor did he always try: “I go with the times, and I do not stand in the way of progress,” he said, meaning technical progress, bigger and better steam hammers, tougher Kruppstahl. Unfortunately it wasn’t that simple. The Metternichs who thought they could sponge away memories of Napoleon were as doomed as the Luddites who smashed machinery. The new ideas and the new skills were linked. For example, in every land conquered by the Grand Army the antiquated guild system had been abolished. This created a free labor market—the same sort of market which had existed in England for over a century, and which had triggered Britain’s industrial advances. On the continent the pattern was repeated; English machines were first adopted and then improved. Meanwhile the liberated guild workers became factory hands, the middle class grew, industrial titans emerged, the ferment continued—it was all of a piece. Like every wind of change, this one blew off some roofs. Economically it brought alarming cycles of boom and bust. Wealth acquired overnight would encourage capital investment, and then panic, howling down out of nowhere, would dump investors into a depression. The cycle could move with alarming speed. When Alfred left Paris, everything was fine. Returning to Essen after a whirlwind two-week door-to-door sales campaign in Brussels, Ghent, Antwerp, Liège, and Cologne, he found Hermann and the entire Ruhr in an acute case of economic anxiety.27


England had passed through this stage. Dread of an uncertain future was one of an industrial society’s growing pains. Without stockholders, credit was tight. And when machines displaced Handwerker, purchasing power dropped; the flower of prosperity rapidly withered. For Fried. Krupp of Essen, the general depression was exacerbated by special irritants. The British were waging a price war on continental manufacturers of steel rolls, and now Krupp had a competitor in his own backyard; Jacob Mayer, in nearby Bochum, had succeeded in casting steel.* One would have supposed that Alfred’s brilliant salesmanship in France would have given him a substantial lead, but no; hardly had he unpacked when a letter arrived reporting one of his customers was dead. In a few years nearly all of them were in Gallic cemeteries. It seemed queer, and still does. He himself wondered whether “a great pestilence”28 had struck Paris—a curious plague which singled out smiths. God’s hand appeared to be against him again. Die alte Tour: once more he was cast as Job. And indeed, his rash, predictably, worsened.


It passed. Beneath Alfred’s other qualities lay an implacable will. It was his bedrock; as long as he was anchored in it, he couldn’t collapse. Therese treated his rash with ointment, and sprawled on his attic paillasse he studied the sky for a sign of hope. Presently he found a promising patch. Although the market for rolling mills had shrunk, the size of the rolls in demand had vastly increased. Therefore, while clients were harder to find, a few of them would go a long way. Still scratching himself angrily, he left the Ruhr again to stalk contacts. It was to be a long trek. On Christmas Eve, 1839, he wrote the Ober-Präsident of his state requesting introductions to officials in Austria, Italy, Russia, “and the remaining European states,” and that was only the beginning. He appeared in Warsaw and Prague, reappeared in Paris and Brussels, sought a meeting with James von Rothschild (he was trying to get his foot in the door of the French mint) and even pondered “doing business soon in North America.” For the next several years he was absent from the factory almost constantly, riding trains, carriages, horses; staying in cheap, unheated rooms; presenting credentials and testimonials wangled from Prussian bureaucrats; showing sample spoons and forks; earnestly pointing out that “It is sufficient to have patterns of the forks and spoons, in order to arrange the rollers to turn out similar shapes with any ornamentation or engraving desired”; and posting signed contracts to Essen.29


His life, always lonely, grew lonelier. Each time he unpacked, a fresh crisis sent him packing again. “Now that my travels are over, I can prepare with an easy mind to remain at home in the future,” he wrote on February 27, 1841, and the very next letter to the same correspondent is from Vienna: “You will be surprised to hear that I have already been here a week.…” His relatives rarely saw him. “You have become like the Wandering Jew,” Sölling wrote him, “always traveling from one place to another.” In the musty air of spooky rural inns his phobias increased. He thought of Kruppianer smoking pipes, lighting all those matches, and he shuddered. Tobacco must be verboten, and apprehensive that some spy in the shop might intercept his instructions—fears of persecution are creeping into his letters—he put them in French: “Marquez dans la liste des ouvriers ceux qui fument.” Occasionally he tried to break out of his narrow routine, to make and keep a friend. After a luncheon with a Berlin client there was a polite argument over whether he should have picked up the tab. Alfred’s lead skipped merrily: “You demand a bill for rye bread! As a punishment for this impropriety, the largest rye loaf Westphalia has ever produced is going to you by the next opportunity, and I nearly wrote… for a cheese to be sent to you in the rind of which you could take your afternoon nap.” But the jovial note was false, off-key, screeching; and in the very next paragraph he shifted to his normal gear: “The machine will go to you at your expense,” he noted flatly, “and if not suitable will be returned at your expense.” He could afford a loaf of bread, but shipping costs to Berlin—that was business, and Herr Jürst must be left with no legal loopholes.30


Gauche? Well, yes; Alfred was always that. But there was just no other way he could be. Remembering his family, remembering the ninety-nine Kruppianer now dependent on the works, remembering his father and vowing that he would not follow Friedrich’s sad example, he had to weigh every pfennig. The wolf was always there, gnawing at the Stammhaus door. Hermann, too, was on the move, and between them they were picking up just enough customers to survive. In Saint Petersburg the firm of C.Tehelstein bought fork and spoon rollers; in Berlin a Herr Vollgold was buying others; and Austria looked promising, though “Strangely enough the Viennese stick tight to the old shape of their forks and spoons, and refuse to take imitations of Paris fashions,” with which he hoped to score a success. Rather spitefully Alfred added, “The Austrian likes to take a respectable mouthful, and on this account some people consider the spoons too small.”31


If Alfred disliked Austria—and he did, intensely—he had good reason. In Vienna he was subjected to a harrowing ordeal which turned him gray before he was thirty. It wasn’t his fault. He was cheated blind. Perhaps he should have been warier; by now he had been through several scorchings from foreign fire. Yet in many ways he remained naïve. Although bribery of public officials was then established business practice, he continued to be outraged by it, describing his Russian bribees as “Schwindler.” And greasing palms, as he should have learned, guaranteed nothing: the rule in chancelleries was Caveat venditor. Vienna, however, was not Saint Petersburg or Paris. It was Germanic, Nordic, a brother country. As a good Prussian, Alfred respected die Obrigkeit, authority, and that was his downfall. Under Metternich, Austria was a full-fledged police state. Police state Obrigkeit, Krupp was to discover, was far more ruthless and treacherous than the clienteles with whom he had haggled elsewhere. “The Austrians,” Napoleon had observed, “are always late, with their payments, with their armies, in their policies.” Sometimes they didn’t deliver at all. Moreover, since Austrian contracts were big, an official reverse there could be overwhelming. This one came closer to crushing Fried. Krupp of Essen than anything since the death of the founder.


The autumn of 1840 found Alfred negotiating with Vienna’s Imperial Mint. The gentlemen there wanted a new rolling mill. They also wanted a guarantee. He obliged, and noted the terms in his travel diary: “Should the rollers, or any part of the mechanism supplied, break within two years or lose its serviceability, I bind myself to make replacement free of charge” (den Ersatz unentgeltlich zu besorgen).32


Fair enough. Sketches were submitted to the Austrians, who blandly approved them and later accepted delivery of the finished product. Then the trouble started. He couldn’t get his money. Everyone was polite, but each time he mentioned payment he received evasive answers. Pressing the issue, he was told that his product wasn’t quite satisfactory. No, no, nothing to worry about, but—another time. He came back, and came back again, and yet again, with mounting anxiety. For a year and a half he was in and out of the capital. Nothing changed. The mint kept his mills and paid him nothing. Desperate, he appealed to Baron Kübeck von Kübau, the Austrian Minister for Mining and Coinage. His case, he protested, had been limned “in the most unfavorable light” by “favored persons—whose names and disgraceful measures to injure me I am prepared to communicate verbally to Your Excellency, together with proofs.” He was distraught:




Being forced to stay here until the matter is settled [Genötigt bis zur abgemachten Sache hier zu bleiben], I have lost over 20,000 florins through neglect of my works, and have in addition incurred here unnecessary expenses amounting to over 7,000 florins.… Because of these losses, and because of being deprived of the (for me) considerable sum due for the rolling mills supplied, I have been brought to the brink of ruin.33





No reply. Three weeks passed, and he tried the minister again. His plight had become acute. In Metternich’s Vienna, he had discovered, he could “make no claim in law on Your Excellency.” Without recourse, with his spindly back to the wall, Alfred flung himself on His Excellency’s mercy, trusting in the baron’s “gracious considerateness.” He begged for “at least part of the purchase price.” Forming each letter in his best hand, he explained to the minister that “A flourishing factory, which was making a fine yearly profit, will be hopelessly lost unless my petition is granted,” and prayed “that at any rate the amount of the one contract of 23 December 1840, which has been fulfilled in all respects, may be at once paid to me.” Overstatement was habitual with him, but this time he was close to the bone. That same morning a fresh report from Essen had advised him that the first estimate of losses had been based on a miscalculation; actually the Austrian misadventure had cost 75,000 thalers, thrice what he thought. He was at the end of his tether: “At this moment I stand on the brink of the abyss (am Rande des Abgrundes); only immediate assistance can still save me.”34


It was a moving plea. It moved the baron a few inches. He received Alfred and granted him token redress. Crawling back to the Ruhr, Krupp stared down bleakly at the long columns of red ink. Fifteen years of managing the Gusstahlfabrik had been the death of his father. The son’s fifteen years seemed to have brought little improvement. Once more the same dirges were sung in Essen—Berlin was asked to help, the petition was denied, emigration to Russia was considered (“The Prussian government has done nothing for me, so I cannot be considered ungrateful if I decide to leave my country for another, whose authorities possess the wisdom to foster industry in every possible way”), and once more cousins rallied round the embattled family. His credit with Fritz von Müller had been exhausted, so Sölling was persuaded to step into the breach. Under the circumstances it took some persuading; he was promised 4½ percent on his capital, 25 percent of any profits, and no liability for losses. That understood, he put up an initial sum of 50,000 thalers and became a sleeping partner. Meanwhile a third relative had joined the brothers. In 1843 Adalbert Ascherfeld, a burly goldsmith who was descended from Helene Amalie’s family, arrived from Paris to take over as floor boss.35


The Stammhaus diet had again been reduced to bread, potatoes, and coffee. The spoon and fork patent kept them going. On February 26, 1847, it was recognized in England (instantly it was sold outright to a British firm), and a brisk trade grew up with Hungarian silversmiths. Alfred’s biggest spoon contract, ironically, was in Austria. While awaiting Baron Kübeck’s pleasure he had met a wealthy merchant named Alexander Schöller. Examining his samples, Schöller suggested a partnership. At the moment Alfred preferred to see all Viennese in hell, but he was in no position to indulge his temper. Fritz Krupp was in his twenties and blossoming; Ascherfeld, bullheaded and built like a safe, was an effective foreman. Hermann could be spared, so after a family council he departed to establish the new factory at Berndorf, outside Vienna. As with all Alfred’s transactions south of the border, this looked better than it was. The Berndorferwerk wasn’t of much use to him. The works there quickly grew into an independent enterprise and didn’t return to the Essen fold until 1938, a half-century after his death. Even then the reunion required an Anschluss by Adolf Hitler and some rather crude bargaining with Hermann Göring.36


Nevertheless the rise of the Berndorf works did have one enormous, immediate advantage for Alfred. It got Hermann out of town. Bruderliebe, brotherly love, was all very well; but if it meant sharing your birthright, then nichts zu machen: nothing doing. Alfred had become convinced that the factory was his birthright. It had been several years since he had diffidently described it as “the crucible steel works which I manage for my mother”; it was now “my works,” “my shop,” “my hammer”; or, in tenderer moments, “my child,” “my bride.” In part this was an understandable consequence of his long struggle. His toil and tears for the foundry had been grater than those of Hermann, Fritz, and Ida combined. In larger part, however, his attitude was the projection of a totalitarian spirit. Like his father, he believed that industrialists were the natural successors of feudal barons. The rights of a lord were incontestable, and bore no relationship to those of vassals. His first work rules, in 1838, stipulated that Kruppianer who ran up debts should be sacked. Three years later the whip cracked again. If any man were five minutes late he was to be docked an hour’s wages. His Kruppianer were bound by absolute obligations; on October 12, 1844, he wrote Sölling that he expected every worker to “remain loyal to the factory that supports him.” He intended to rule his fief with an iron hand, and he regarded it as his because the first of noble rights was primogeniture.37


Of course, it really wasn’t his, and as Therese approached her sixties in declining health the question of inheritance dominated all other family issues. Mortgaged though it was, the factory was nevertheless her sole estate. And although hard times had grown harder—the depression of 1846–1847 lay over the land—each of her children wanted a piece of the works. Her verdict came in 1848. Hermann, absent and unable to argue his case, was given what he already had, the Berndorf partnership. Apparently he was content; his correspondence from Vienna was confined to detailed (and very sound) advice to Alfred about the need to watch “differences of carbon content in crucible steel.”38 As a woman, Ida needn’t be taken seriously; she was to receive a cash settlement. That left Fritz, who was present, male, and, in the showdown, unexpectedly mulish. Alfred, however, had a powerful ally. Fritz Sölling, the hitherto silent partner, spoke up for him. That convinced Therese. The precedent was important. In the future the Krupp fortune would be reserved for the eldest child, and as Krupp power grew in Germany, echoes of the decision were to be heard in government policy (for example, the Nazi hereditary law of September 29, 1933). Thus children yet unborn were affected when Fritz lost his case. Like his sister he was given money—to add to the humiliation he was required to swear that he would never reveal the firm’s trade secrets—and he stalked away to become a Bonn merchant. He glared as he left, and the heir glared after him. Alfred, given to unbounded rages himself, had no patience with bad temper in others. To him his brother was being in excusably “sullen” (mürrisch).


On February 24, 1848, Alfred rather churlishly noted that his mother had turned over to him “das Wrack der Fabrik” (the wreck of a factory). Therese had allowed him to select the date of transfer, and unwittingly he had innocently picked the very morning when Parisian mobs were assaulting the Tuileries and overthrowing Louis Philippe. The continental chain reaction followed, and this time central Europe was not spared. The fall of Metternich evoked no sobs in the Stammhaus, but when the inhabitants of Berlin rose there were gasps; this sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen in Prussia. It actually didn’t; after yielding to the March revolt Friedrich Wilhelm IV played for time until the Frankfurt Parliament offered him the imperial crown. It was an insufferable affront to a monarch who regarded himself as God’s viceroy and looked upon any constitution as “a plotted parchment, to rule us with paragraphs, and to replace the ancient, sacred bond of loyalty.” Ultimately he rejected it in scorn, thus ending the democratic insolence. But that triumph of the true Germany was far away when the new proprietor took title to the works. He was worried. “Alfred assembled the workpeople yesterday,” Ida wrote a friend, “and spoke of the general unrest. He said he hoped it would not spread to Essen, but that if it should, he expected his men by their influence to do all they could to stem it.”39


Privately he was even less sanguine. “We must face the possibility of the working classes proceeding to smash up machinery,” he warned one of his French clients on March 3. Hardly had he mailed this when rumbles of discontent were heard in Essen. The workmen had their blood up and their heads down. Ominous disorders were reported in shabby neighborhoods, and the frightened Bürgermeister proclaimed a state of siege. Alfred acted swiftly. The instant one of his workers became mürrisch (it turned out to be one of the original seven) he was summarily dismissed. During the siege city gates were locked, so Ascherfeld assumed responsibility for the remaining one hundred and twenty-three men, thereby becoming the first Krupp guard. In the morning the Rathaus bell would toll—“Lauft, es läutet” (Run, run, the bell is ringing!) Kruppianer wives would cry in low German as their men dashed down the narrow, twisting streets. His truculent muzzle thrust forward, Ascherfeld would bark commands, escort them to the works, and march them back in the evening, counting cadence.40


This was one side of Alfred’s first response to social unrest. Doubtless it was as harsh as it sounds, yet workers of that era were accustomed to regimentation. Furthermore—and here we see the beginnings of Kruppianer devotion to Krupp—Alfred recognized that the rank of industrial baron carried heavy responsibilities. As a patriarchal employer he had to keep the men working, the families fed; to find some nostrum, whatever the cost. In 1848 the initial cost was his family plate. It had survived previous vicissitudes. Now, like Frederick the Great, he melted it down to meet his wage bill, and when it was gone he tossed in his pitchers, cutlery, and his English spurs, rolled them through a Krupp roller, and marketed the result. Sölling meanwhile had arranged a loan from Salomon Oppenheim, a Cologne banker. It was no small feat in that year of banking failures, and though Alfred, loathing interest charges, began his long feud with “speculators, stock exchange Jews, share swindlers, and similar parasites,” the payroll was met again. Then, after the Russians had crushed Kossuth’s Hungarian revolt at Temesvar in 1849, they turned to domestic affairs and offered Krupp 21,000 rubles if he would build a huge spoon factory in Saint Petersburg. He began to see a gleam of hope ahead, though only a gleam; on June 10 he wrote, “Who is there who is not suffering from the present conditions? We must just keep our heads above water (Man muss nur den Kopf oben behalten).41
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In Alfred’s first photograph, taken at this time, he looks like a man who is just keeping his head above water. He was thirty-seven, and although he hadn’t gained a pound since adolescence he could have passed for fifty. His thin, smarmed-down hair was receding rapidly (he couldn’t afford a wig yet) and three permanent wrinkles puckered his pasty forehead. The eyes were narrowed and wary; they had a haunted, harrowed, hunted cast. Alfred had learned to distrust luck, foreigners, even his own men. Most of all he was apprehensive about the future, which shows how deceptive fate can be, for the future was about to encircle Fried. Krupp of Essen with a dazzling, money-colored rainbow. No extraordinary invention was required to bring this to pass. The seeds of coming affluence lay all around him. The quelling of the Frankfurt upstarts assured an autocratic regime which would be indispensable to Krupp. Dead ahead lay the great age of railways. Abroad, the United States was about to gird a continent with rails; America still lacked a steel industry of its own, and Alfred’s experimental railroad castings were being fashioned even now in the Gusstahlfabrik.


The most auspicious innovation, however, was the one which seemed to show the least promise. It had been lying around for years, had attracted no interest whatever, and wouldn’t even become a topic of Stammhaus dinner conversation for several years more. It was Alfred’s pet project. Each of his brothers had displayed a bright technical flair. Hermann had contributed the cutlery rolls. In 1844, at Berlin’s Deutsche Gewerbe-Ausstellung—industrial exhibition—the Krupp display had featured the latest model of his machine, “which, by means of roller pressure, converts sheets of raw silver, German silver, or any other ductile metal, into spoons and forks of any shape and with any usual ornamentation, cutting them out flat, and stamping them sharply and cleanly.” Fritz, a putterer and tinkerer, had attempted prototypes of the vacuum cleaner and horseless carriage. These had failed, but he didn’t always fail; at the Deutsche Gewerbe-Ausstellung his tubular bells had brought Krupp the gold medal which was to be sacrificed in fire four years later. Alfred’s own contributions were ignored in the 1844 exhibit. He himself didn’t think much of them. His papers mention them casually, almost in passing.


They were two hollow-forged, cold-drawn musket barrels.42
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Der Kanonenkönig


NO one can be certain what prompted Alfred to turn out his first musket. The family hadn’t dabbled in arms since his father honed bayonets, and inasmuch as the last shipment of them had left Essen when Alfred was seven years old, any memories he may have had of it were, at most, exceedingly dim. Weaponry, to be sure, was an old Ruhrgebiet tradition. Yet it had no meaning for a fledgling industrialist of the new era. The traditional weapons turned out by the Ruhr were swords, the swordsmiths’ ancient seat was Solingen, and they had been converting to knives and scissors anyhow. Lacking evidence, conjecture flourishes. Modern Krupp admirers suggest that Alfred was inspired by national pride. One of them notes that in those proud days “the poetic genius of the youth of Germany was saturated with militaristic ideals, and death in battle was prized as a sacred duty on behalf of Fatherland, home, and family.” This says more about German legend than Krupp history. If Alfred was an idealistic youth, he was extremely close-mouthed about it. According to another story, Alfred simply looked at one of his eight-inch rolls and whimsically reflected that if reamed out it would have a martial look. Somehow that account isn’t convincing either, and there isn’t a jot of evidence to support it. Indeed, there is no record of early Krupp rolls that thick.1


According to a third account, Hermann visited Munich on a sales trip at the age of twenty-two, was asked by a gun dealer whether it would be possible to cast steel weapons, and sent the suggestion home.2 This is the likeliest of the three. Hermann was in southern Germany then. And he was twenty-two in 1836, the year Alfred started trying to forge a gun with his own hands. It was slow work. Like Hermann’s first roller and Fritz’s gadgets, it was a hobby to be indulged after hours, and he had less leisure time than his brothers. Away most of the time, he would return, sink into Friedrich’s old brown leather Stammhaus chair, and instantly be confronted with a thousand petty administrative details. Under this hectic schedule the forging took seven years. In the end, however, it was a brilliant technical success: by the spring of 1843 he had produced his first tapered, silver-bright barrel. Elated, he did what came naturally—he tried to sell it. And then the familiar, sour feelings of frustration began aborting his hope. They were to last longer than the forging had. For over a decade they seeped through his system, poisoning his faith until he came to regret the whole undertaking.


Prussia was approached first. On the hottest Sunday of that summer he brushed and mounted his finest horse and rode over to the Saarn arsenal. This opening move was unpropitious. Saarn’s sweating guard was rude; Alfred was turned away. Calling again, he learned that the officer on duty, a Lieutenant von Donat, thought the idea of steel weapons rather funny. However, von Donat intimated that a brother officer, a Captain von Linger, might feel otherwise. The lieutenant, one gathers, regarded the captain as something of an eccentric. Unfortunately, the armory’s non-conformist was absent. Doubtless this explanation had been offered to let Alfred down easily, but he galloped back and dispatched his best gun to Saarn. In an accompanying letter he proudly announced,




Ew. Hochwohlgeboren habe ich die Ehre—Ihre gütige Bewilligung benutzend—hierbei einen vom mildesten Gusstahl massiv geschmiedeten Gewehrlauf zu übersenden.…


Taking advantage of your kind permission, I have the honor to send you a musket barrel forged from the best crucible steel.… At the top of the barrel I have left standing a wedge-shaped piece, which can be cut off cold, and on which any desired test of the tenacity of the material can be made.3





He didn’t expect the army to change its small arms policy. Muskets weren’t really what he had in mind. He was seeking a judgment on “the fitness of this material for cannon” (die Tüchtigkeit dieses Materials für Kanonen) and declared that his next step would be to make “an attempt to forge such crucible steel barrels directly as tubes” (einen Versuch… dergleichen Gusstahlläufe gleich als Rohre zu schmieden). Anticipating an enthusiastic response to his first specimen, he was packing two others; they would be on their way shortly.4


They went. And they were returned. Linger had his little ways, but he wasn’t that odd. Exasperated, Alfred turned to his favorite foreigners, the British. In his awkward English he informed a Birmingham firm that he was sending “in 1 packet in linnin” two barrels “which it will please you to submit to severe essays and comparisons to gun barrels of iron, especially with regard to the solidity of the material and to the consequence of the greater purity and polish of the soul.”* Should the firm order more than ten thousand pieces—clearly he had reconsidered the value of a musket order; it would be better than nothing—he was prepared to quote a price of ten to twelve shillings per piece. If the order were larger, he would go still lower. But the British, like the Prussians, weren’t interested in steel arms at any price. They were frightfully sorry. They hoped he understood. But there it was.5


Also: he would give the home country another chance. Saarn didn’t have the final say in military questions, and after the industrial exhibition he decided to approach Berlin’s General War Department. For the time being his artillery project was shelved; he was definitely concentrating on small arms. Incessant lobbying, and perhaps a few palmed coins, had persuaded Saarn to test one of his barrels. It had performed superbly, even after the metal had been filed to half the regulation thickness and the test charge raised to three ounces of powder. All this Alfred submitted to General Hermann von Boyen, a septuagenarian who had served as Bülow’s chief of staff in the struggle against Napoleon, and who had come out of retirement to become Minister of War. Three weeks after the submission, on March 23, 1844, Krupp had his answer:




In reply to the offer transmitted to me in your communication under date of 1st inst. [Auf das in Ihrem unter dem 1. d. Mts. an mich gerichteten Schreiben enthaltene Anerbieten wird Ihnen eröffnet], you are hereby informed that no use whatever can be made thereof as regards the production of musket barrels, since the present manner of manufacturing these, and the quality of the barrels so produced, at a cost not inconsiderably less, meets all reasonable requirements and leaves hardly anything to be desired.6





Even in those days men of war were inarticulate. And after the turgidity had been stripped away, what was left was discouraging. Nevertheless the general did leave the door open to “further deliberation” on “the production of cannon from crucible steel.” Eagerly, Alfred dusted off his artillery plans and proposed that he build an experimental gun. A six-pounder, he believed, would be beyond his present capacity. Eventually he hoped to invest over 10,000 thalers in a complete gun shop (flywheels, new furnaces, a 45-horsepower steam hammer) but there was no point in plunging until Berlin approved the weapon and, he added tactfully, Krupp had orders. He suggested a three-pounder. He could supply one “within a couple of weeks.” The general warmed a bit—he became tepid—and on April 22, 1844, Alfred was given the green light. Unhappily, he had grossly underestimated the time he required; three years later he was still assuring a new minister that the weapon was on its way. It was delivered to the Spandau arsenal outside Berlin in September 1847.7


Prussia had received Krupp’s first cannon. And it couldn’t have cared less. Later the political upheavals were blamed for official preoccupation, but they were six months away, and when they did come the critical period was brief. Actually no one was interested in finding out whether or not the gun would fire. There it sat, 237 pounds of Krupp’s best Kruppstahl, lacking even a protective canopy. For almost two years spiders spun webs across the 6.5-centimeter (2.5-inch) muzzle until Alfred, beside himself, finally goaded the sluggish Artillery Test Commission (Artillerie-Prüfungs-kommission) into action. In June 1849 the gun was fired on the Tegel range. Three months later the report reached Essen. Alfred, reading it, was stunned. His weapon shot well, he was told patronizingly; only excessive overloading could destroy it. But “ the need for an improvement of our light guns and our field guns, specifically, hardly exists. All that might be desired is longer life for heavy bronze barrels and greater capacity for those of iron.” Having made an unequivocal point, the commission hedged:




Wir können Sie daher nicht aufmuntern, die Versuche fortzusetzen, wenn Sie nicht im Voraus ersehen, dass es Ihnen gelingen wird, das aus den grossen Kosten entspringende Hindernis für die Einführung derartiger Rohre zu beseitigen.


We are therefore unable to recommend that you continue the experiments unless you can see your way in advance to eliminating the obstacle to the introduction of barrels of this type which arises from their high cost.8





Boyen, at least, had been straightforward. To Alfred, shredded with rage, it seemed that the testers were talking out of both sides of their mouths. Actually no one wanted his invention. It represented change, and the ossified brass regarded all progress with slit eyes. In retrospect the commission’s verdict seems amazingly shortsighted. Yet it wasn’t confined to Prussia, or, for that matter, to soldiers. Like all upheavals, the industrial revolution was roiled by counterrevolution; the same year Alfred began forging his original musket, Samuel Morse perfected his telegraph, and he was to spend eight years hammering on Washington doors before the first strand of wire went up. The military mind has always been especially immune to new ideas. Nineteenth-century officer corps fought furiously against the notions of America’s Richard Gatling, England’s Henry Shrapnel, and Germany’s Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin.


Alfred’s gun was not only rejected; it was deeply resented. Until he blundered on the scene the profession of arms had been stable and predictable. A field marshal could draw up his battle plans with confidence that the tactics employed would be those he had learned as a cadet. In some branches there had been nothing new for centuries. Gunpowder was essentially the same explosive the same explosive Chinese rocketeers had used against the Tartars in 1232, and there had been no significant development in heavy weapon design since the appearance of cast bronze artillery in the late 1400’s. In the stubby, thick-walled, kettle-shaped cannon of the 1840’s one could still perceive the profile of the improved catapults which had appeared in the fourteenth century, when the artisans who had been casting iron church bells altered their molds to make pots capable of hurling rocks.


Refinements had been minor: better casting, better boring, broader tubes. In 1515 the Germans had introduced the wheel lock at Nuremberg; a few years later the French invented cannonballs. Napoleon’s chief contribution had been to mass his batteries and blaze away at short range (“Le feu est tout”); for all his reputation as a master of artillery, he couldn’t alter medieval gunsmith technology. War’s fascination had tempted many of Europe’s most brilliant minds to devise new ways of killing human beings, and three centuries before Alfred Krupp’s birth Leonardo da Vinci had dreamed of breech-loading fieldpieces. The perennial obstacle had been metallurgy. At the time of Krupp’s debut armorers were still woefully ignorant of chemical principles. The few advances they did make were largely through trial and error, and since they were experimenting with death they often returned to their drawing boards with bloody hands. No metal was really reliable. Any big weapon could explode at any time. Castiron cannon had been used effectively by Gustavus Adolphus in the Thirty Years War, yet it remained dangerously brittle because of its high carbon content; at the siege of Sevastopol, seven years after the commission snubbed Krupp, cast iron took an appalling toll of British gunners. Wrought iron, with even less carbon than steel, was coming into use. But here the difficulty was the exact opposite. It was too soft. In 1844 a twelve-inch wrought-iron smoothbore blew up on a gala voyage of the U.S.S. Princeton, killing the secretaries of State and Navy and subjecting relations between the Cabinet and admirals to a severe strain. Each such incident strengthened the innate conservatism of the gold-braided mossbacks. Bronze was the safest bet, and most of them stuck to that. It was heavy and dreadfully expensive, but for early Victorians it had one extraordinary commendation. Wellington had defeated Napoleon with it. That was the most telling argument against Krupp’s three-pounder. Berlin’s Inspector General of Ordnance, Alfred later wrote a friend, had bluntly told him that he “wollte von Gusstahlkanonen nichts wissen, denn die alten Bronzekanonen hatten bei Waterloo ihre Überlegenheit bewiesen” (would have nothing to do with cast steel cannon, because the old bronze guns had proved their superiority at Waterloo).9


Waterloo: in 1849 it was an unanswerable argument. Faced with it, even Alfred wavered, and as he made plans for his world première he again shelved his cannon blueprints. The première was to be in England’s Crystal Palace. The British were about to hold the first world’s fair in 1851. There wasn’t much room for Prussia, then obscure; still, Krupp could hire space if he wanted it. He wanted it very much, and with his instinctive flair for publicity he foresaw that any triumph in London, however small, would be noted by the entire world. Actually he counted on an immense triumph. European industrialists were then vying to see who could produce the biggest block of cast steel. Everyone was boasting of “monster ingots,” and London would show who could come up with the largest monstrosity. It was a great chance for status. In Alfred’s view, the winner would be the man with the most disciplined workers—the boss who cracked the sharpest lash. Assembling his Kruppianer, barking commands as they moved in lockstep, he achieved an extraordinary feat. Ninety-eight crucibles were poured simultaneously without a hitch. He had produced a technical miracle: a 4,300-pound ingot cast in one piece.10


Early April found him in London in the mad Victorian ironwork of the Crystal Palace, sending back a play-by-play account of preparations for the unveiling. Now that Hermann was gone, Alfred addressed the factory collectively—“Gentlemen of the Establishment,” or “Gentlemen of the Collegium” when he felt grand, or, in jauntier moments, “Dear Works” (Geehrte Gusstahlfabrik). He had brought along a helper to unpack crates, and the man was too busy to do anything else. (“Hagewiesche says, tell his wife he is well, and would like to have her news. He has little time now for writing.”) Shirt-sleeved and steaming with sweat, he himself was feverishly prying off boards and examining the more delicate exhibits. (“Breil offered to bet his head on the firm packing of the tinsel rolls.… His head now belongs to me.”) Awaiting the curtain’s rise, he busied himself with minutiae. On April 13 he reminded the works that “When I return, there is the tire to be made” (Wenn ich zurückkomme, bleibt der Tyre zu machen), his first reference to Krupp’s weldless steel railroad tire, and in the anterooms of the Crystal Palace he met a Mr. Thomas Prosser, an American who would set the tires spinning across a continent.*11


His chief concern, of course, was the monster. Inevitably there were dramatic snags. It wouldn’t have been a Krupp show without them. Anticipating his prodigy’s arrival, he crowed, “We shall make the English open their eyes!” He warned his assistant to keep his mouth shut, but forgot his own: “An English paper says that Turton of Sheffield will send a 27-cwt.† piece of crucible steel to the exhibition. It is probably my own doing that he is making a big ingot, for I spoke of it.…” Creeping around, he scouted the opposition. A Krupp myth has it that he whipped out a pocketknife of Kruppstahl, scraped off a piece of the British ingot, and snorted, “Well, it’s big, but it’s no good.” Certainly he was disdainful. He wrote home scornfully:




Die Engländer haben einen Guss von 2400 pfd. hier liegen, worauf geschrieben steht…


The English have a 2,400-pound casting lying here, with an inscription “Monster casting,” and a lengthy description of the magnificence of the article and the difficulty of producing it. None of it is forged, and there is nothing so far to prove that it is not cast iron. I have been saying that we make little bits like that every day, and that I shall introduce them to its grandfather.12





Yes. But Sheffield’s ingot was there, and Krupp’s had not arrived. No eyes could be opened by what wasn’t there, and Alfred, priming his pump of small inventions, assembled the displays he had: rolling mills for mints, carriage and buffer springs, railroad axles. Hopefully he included in the fair catalogue: Forged cast-steel containing a small quantity of carbon; exhibited for purity and toughness. The exhibition committee was unimpressed. In the catalogue he was listed as No. 649 and identified as a “Manufacturer and part Inventor” from “Essen, near Düsseldorf”—Essen itself wasn’t on British maps. Pacing the Kristallpalast in a frenzy, he dispatched an SOS to the Gentlemen of the Collegium—“Let us send whatever else can be got ready.” It was one of those historic moments, like Newton’s watching the apple fall, or Grant’s taking the road to Fort Donelson. Krupp’s afterthoughts were to be the sensation of London. Hastily inserted at the end of entry 649 after et cetera, they were described as: gun and carriage, cast-steel cuirass breastplates.13


The monster showed up at the last minute and created its own sensation. Steelmakers were agog; Krupp was awarded his second gold medal and acclaimed as a genius. The more the experts examined its texture, the more excited they became. These finer points were lost on the public, however. For them the main attraction in the palace was Alfred’s sideshow. Awaiting the tardy ingot, he had devoted hours to the staging of the cannon. It was the gun he had planned years before, a six-pounder polished to mirror finish and mounted on hand-rubbed ash, the wood favored by ancient Teutons for javelins. Around it lay six glittering armor breastplates; overhead a military tent served as a canopy, crowned by the royal Prussian flag and a shield. The shield’s inscription was no help. “German Customs Union” (Deutscher Zollverein) sounded dull in any tongue. But cannon and cuirasses recalled the universal, thrilling language of the Corsican: la gloire, en avant, à la baionette, offensive à outrance. The pure steel, invested with chivalric glamour, reminded sighing ladies in poke bonnets of the romantic panoply of Prince Hal, and Saint George and Saint Crispin’s Day, and all that. After Queen Victoria had paused by the tent to murmur appreciatively, every London newspaper felt obliged to take a close look at Krupp. Piqued by Sheffield’s humiliation, some journalists let chauvinism blind their judgment. The Observer’s man observed that “the brittleness of steel is so great that we doubt whether it would resist any successive charges of powder.” Still, both the Observer and the Daily News conceded that the cannon was beautiful to behold, and the Illustrated London News extolled “the magnificent steel cannon of Herr Krupp” as “the very coxcomb of great guns.”14


Alfred didn’t sell his great gun in London. The report of the juries was extravagant in its praise of his ingot (“The Exhibition does not show from any other country a bar of cast and forged steel of such large dimensions and of equal beauty. The members of the Jury do not remember to have seen anywhere a similar example”), but it ignored his cannon. Yet the public acclaim, his first, and from a British audience at that, stirred him. He began to see genuine possibilities in munitions, and the Crystal Palace had taught him how to realize them. Fairs were superb advertisements. Henceforth he would attend every one in Europe, accompanied by batteries of murderous coxcombs. That was the lesson he had drawn from England’s cheers, and he cannot be blamed. One British reporter did regret that Krupp hadn’t shown devices “for grinding corn, or surgical instruments, or something more appropriate to this peaceful age, and to the Exhibition, than a model fieldpiece.” But it was the reporter, not Krupp, who had misjudged the temper of the time. Peaceful steel hadn’t been absent from the exhibit. The United States section of the fair had displayed an elaborate plow, fitted with costly woods, adorned with American paintings, and burnished as brightly as Alfred’s six-pounder. Everyone, including Krupp’s journalistic critic, had ignored it.15
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Alfred was now in his fortieth year. Already he seemed venerable; in Essen he was known as der alte Herr, a wizened, emaciated, perennially jackbooted figure with the stiff, jerky movements of an old codger. Kruppianer marveled at the codger’s horsemanship. On the friskiest stallion he would sit rigidly erect, determined that any concessions should be made by his mount. He had never learned to unbend, and now he was past learning; henceforth each business triumph would merely whet his appetite. The triumphs were coming now. Even before London the railway boom had begun to brighten his factory fires. In 1849 he had perfected his cast steel axles and springs, signed a big contract with the Cologne-Minden Eisenbahn, and built a spring shop whose future was assured. That should have mellowed him a bit. It didn’t; obsessed with the need to achieve, he couldn’t break away from his ledgers and blueprints for more than a few moments at a time. In the summer of 1850 Therese’s long decline ended in death. Hermann was profoundly affected, and Berndorf was going through a financial convulsion unmatched in Essen. Alfred was terse, stark. “Two things… alone can move me, honor and prosperity,” he wrote, and neither was involved here. He mentioned his loss briefly in one letter and quickly switched the subject to his new line of teaspoons and the pair he was having engraved.16


Still, there was a gap in his life. Ida had drifted away, and he felt widowed. Therese had known how to prepare his favorite dishes, sweep the floor, make his bed, and keep the Stammhaus shipshape. He hadn’t time for housekeeping. Besides, it was woman’s work. And so, like many another middle-aged celibate suddenly deprived of a doting mother, he began looking around for a wife. Returning from the Crystal Palace, he pondered the life of one of his unmarrièd Polish customers:




Ein alter Junggeselle in Warschau muss was Schreckliches sein und bitter überall.—Was mich anbetrifft sagen Sie ich wäre ein L—wenn ich nicht binnen… bin…


To be an old bachelor in Warsaw must be terrible; it is unpleasant anywhere. As for myself, call me a l—if I am not… within… 17





“Within…” was, of course, an escape clause. Still, Alfred was no liar. To be sure, he wasn’t married either that year or the next. Shopping for the right bargain took time. As a suitor he had certain obvious shortcomings. Yet he had never been fainthearted; if he kept the file open, he felt, eventually the deal would be closed, and closed it was, on April 24, 1853. Next day he wrote from Cologne:




Years after I gave my word that I meant to marry, I have at last found the one with whom—from our first meeting—I have hoped to find happiness, with a confidence that I had never thought possible. The lady, to whom I became engaged yesterday, is Bertha Eichhoff, and lives here in Cologne.


This news is for your friendly interest, and please forward this letter to Warsaw for my friends and well-wishers, Hoecke and Luckfield.




Yours sincerely and happily,


ALFRED KRUPP





You will realize that I cannot write much in my fiancée’s home, and will excuse my brevity. What will your father say? [Dass ich im Hause meiner Braut nicht viel schreiben kann denken Sie wohl selbst u. entschuldigen die Kürze. Wass wird Ihr Papa sagen?]18





Bertha’s sensations are unrecorded. Perhaps she felt too numb for any. Her courtship had been highly unorthodox. That first moment of meeting had been in a Cologne theater. Bertha, in the audience, had been unnerved to discover that she was being eyed by a tense, rawboned horseman, wearing mud-spattered jackboots and standing, arms akimbo, in the aisle. He meant no harm; quite the opposite. Having just ridden in to execute another contract, Alfred had attended the play on impulse. Spotting her, he made, so to speak, a horseback decision. He pursued her for a month, repeatedly informed her (so he later said) that “Wo ich glaubte, ein Stück Gusstahl sitzen zu haben, hatte ich ein Herz” (where I supposed I had nothing but a piece of cast steel, I had a heart) and wooed her until she said Ja. The sequel was equally bewildering. In Essen the betrothal was announced at a great Gusstahlfabrik feast, and all that night mortars were fired into the Ruhr sky while chanting, torch-bearing Kruppianer paraded through the narrow streets of the old city.19


Given Alfred’s temperament, domestic happiness was impossible. No one could live with such a man. He could barely stand himself. The match was doomed, and all that remained was to define the exact nature of the distress. Here the character of the first Bertha Krupp becomes decisive. It is elusive—everything about her is elusive. Little is known of her antecedents. Clearly she was no patrician; her grandfather had been an archbishop’s pastrycook, her father an Inspector of Rhine Customs. In 1853 she was twenty-one, fair, and blue-eyed. Her pictures show a bunched-up, sharp-featured girl; the expression is hard and steady, the chin juts. It is an image of robust strength. Yet as die Frau vom Alfred Krupp she created an impression of extreme frailty—created it with such success that no one, including her husband, ever suspected fraud. Had she been really weak, he would have quickly drained her. In a few years she would have wasted away. Instead, she survived by cultivating poor health with neurotic intensity, and it was too good an act to be just an act. Bertha, physically powerful, actually seems to have believed that she was delicate. The hypochondriac, in short, had married a hypochondriac.20


Her feelings toward him are an enigma. He, on the other hand, showed every sign of being in love, and in his frenzied way tried to make her happy. The Stammhaus, he agreed, was unsuitable for them. It was to remain where it was, a monument to his father and a reminder to Kruppianer that their leader’s origins had been as humble as theirs. (To ram home the point, he later affixed a plaque to the cottage, saying precisely that.) The wedded couple, having exchanged rings on May 19, moved into a new home. The groom called it their Gartenhaus. Photographs of it are extant, and they are appalling. One would call it the most insane structure in a period of artistic lunacy, except that late in life Alfred was to demonstrate how wild an architect he could be when he really put his mind to it. Nevertheless, the Garden House had its own peculiarities. Built right in the middle of the works, it was surrounded by hothouses sheltering peacocks, grapevines, and pineapples. Atop the roof, a glassed-in crow’s nest permitted the head of the household to peer out at the factory gate and spy tardy workers. Before the front door stretched an intricate maze of formal gardens, fountains, islands gay with flowers, and grottos fashioned of slag. The Gartenhaus faced away from the Gusstahlfabrik, and Alfred was confident that his wife—provided she stayed out of his crow’s nest—need never be reminded of its presence.21


He was mistaken. The Ruhr had changed mightily since the 1840’s. Five years earlier, an English traveler had described Essen as “poetically agricultural,” but now that idyll was gone. The city was awakening from its long slumber; soon its picturesque little cottages, fashioned of timber with wattle and daub filling, would vanish entirely. Germany was on the verge of the great industrial surge which would, within a half-century, sweep English supremacy aside. The coal and iron industries had made their fateful union. Each year the sky overhead grew grayer; each year the smelters used more coke. By puddling they were transforming iron to wrought iron and then adding coke to increase the carbon content. It was sound chemistry, if somewhat intricate, but Alfred, of all people, should have realized that it was bound to smother his domestic paradise.22


The factory air was filthy, and there was no way to keep it out of the house. Billowing clouds of oily grit withered his flowers, blacked his fountains, coated his hothouses with soot. At times he couldn’t even see through the panes of his roof nest. The tainting smoke penetrated every room, ruining his bride’s trousseau and besmirching her freshly washed antimacassars and linens before the laundress was out the door. Nor was this all. Alfred was installing heavier and heavier machinery, and the grunt of his steam hammers rocked the foundations of his home. Bertha couldn’t keep glasses on her sideboard. If she put them out after breakfast, all would be cracked by lunch. Alfred didn’t seem to mind. He was proud of the house, and to his wife’s annoyance he became a homebody. When she complained about the dishes; an admiring friend jotted down her husband’s reply: “It’s only a few porcelain plates; I’ll make the customers pay for them” (das muss alles die Kundschaft bezahlen). And when she countered with a plea that he take her away for just one evening, to a concert, he answered sharply, “Sorry, it’s impossible! I must see that my smokestacks continue to smoke, and when I hear my forge tomorrow, that will be music more exquisite than the playing of all the world’s fiddles” (habe ich mehr Musik, als wenn alle Geigen der Welt spielen).23


Bertha had conceived in the first week of marriage. On February 17, 1854, she gave birth to a son—flabby and sickly, though Alfred didn’t notice that, either, then. Exultant, he christened the child Friedrich Alfred Krupp in honor of his father and himself, and to further herald the arrival of little Fritz he named his noisiest steam hammer Schmiedhammer Fritz, which, thanks to a new night shift, thundered around the clock. With it, he announced, he expected to “selbst die Antipoden aus dem Schlaf zu schrecken” (startle the Antipodes themselves out of their slumbers). That decided Bertha. She began to moan and twist her hands, and for the rest of her life she was never to be out of the hands of physicians. Alfred was all solicitude. He sent her away to spas, hired the best Berlin doctors, and took the boy off her hands for long periods. He also displayed intense interest in her symptoms. Fascinated by illness, he fired off advice: “Exercise is good for the digestion and improves the humors and the blood.” In his view, activity, any activity, was better than this everlasting, swooning languor, and he attempted to prod her to her feet: “Please go to the furniture store and see whether they have some cane chairs and leather-upholstered furniture that will go together for the Gartenhaus.…” Confidence was needed (“You need not be in doubt about the progress of the treatment”), and spirit: “If a little recuperation is still necessary from time to time at present, why, that is nothing very terrible!” Sometimes he took a firm line: “When you leave Berlin you must be stronger and livelier, otherwise, instead of staying here in the summer, we shall have to spend it at watering places.” Even at a distance he couldn’t refrain from trying to run her life for her:






Liebe beste Bertha!





I quite agree with Frau Bell that plain silk does not suit you, but traveling clothes are not meant to be ornamental; on a trip one wears the plainest dustlike materials, as journeys are always accompanied by dust, which would be very unsightly with taffeta, and to be seen beating the dust off would be quite vulgar. Cuffs, blouse fronts, and all the flummery that is worn in formal dress should be left off when traveling. Also gold and jewels. One should be downright simple. Knowing that you have clean underwear beneath your dress should be enough [Man ist ganz einfach gekleidet. Das Bewusstsein saubere Unterwäsche zu tragen genügt].24





Anxious that she shouldn’t exhaust herself in correspondence with spa acquaintances, he devised a form for her:




I have received your note of .…, and note therefrom with {pleasure sorrow} that things are {going hot going} well; as for myself, {I am very well, thank goodness, and certainly not yet plump and fat, but} hope this will {remain so. soon come.}


Since my last letter, I have been for a drive regularly every day through the delightful Tiergarten, and go twice every day for one hour walking there in the most charming company, which a king would give millions to see. In the end, however, the thing is becoming monotonous, and I am longing to be back with my dear husband, and hope above all that he will be pleased with me. Only do not write to me too often; that embarrasses me, because I cannot reply.




Yours as ever,


BERTHA








As an afterthought he added: “This form for other people. But for me, I want a few lines in writing, please” (Dieses Schema ist für die andern. Ich bitte dagegen um einige Zeilen Geschriebenes).25


He got precious few. Really there was little to discuss. Her Essen trauma behind her, Bertha wrinkled her nose at what she called “factory people” (Fabriker), so she was reduced to gossip and petty complaints. Fleeing from one fashionable resort to another, she formed her little friendships, made her little enemies. Alfred tried to remain part of her life. On flying visits to spas he strove earnestly to like “Clara” and “Emmy,” “Otto” and “dear, sweet Anna,” and he displayed manly indignation when his wife complained that a “loathsome Jew” had eyed her lewdly, though he pointed out that there was no law against looking: “If he should ever lift his hat, ignore it as though he had lifted it to someone else.”26


In the Alfred-Bertha dialogues—manic starlinglike chatter on one side, yawning inattention on the other—one’s sympathies lie with him. Granted that he was exasperating—whenever they met he insisted that she console and comfort him—still, he was working under great strain, he did cancel important meetings to see her, he had taken two of her cousins, Ernst and Richard Eichhoff, into the works management, and she could have displayed, or simulated, kindness. His affection, however grotesque, was genuine. In his stream of poignant notes he greeted her as “Dear Sweetheart,” “Dear Berth,” “Dear Best of Berthas,” “Dear Old Woman.” Toward their son he was, in these early years, unfailingly tender. “Kiss Fritz wet for me!” he implored when the child was with her, and whenever the boy arrived in the Ruhr the father was enraptured, chronicling every detail: “I found Fritz as cheerful as ever, and yesterday he ate like a navvy.… I received such an outburst of joy.” Dejected reaction always followed separation from his wife and son. In the solitude of the soot-streaked Gartenhaus, pacing the floor, his boots crunching on fragments of shattered tumblers, he would sink into temporary despondency: “Ich bin wirklich allein nichts wert u. mir ist schlecht zumute ohne dich” (I am really no good alone, and I am in poor spirits without you).27






[image: ]








Actually he was at his best alone—desolate, no doubt, but creative nevertheless—and with the factory belching smoke outside he would revive swiftly. The foundries, the forges, the ugly piles of slag and staining coke: these were his true family, and in lucid moments he knew it: “I always look upon the works here as my child, and a well-brought-up one at that, whose behavior is a joy; who, indeed, would not want to have as much as possible to do with such a child?”28 Bertha didn’t; that was the bone between them. Another man could have reconciled his family and his career. Not Alfred. He had to have as much as possible to do with his works, had to go all out, trying this scheme and that, putting one aside while he pushed another; otherwise he would be dishonoring his father and betraying his mother’s trust. He couldn’t budge, Bertha couldn’t. Thus they drifted, unaware that long after their deaths, the child they both cherished would become a spectacular victim of their conflict.


At the time of Alfred’s marriage the prospects of Krupp guns were again waning. By early 1852 it was clear that his London cannon had been a flashy curiosity, nothing more. Since no customers had come forward, he decided to give it away. On January 19 he directed that it be disassembled, cleaned, reassembled, “polished as nicely as possible,” and sent with his compliments to the King of Prussia. Ostensibly this was a gracious gesture. In fact he was playing a deep game. He anticipated a windfall in free publicity—“The gun must be completed quickly, in time for the Emperor of Russia to see it,” he scribbled to Ascherfeld—and he got it. Friedrich Wilhelm IV, not knowing what else to do with such an unusual gift, replied that he would be pleased to display it in his palace. “Yesterday,” Alfred noted gleefully, “I received the decision that the gun was to be set up in the marble hall in the Potsdam Stadtschloss. Today we did it with six artillerymen. The King said the Emperor of Russia should see it there.”29


Czar Nicholas I was a potential client. At the time, his state visit seemed to be the main chance. It was certainly a golden opportunity, and eventually Alfred’s maneuver was to reap a harvest in Saint Petersburg. Meantime, however, the Potsdam cannon had won him a powerful ally who would later help him financially, see that his key patents were extended, and let it be known that the Krupp works were “ein vaterländisches Institut” (a national institution).30 The name of this very useful angel was Wilhelm Friedrich Ludwig von Hohenzollern. Today he is remembered as Wilhelm I, “the old Kaiser,” predecessor of the Wilhelm II who led Germany to defeat in World War I, but in 1852 he was a grizzled, ramrod-backed sleeping giant, chiefly known for his intransigence in the Berlin rioting of March 18, 1848. The German blood spilled that day had been on his hands; bitter liberals had denounced him as a reactionary, and to appease them his royal brother had been obliged to send Wilhelm into a brief exile. Lately palace insiders had been studying him with fresh interest. Since the sovereign was childless, Wilhelm was Prussia’s heir presumptive. His reign might begin at any time, because Friedrich Wilhelm’s mind had become increasingly clouded. He was given to medieval dreamings. Year by year he was sinking into madness, and already Wilhelm had been awarded the title Prince of Prussia—in effect, Crown Prince, or, as the unreconciled liberals would have it, the Cartridge Prince.


That was more than an epithet. Sharing his mooning brother’s faith in divine right, the prince fortified it with a fierce reverence for the God of battles. His military background was impressive. In his teens he had led bayonet charges against the French, winning an Iron Cross in the lines before Bar-sur-Aube at the age of eighteen. At twenty-one he was a major general. If, as seemed likely, he was to become Prussia’s first soldier king since Frederick the Great, he was a key figure for an aspiring munitions manufacturer. Luckily for Alfred, Wilhelm’s conservatism was only political. Unencumbered by the officer corps’ hostility toward new weapons, he was an ideal critic of the Potsdam gun, and when he strolled into the Stadtschloss marble hall and beheld it, he found that where he had supposed he had a heart he had a piece of cast steel. He wouldn’t rest until he had met “this Herr Krupp,” and the following year he expressed a wish to come to Essen.31


This news, relayed through channels, electrified Alfred. “Of course” (selbstverständlich), he replied; a Hohenzollern could drop in on him any time; the Gusstahlfabrik latchstring was always up. Bertha, then in the first months of her pregnancy, swept away the broken crockery and hid her gray doilies and counterpanes as the Cartridge Prince dismounted outside. Chin in and chest out, Wilhelm marched through the factory, links, rechts; left, right. On emerging he congratulated Alfred. The shop, he observed, was as tidy as a parade ground (it really was), and die Kruppianer were true soldiers of industry. Because Friedrich Wilhelm’s mental fugues hadn’t yet reduced him to an idiot king—and weren’t to do so for another five years—the prince couldn’t throw any business Krupp’s way yet. Nevertheless, he wanted to show his appreciation, so he pinned Alfred’s narrow breast with the Roter-Adler-Orden, Order of the Red Eagle, fourth Klasse, a distinction normally reserved for gallant generals. It wasn’t better than a commercial order—in Alfred’s view, nothing was—but he saw it, correctly, as a royal promise, an invisible pivot.32


If the factory had been honored, so had His Highness. A tour of the shop was not only unusual; it was almost unprecedented. Since the Berlin industrial exhibition of 1844, when an Elberfeld spoonmaker had tried to pass off Kruppstahl as his own, Alfred’s passion for secrecy had become an obsession. “Please do not leave the works when I am away,” he wrote Ascherfeld from Berlin’s Hotel de Russie in the summer of 1852, “and take the greatest care that an eye is kept on the people who come to the works outside working hours.” One never knew when a sly knave might show up with a false passport and little swan-neck spurs. Even a cousin of Ascherfeld’s was excluded:




Now there is another matter which I must mention. I remember that a relative of yours—Herr Pastor, Jr., who is in Austria, has frequently visited you and stayed with you. This gentleman now wants to set up a cast steel factory in Hungary, and is coming to Essen with that in mind. I need say no more to you to put you on your guard concerning conversations and questions, visits to the works, and everything of that sort. He is trying also to get suitable workmen [Er hat die Absicht, zugleich taugliche Arbeiter zu erwerben].33





His embarrassed foreman noted sadly that “no assurance” would “shake his conviction” that the cousin was a spy. Subsequently these suspicions became ludicrous; Alfred shipped one display to an industrial exhibition and then, gnawed by doubt, instructed the Krupp man in charge to hide it from the public—“let it rust away… in a damp corner, rather than give information to the French, English, and Americans, who will only pick up ideas from us.”34


Still, he had some justification. Over in Bochum, Jacob Mayer, like Alfred, was requiring his workers to take oaths that they would never reveal his cast steel technique. There were industrial spies in the Ruhr, and in the months after the Cartridge Prince’s call Krupp had precious treasures to guard. Exhilarated by his conquest of London, he was plotting a new European coup. German fairs were walkovers now; in 1854 he won ribbons in Munich and Düsseldorf. What he really wanted was a triumph at next year’s Paris World Exhibition, France’s answer to the Crystal Palace challenge. He now had a French agent, who was bombarded with advice. The great thing would be to get prominent space in the main hall. “Do not spare nice talk and money to make yourself friends who will help you,” Alfred advised Heinrich Haass, and forwarding instructions on the new monster ingot he was shipping, he ordered Haass to demonstrate the interior consistency of the steel block by making “a fracture” which “must strike every expert.”35


Experts were struck by the ingot. Several of them, in fact, were nearly crushed by it. A line of jurors was about to wind past when the ingot, weighing a hundred thousand pounds, crashed through the exhibition’s wooden floor, plunged into the basement, and reduced everything below to pulp. Alfred, hearing of the disaster, had a nervous breakdown. For once he wasn’t just Bertha’s visitor; he fled to Pyrmont to become a fellow patient. Industrialists who knew him strongly suspected a Krupp publicity stunt. If so, it was a successful one, for the judges, surveying the wreckage, were enthusiastic. La sacrée tête carrée d’Allemand, they reported, was indeed formidable, bravo, bravissimo; the new age demanded big slabs of steel, and here, obviously, was the biggest yet. Several viewers hinted to Haass that they would like to see the maker set up shop in their own countries. The three-year-old Crédit Mobilier openly proposed a Krupp factory in France, and there were invitations from as far away as America. Haass relayed these reactions to Pyrmont, and suddenly Alfred was well—well enough to air the snappish charge that the cast steel bells Jacob Mayer had sent to the fair were “Roheisen,” pig iron.36


Mayer, infuriated, called him a liar and proved it by breaking off a clapper, heating it, and forging it on the spot. Briefly he held the spotlight. Unfortunately he couldn’t keep it, because Alfred was prepared to show more than an ingot. Church bells, like America’s plow four years earlier, couldn’t compete with ordnance, and this time Krupp unveiled a cast steel twelve-pounder. Napoleon III, an artillery enthusiast, was enchanted. He ordered the weapon weighed—it was two hundred pounds lighter than bronze fieldpieces of the same caliber—and then tested at Vincennes. After three thousand shots had been fired without even scarring the bore, the emperor created Alfred a Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur. Like being a Red Eagle, that was at first gratifying. It soon soured, however; Haass informed the new chevalier that French officers, eager to learn more about the cannon, were planning to overload it and burst the barrel. Alfred was alarmed. This was worse than Ascherfeld’s cousin. He shot back:




It cannot be my wish that the gun should now be torn to pieces [Es kann nicht mein Wunsch sein dass die Kanone jetzt zerrissen wird] and the material given to the French factories to imitate, for I have no intention of having my invention exploited by others, but claim above all to assure the interest in it exclusively to myself. Does the French government want to trick me, and am I in the end even to thank them for the powder which they have used in the interest of their research into this important question? [Will die franz. Regierung mich umgehen und soll ich am Ende noch für das Pulver danken was sie im Interesse der Prüfung einer so wichtigen Frage aufgewendet hat?]37





He needn’t have worried. Vincennes was merely indulging an imperial whim. There was no real enthusiasm for the test there. He could have buried all the constables of France in a salvo of Krupp shells and their allegiance to bronze would have been unshaken. Wilhelm excepted—and he was then powerless—no European field marshal felt otherwise. Blind to the practical implications of Kruppstahl performance, they treated it as an amusing oddity. Alfred, convinced that he had a good thing going and resolved to catch someone’s eye, presented gift guns to Switzerland, Austria, and Russia. His Russian experience was typical. The most distinguished general of the new Czar Aleksandr II arranged an elaborate test of the gun. Day after day their men bombarded distant targets with it, and after four thousand rounds they examined every inch of the barrel. Not a scratch. Bronze, they agreed, could never have survived such punishment. Indeed, the performance had been so remarkable that they decided to do something about it. By unanimous consent, they ordered the cannon preserved as a freak in the Artillery Museum of the Fortress of Peter and Paul.38
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Thirty years later, in the last weeks of his life, Alfred confided to one of his directors, “It was only through the manufacture of tires, under the protection of our patents, that the works were able to make enough profit to lay down the gunmaking plant.”39 That was the nub of it. In these middle years Alfred was like a gambler who lays a wager, wins, and leaves his winnings on the table. Each success formed the nexus for the next thrust. His spoon rollers had underwritten the tire experiments. Now the tires were to finance munitions.


Railroads were the heart, soul, and symbol of nineteenth-century expansionism, and no industry depended so heavily on the gropings of the new steelmakers. Iron simply wasn’t good enough for iron horses. Actually it never had been satisfactory for travelers, but broken stagecoach springs had merely brought discomfort; a cracked axle, delay. On a train lives were at stake. Springs, axles, rails, and tires (wheels) had to be made of sterner stuff. Alfred had quickly solved the first three. Wheels were a special problem. They had to be seamless, they couldn’t be welded. At the same time, they were a potential source of fantastic profits, for if they could be mass-produced the market was almost unlimited. Here was an immense challenge to his technical genius, and he solved it brilliantly. Scribbly sketches, yellowed now but still clear, show how. His answer was centrifugal motion, with finishing on a lathe. In mid-January 1852 the first tire was ready, and he directed “the second one to be forged complete as quickly as possible and as nicely as possible, dirty places or places of unequal thickness, which have been worked down with a cold chisel or a file before the last shaping, being forged over so that no one can guess that a chisel or file has been used.” Krupp went into production in 1853, exhibited the results at the Munich fair the next year, and was soon selling fifteen thousand wheels a year. The boom continued through his lifetime, and in 1875 he recognized the tremendous contribution of this single invention by designating three interlocked circles as his trademark. It is still the Krupp trademark, and is so recognized everywhere in Europe, though Americans frequently confuse it with the symbol of Ballantine beer.40


The tire was a masterstroke. There was almost no competition; undoubtedly he was the inventor. There remained the matter of patents, which turned into a typical Krupp battle, with stormy rages, threats, high confusion, and touches of low comedy. The issue was: how unlimited were his rights? The longer his exclusivity lasted, the more valuable it was; once his technique entered the public domain his margin would be cut sharply. Berlin recognized the patent on February 3, 1853. Alfred wanted it to last ten years, the government suggested six; they compromised at eight, although he protested that that would mean expiration “before I have gained anything by it.”41 He wasn’t serious. He was going to gain a lot at once, and knew it. Objections were for the record, to lay the groundwork for a future campaign. It was to be a bruising struggle, and what made it especially humiliating was that it would be fought in his own country. Every other European country was treating his wheels handsomely. Not a single licensing dispute had arisen abroad. Only Prussia was being niggardly.


Alfred’s troubles in Berlin were of his own making. Lacking any talent with people, he had managed to alienate Prussia’s powerful Minister of Commerce, a sausage-fingered banker named August von der Heydt. The Crystal Palace medal had inspired the minister to come and inspect Krupp’s works. He had thought he was paying tribute to a successful manufacturer, but he wasn’t royalty. Alfred, ever alert to espionage, had snubbed him. That had been very stupid. Von der Heydt had been mortally offended. He vowed vengeance for this Schweinerei, and he was in a position to hurt Krupp grievously, for Prussia had replaced Austria as Europe’s model police state. The autumn after the first patent skirmish Alfred, realizing how badly he had blundered, turned contrite. Of course, he overdid it. He always overdid everything; that was his signature. Acquiring a portrait of von der Heydt, he hung it over his desk and let the subject know that it was “intended to encourage and inspire me… to make a success of things, just as Christ must strive in His way of life after nothing meaner than the Godhead.”42


The Godhead was unmoved. Let Christ strive away; the Ministry of Commerce was Krupp’s implacable foe. To spite him, von der Heydt vowed that orders for Krupp wheels to be used on Prussian rails would be reduced to a bare minimum. His office had jurisdiction over the national railroads, and instructions were handed down: stick to puddled steel tires. Alfred was horrified. The honor of Prussia was threatened! Also Krupp’s profits! “Who would believe that in one month of this year we have delivered to France—as well as to one single Austrian company—goods to a greater value than we have to the Prussian State Railways during the whole of their existence?” he cried on Easter Sunday, 1857. Early the following year he pointed out to Baron Alexander von Humboldt that despite recognition in other countries, “the Prussian State Railways persist unchangingly in being an exception, and their total orders in the past year did not reach the necessary minimum of a single day.” When the author of the boycott still wouldn’t budge, Alfred protested directly to von der Heydt that ministry buyers “have to an inexplicable degree disregarded my establishment and all applications for work,” and that “up to now the Royal State Prussian Railways have not taken one-half of one percent of all the tires manufactured.”43


More than money was involved here. The capitalist of a hundred years ago wasn’t a board chairman worrying about quarterly dividends and price-earnings ratios. The issue for him was nothing less than survival. In the headlong race to exploit the opportunities of the time—the fantastic prizes available to a handful in that giddy moment of history—a conservative stance was impossible. To maintain momentum one needed great tanks of capital. By British standards, German industry was still a poor cousin; nevertheless, a juggernaut was assuming shape in central Europe, and a few figures suggest the speed of its growth. Between 1850 and 1860, the annual production from Ruhr blast furnaces increased fifteen times. In 1857 the number of Kruppianer passed one thousand men. The Gusstahlfabrik shops had octupled and now comprised a rolling mill, a power press, a fitting shop, and a score of steam hammers, furnaces, and foundries.


Alfred had agents in London, Paris and Vienna—Matthias von Ficzek, his man in Vienna, also represented the Rothschilds. Since the Paris exhibition Kruppstahl had acquired a special cachet, and he had begun to turn out screws and crankshafts for foreign ships. Yet with the ruthless need for expansion, his fiscal position remained precarious. All gains could be wiped out in a fortnight. As yet, Krupp had no special position in Germany.* He had to establish himself with his own muscle, and his greatest asset was that tire patent. With it, he could build a commanding lead; without it, the future of Prussia would belong not to Krupp’s virile cannon but to Jacob Mayer’s effeminate church bells.


Alfred needn’t have pushed quite so hard. In his lust to corner sources of raw materials he was already overreaching himself, and his insistence on one-man ownership repeatedly jeopardized the Konzern. His descendants were later grateful to him on both counts. Without the strength they provided, the firm would have gone the way of I. G. Farben in the trust-busting which followed World War II. In the depression-ridden 1850’s, however, they seemed unreasonably foolish—a fact not lost on his sleeping partner. As Krupp’s borrowings increased, Fritz Sölling became troubled. It was foolish to dance on such a tightrope, he argued; why not form a corporation? To Alfred this was like asking him to share Bertha. He could imagine no more ghastly fate than falling “into the hands of a joint-stock company.” To his friend Gustav Jürst he wrote, “I do not want to submit the balance sheet to anyone”; his cousin must realize that he was “not a partner, that is, not on a percentage basis.” Sölling persisted. He believed that he was entitled to an audit, and he was right. It made no difference. Like Alfred’s brothers before him, Sölling found himself frozen out. “I must be what I have given myself out to be, ‘Alfred Krupp, Sole Proprietor’” (der alleinige Inhaber), Alfred wrote Ascherfeld. “The fact that Herr Sölling is entitled to a certain share… for a term of years is of no concern to the public.” His partner had committed an unpardonable sin, and there was to be no forgiveness, not even at the grave. Sölling’s worries about mounting credit grew; when the long Panic of 1857 broke, he became an insomniac. Lacking the constitution of der alleinige Inhaber, he succumbed. Alfred’s eulogy was curt and cruel: “Binnen acht Tagen war er gesund und tot” (One week he was well, the next he was dead).44


August von der Heydt was a tougher opponent. Here two Prussian tyrants were at loggerheads: both vulpine, resourceful, and possessed of a jugular instinct. For a while it appeared that von der Heydt had won. On June 3, 1859, Alfred made what seemed to be his final appeal for extension of the railroad tire patent. Icily it was rejected. Bitterly Alfred wrote that “v.d. Heydt never wanted my works to prosper,” that his antagonist had “neglected nothing to make me seriously regret that I did not exploit my inventions abroad years ago, and if I still have to adopt this course, no one but the Minister v.d. Heydt will be to blame.” That sounds like a threat, and it was; his correspondent was General Constantin von Voigts-Rhetz, director of the General War Department in Berlin and an enthusiastic advocate of steel cannon. The general made an ideal emissary to Wilhelm. And Wilhelm, who had been appointed regent for his crazy brother the previous autumn, was now in a position to help the sole proprietor.45


Alfred was preparing to outflank the Minister of Commerce. In the spring of 1860 he moved in for the kill, wrapping himself in the Prussian flag. Voigts-Rhetz having smoothed the way for him, he wrote His Highness himself, asserting that “in spite of the higher gains which could indubitably be realized, I have refused to supply any cast steel guns to foreign countries when I believed I could serve my native land thereby.” He thereupon renewed his plea for an extension. On March 19 Wilhelm urged the ministry to approve. On April 14 v.d. Heydt, fighting desperately, recommended refusal. Finally, on April 25, the regent assured the future of the Krupp dynasty by overruling him, citing “the patriotic sentiments which Commercial Counselor Alfred Krupp, of Essen, has frequently displayed, particularly in declining foreign orders offered to him for guns.”46
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Note the crafty wording of Alfred’s message to the prince. He had refused to sell cannon “when I believed I could serve my native land thereby.” The more you read it, the less it says. In assuming it meant sacrifice, Wilhelm had been led into an arrant lie. Alfred had declined nothing. He had, in fact, been soliciting cannon customers all over Europe. It was true that the market remained listless, but not because Krupp had been aloof. After the Paris exhibition he had nearly sold Napoleon III three hundred twelve-pounders. The deal fell through because of the patriotic sentiments, not of Alfred, but of the emperor, who felt obliged to support the Schneider family’s new gun works at Le Creusot—thus giving the first fillip to the international arms race which was to play such a spectacular role during the next hundred years. While Krupp had failed there, the fair had led to his first sale. The Khedive of Egypt, admiring the gun in the booth, had ordered twenty-six of them. These were being polished when the Czar, having decided that perhaps there was a place for military freaks, asked for one sixty-pounder for coastal defense. If it went well, he was prepared to spend rubles like water.


Krupp complied, though he was becoming somewhat weary of sovereigns. A gunsmith couldn’t live without them, but their imperious ways could be maddening. The Duke of Brunswick, for example, had accepted delivery of a Krupp gift gun and had then failed even to send an acknowledgment; the King of Hanover had ordered a 1,500-thaler cannon, had offered 1,000 thalers for it—and then had paid nothing. How could you dun a king? Alfred’s solution was to hint that he would like gifts in return: thoroughbred horses, “something tangible, from which one gets pleasure daily, and more solid than little crosses and stars and titles and similar shabby baubles.” Bavaria had presented him with the Order of Merit of St. Michael, Knight’s Cross; Hanover with the Guelphic Order, fourth class. He regarded these as so much wampum, yet they were all he had got from either monarch. The steeds remained in their royal stables, and on January 19, 1859, with his cannon virtually spiked, he seriously considered scrapping all his arms designs. He informed Haass that while he had been toying with the notion of “a monster gun with a bore 13 inches in diameter and 15 feet in length” (ein Monster-Geschütz von 13 Zoll Seelendurchmesser und 15 Fuss Seelenlänge), it scarcely seemed worth the bother: “Although, as in the case in question, I still pay some attention to guns, I have a desire to give up gun production.” It made no money; it was troublesome; there was no prospect of “finding compensation in bulk deliveries.” Egypt excepted, he lacked any large orders. All in all, it seemed a bad job. Nothing came up “to the expectations which I have been led to form from certain quarters, and especially from France.” Haass himself was being fobbed off “with empty verbal promises, not even written ones”; the emperor’s army had just acquired rifled bronze guns for eighty batteries; Schneider, encouraged, had invested in a gigantic steam hammer. Alfred was inclined to see his own future in directing his attention “exclusively to a more profitable activity, the production of cast steel tires and cast steel shafts and axles for seagoing and river vessels, railway locomotives and wagons.” He would devote his tools “for use in the arts of peace.”47


Darkness: then flaming dawn. Even as he pondered throwing in the towel, the new regent was preparing to order one hundred six-pounders. Voigts-Rhetz persuaded the prince to raise this to 312—worth 200,000 thalers—and by May 20 (when Kruppianer were exempted from military conscription), Alfred had received a 100,000-thaler advance from the Prussian War Office. Already Krupp’s first gun shop was rising. A ripple of fresh interest stirred the pavilions of royal Europe. Thoroughbreds now began arriving in Essen, and also carriage horses. In October, Prince William of Baden came as a Gartenhaus guest, and after he had left, gasping and wheezing and ordering new shirts, Berlin issued a proclamation. Friedrich Wilhelm IV had finally been carted off to Valhalla; Wilhelm was King of Prussia. As one of his first regal acts he would return for a second Gusstahlfabrik tour, this time accompanied by his son and his royal entourage. He had sent ahead another Order of the Red Eagle—third class this time, with clasp (der Schleife)—and was going to add the Knight’s Cross of the House of Hohenzollern. More wampum, but Alfred didn’t scorn it. This was Prussian, this was the real thing. Trembling with patriotic ardor, he expressed his “joy and excitement” to the government,48 and then, his script charging across the sheets of foolscap, he issued a communiqué to the entire works, setting the stage for His Majesty.


If Wilhelm had seen it, he might have changed his mind, for it was a staggering example of Teutonic thoroughness masquerading as efficiency. Alfred prescribed (a) a hundred-foot-square hall to house an exhibition of steelmaking, beginning with coke and crude ore and ending with products; (b) a tableau revealing the difference between pig iron (i.e., Jacob Mayer’s bells) and cast steel (Kruppstahl); (c) specimens of axles, tires, and guns, showing “every stage of the process”; (d) completed guns “with improvements in design and mounting”; and (e) wooden models of two future Krupp cannon. As a grand finale, His Majesty was to witness the actual, hour-by-hour casting and forging of a red-hot gun.49


It was an exhausting schedule. It was more: it amounted to impertinence. Only a megalomaniac could assume that he was entitled to that much royal time. Yet Wilhelm went through with it. Gorgeous in his gilt braid, his crimson sash, his shimmering medals and burnished helmet, the monarch admired miles of slag, murmured over clay molds, and bestowed royal approval on endless sample springs and dull displays of shop paraphernalia while behind him, aghast but silent, his gaudy retinue shuffled nervously, flicking batons in vain attempts to rid plumes and tunics of the ubiquitous grime. None of them enjoyed it, and Prussia’s Kriegsminister, General Graf Albrecht Theodor Emil von Roon, who had already quarreled with Alfred by mail, was so insulted that he became a second von der Heydt. Nevertheless the show went on and on until night fell and only the flickering forge fires illumined the eerie scene. The king stayed to the end because he was bent on pleasing Krupp. He had become convinced that he needed him.


Why?


Prussia was why. The soldier king was looking beyond his boundaries, to Germany and—der Kriegsgott gebe es!—to a reborn Reich.


Today it is difficult to recapture Wilhelm’s mood, to remember how small a man he seemed to be in the eyes of the world, to realize that only a century ago the Germans were the laughingstock of Europe. No one now alive can recall a time when the Teutonic shadow did not threaten, dominate, darken, or even blot out the rest of the continent. Yet when Wilhelm I ascended his throne Prussia was still a comic opera country led by braggarts and introspective, professorial bureaucrats. It had long been insignificant, and there was little reason to believe that the future would change things much. Certainly no one suspected that Berlin would become the capital of the greatest aggressive power in modern history, that its troops would repeatedly lunge across their frontiers, provoking three decisive wars and soaking European soil with the blood of three generations.


Military might was inconceivable without political stability, and politically Germany was a swamp. The old Holy Roman Empire, the First Reich—which, generations of teachers explained, had been neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire—had degenerated into a bewildering jigsaw puzzle. Its resurgence appeared as improbable as a united Africa would now. Napoleon had reduced Germany’s three hundred states, bishoprics, and free cities to a hundred, and the coalition against him had brought further consolidation, yet even the Bund of 1815 had thirty-eight petty states, each independent and jealous of the others. Of these, Prussia and Austria were strong enough to dispute hegemony, and in a showdown Prussia had come out second best. The Frankfurt Parliament of May 1848 having failed to revive national integrity, Friedrich Wilhelm IV had proposed that the princes form a new union, Austria to be excluded. Vienna had thereupon issued a counterplan—a return to the weak Bund. The motive behind this was to keep the King of Prussia another insignificant Teuton prince, and it worked; in the autumn of 1850 the small princes, cherishing their sovereignty, sprang aboard the Austrian bandwagon. Friedrich Wilhelm could have resorted to the final argument of kings, but thanks to the Spandau officers who had left Alfred’s first gun to the spiders, he lacked persuasive cannon. Besides, for all his daydreams of tournaments, he was, in his saner moments, a coward. Craven and impotent, he submitted to a treaty of capitulation, forever after known to fervent German nationalists as die Scham von Olmütz (the shame of Olmütz).


This is what his brother was up against. Heroic and resolute, Wilhelm meant to avenge the honor of the crown, and from the moment he donned it he began taking steps up—or down—the road to glory. His call at Essen was one. Another was military reform; overriding all opposition, he expanded conscription and gave Prussia a huge standing army. Most important, he found an incomparable political deputy in Otto Eduard Bismarck-Schönhausen, an aristocratic Brandenburg Junker and passionate defender of royal prerogative who was just three years younger than Alfred. The year after his fiery ordeal at Krupp’s forges, the king appointed Bismarck his chief of cabinet, and the liberals began to get an inkling of what they were in for. “Germany looks not to Prussia’s liberalism, but to her force,” he told them, and—most memorably—“The great questions of the day will not be settled by resolutions and majority votes… but by iron and blood” (Eisen und Blut). Weighing this, Wilhelm sent Bismarck to the place where the iron was. Unable to stand the stench of the Gartenhaus any longer, Alfred was building a new home, and Bismarck was his last guest before he moved. The two neurotics got along famously. They sat around talking and admiring the inane peacocks and pineapples, and found that they agreed on everything from divine right to the beauty of old trees. Alfred was particularly pleased to learn that his guest loved horses. (The host hadn’t lost his unusual sense of smell: “Young horses jumping around in a meadow, that is a delightful thing to see!”) At dinner Bismarck slyly suggested that the Empress Eugénie was a bit randy, and when Napoleon III’s name came up he murmured in a droll undertone, “What a stupid man he is!” (Eigentlich ist er dumm!). Just how stupid the fellow was wouldn’t be clear until several years later, when the two diners joined forces, but Alfred, perhaps remembering his Paris frustrations, found his guest’s interjection sidesplitting.50


The state visit had become an Essen convention; in a matter of months Alfred’s prospects had changed dramatically. When von der Heydt humbly asked him to serve as a Prussian judge at the London Industrial Exhibition of 1862, Krupp crisply suggested that he find “some other person more suitable for the position,”51 and Alfred’s relationship with Wilhelm was to improve until he was virtually a member of the court. He would continue to have his giddy ups and sickening downs. That was in the nature of both the man and the industrial revolution, and possibly it was also characteristic of Germany. But henceforth he was to be a privileged figure in the quadrangular Potsdam Palace; he and his salesmen were invited to offer their line in private audiences with the king. The link uniting Krupp and Hohenzollern was unbreakable. Alfred wanted to make guns, Wilhelm wanted to buy them. It was a marriage of convenience, perhaps of necessity, and not even death could end it; each of Wilhelm’s successors was bound to be allied with the senior Krupp of his generation. To fathom that interdependence is to grasp the new, historic meaning which the dynasty now assumed. Henceforth Krupp would be identified with the nationalistic aspirations of the Volk. And because of the favors granted him and his heirs, they would become the country’s leading industrial family. The fact that he continued to manufacture tools of peace is quite beside the point. Krupp’s success with peaceful production was a direct consequence of his military production. If he hadn’t made cannon, he wouldn’t have become a national institution, and it was the institutionalizing of the Krupps which gave them their supremacy. Wilhelm would never have intervened to save the tire patent if Alfred hadn’t been ready and able to forge the new Prussian sword. Krupp himself understood the source of his power very well. In a crisis he would come to attention and salute the flag. If that failed, he would growl threats—he was going to move away, he was going to find a sovereign who appreciated him.


It nearly always worked. Sometimes it failed, for the monarch and his armorer weren’t alone. Violent tides and crosscurrents were swirling around Potsdam and Essen, yanking them this way and that and straining their bond. Alfred’s failures were few, but the reasons behind them were significant. The first was technical: as a pioneer he sometimes strayed. The second lay in the Prussian army: Krupp wasn’t the only man indispensable to the king’s grand design, and the military brass still clung to their beloved bronze artillery. These two—his fallibility and standpat officers—had led to his row with Baron von Roon. In the last weeks of Wilhelm’s regency Alfred decided to build breech-loading cannon. It was a revolutionary idea. His notion of rifling barrels was shocking enough* and had, in fact, been rejected; after a test firing at an old fort near Jülich, the army had stipulated that should any of his 312 guns be rifled, they would be promptly returned. Now he was proposing to load his barrels from the rear. The officer corps considered the idea funny as a crutch.


Doggedly he asked Prussia to buy it. The breech, he explained, would be closed with a wedge, and he wanted a fifteen-year patent on the notion. The application reached the desk of Roon, who, since he was to play a key role in the future history of the Krupp dynasty, must be observed in passing. A stubborn, mustachioed martinet, he was regarded as a stuffed shirt; a colonel confided to his diary, “God protect us from our friends!… He [Roon] appears to stand as a strategist on about the same level as Count Bismarck; but as a comedian anyhow he ranks immeasurably higher.” Walter Görlitz, in his Der deutsche Generalstab, pictures him as “a great mountain of a man, whose dark blue eyes and aggressively upturned mustache suggested the stereotype of the Prussian sergeant. Indeed, ‘the king’s sergeant’ was what he liked to call himself. Others, however, had different names for him, and in a thoughtful desire to distinguish him from other members of his family they spoke of him as ‘Ruffian Roon.’” Certainly he was rough on the Konzernherr from Essen. He used Alfred’s petition as toilet paper and then advertised the fact among colleagues in the Offizierskorps.52


One of them told Alfred, who demanded that the king intervene. Unfortunately Wilhelm couldn’t. He needed his vulgar Kriegsminister quite as much as he needed his armorer, for Roon, in his own way, was a genius; designing railroad systems, he was perfecting a plan for speedy mobilization which would discount the numerical superiority of Prussia’s potential enemies. Moreover, Wilhelm owed the king’s sergeant an irreparable debt. While he was still Regent Prinz the Diet had refused to pass his army estimates. Without that budget, the sovereign could never raise Prussia to a first-class European power. For five years the issue kept Berlin in an uproar; duels were fought, coups d’état against the Diet were plotted, and at one point the Offizierskorps planned to occupy the capital with 35,000 men, alerting reinforcements in Stettin, Breslau, and Königsberg. Had the War Minister ever broken faith with his sovereign, had he flinched for a moment, the Second Reich would have died stillborn. He never budged. Indeed, according to Görlitz,




The struggle against the Diet was led by War Minister General von Roon [Den Kampf gegen das Parlament führten der Kriegsminister General v. Roon], who took the view that people must guard the army against the Diet, openly identifying themselves with the speeches of Moltke and the leader of the Military Cabinet, General von Manteuffel.53





All this was an outgrowth of the abortive “revolution” of 1848, and the loyalty of the Junkers to their class may be judged by the fact that they were locked in a bitter internecine Kampf of their own. The Chef of the military Cabinet and the War Minister each looked upon himself as the monarch’s chief of staff. All officers agreed with Roon that their army was “the aristocrat’s professional school; its natural head, the king.” Ruffian Roon’s goal was “to preserve the constitutional theory of Frederick the Great against an imitation of the ‘Mock Monarchy of England,’ and to maintain the integrity of the sovereign’s position as supreme war lord (allerhöchsten Kriegsherrn) in the midst of… ‘confusions of constitutional thought.’” Manteuffel went farther. For him, Prussia “was simply the army, and anything in Prussia that was not martial incurred on his part not merely a lack of understanding but something like a positive hatred.” One would have thought that Roon and Manteuffel would have been blood brothers. Instead they and their disciples were sworn enemies, and only the menace of the Diet—ultimately solved by the Byzantine in trigues of Bismarck—averted an insurrection of Bismarck—averted an insurrection.54


Grateful to Roon, needing him to complete the organization of swift conscription at vital railheads, Wilhelm could only forward Alfred’s repeated pleas for a favorable decision to the Kriegsministerium. But the Konzernherr was uninterested in Berlin’s vicissitudes. He wanted his breechloader approved, and he brought every conceivable pressure to bear upon Roon. The invention, Krupp argued, had been “worked out primarily for my own country.” If the ministry let him down, “I should be compelled to depart from my own intention and past practice, and to cease from continuing to deny to certain other states the benefit of my invention in accordance therewith.”55 The attempt at intimidation was clear. It left Roon unshaken, however; the application was denied. No breechloaders for Prussia were forthcoming, and no patent. Alfred, bitter, petitioned Wilhelm, who remained mute. Only after England and then France had approved the patent did Roon grudgingly accept it. But the last gory laugh was his. Although he had brushed the design from Essen aside, a careful scrutiny would have revealed that the wedge mechanism really was defective. Unhappily for Alfred, the fatal flaw was passed over—only to be discovered six years later on the field of battle.


Defects could be corrected, diehard generals could be retired. A third strain on Krupp’s role as Prussia’s gunmaker was far more grave—graver for him and, eventually, for all Europe. It was to haunt the world long after his death, and it arose from a monstrous contradiction. Cannon were patriotic, business was international. In the laissez-faire spirit of the times, an industrialist was entitled to peddle his line to clients in any country. This put a private arms manufacturer in a very odd position, and it was further complicated by the fact that only in wartime could he thrive on local trade. Since no one knew when war might break out, he had to support his shops by selling abroad. Thus, beginning in the early 1860’s, Krupp delivered guns to Russia, Belgium, Holland, Spain, Switzerland, Austria and England. Berlin knew this. The government not only encouraged him to maintain a large establishment; it was prepared to act as his accomplice. On October 12, 1862, Alfred wrote Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm that the British had just finished trials of his guns at Woolwich. They had reported “extraordinary satisfaction, owing to the complete tightness and safety of the breech mechanism”—the name of the Colonel Blimp responsible for this blunder has been mercifully lost—and Krupp had been invited to London to discuss prices. “A star of hope has risen for me,” he exulted. Unfortunately he had no friends at court. Would the crown prince be gracious enough to write letters of introduction for him? His Highness was delighted—and sent them by return post.56


Alfred saw this as sound business practice. On the following February 27 he inquired of Friedrich Wilhelm, “Why should not England, in urgent circumstances, obtain the material from her friends abroad, until her own industries can make it” (bis es dasselbe innerhalb seiner Industrie selbst schafft)?57


To him the argument was unanswerable. Yet since no one could guarantee that friends abroad would be friends forever, his repeated assurance that he would not arm an enemy of Prussia was reduced to an absurdity. He had promised Roon that he would never peddle a gun “which might some day be turned against Prussia.” How could he make such a promise? Who knew who those enemies were going to be? As it turned out, the various combinations of power which formed to stem German militarism were going to include nearly every country in Europe, which meant that cannon made in Essen were going to be turned on millions of German soldiers. Curiously, no one anticipated this awkward possibility, and to add to the lunacy, officers in other countries frequently saw no need to support home industry. Alfred was well received in London. (On his return he gratefully acknowledged an endorsement from the Duke of Cambridge, adding, “I am firmly resolved to be deserving of it, by delivering to England something worth having.”) The deal fell through because the emerging English firm of W. G. Armstrong and Company turned the screws on Parliament, but the Admiralty secretly purchased Krupp barrels anyhow. Then, to Alfred’s horror, he discovered that Prussian admirals were eager to buy British guns. They had fallen in love with Armstrong muzzle-loaders and saw no reason why they shouldn’t have them. Discovering that his own ox was about to be gored, Krupp went straight to Bismarck and told him the navy’s treachery made him “utterly sick.” Bismarck agreed—it simply wouldn’t do. “He was glad to see me,” Alfred noted with relief; the talk “was grist for my mill.”58
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“A colorful, extremely readable account. . . .
To be the biographer of Krupp is to write the history
of modern Germany.” —~New York Times Book Review
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