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The role of Jews in German banking and German Jewish bankers
in German society are old themes, On the enc hand, they have
attracted the attention of students of German economic history and
the history of the Jews in Germany, although there is much work yet
to be done. On the other hand, they have constituted a poisonous
brew for pathological anti-Semites who also harbor deep and neu-
rotic suspicions of banks and capitalist forms of finance and find in
the alleged machinations of Jewish financiers a welcome opportu-
nity to blend their prejudices in 2 particularly insidious manner.
For such persons, certainly, the realities of Jewish involvement in
banking are of scant interest while the sphere of high finance lends
itself very nicely to anti-Semitism without Jews. For serious students
of history, however, there Is much work yet to be done, and I hope
my remarks today will suggest some paths that might be taken,

We know, of course, that the relative position of Jews in German
banking was undergoing a decline before 1933, This was in part
because of the reduced role of private banking as a consequence of
secular economic processes as well as of the economic shoeks of a
lost war and devastating inflation, and in part because the expan-
sion of large corporate banks inevitably entailed a numerical reduc-
tion of the Jewish. role in banking for demographic reasons. One
should not, however, confuse quantity with quality, and Jews re-
maincd at the very top of the German banking business until they
were driven oht by the National Socialists.! Tt is 2 measure of their
prominence and significance that the keynote speakers at each of
the four congresses of the Central Association of German Banking
and Bankers during the Weimar Republic were Jews: Max Warburg,
the leading Hamburg private banker, in 1920; Oscar Wassermann,
managing board director and spokesman for the Deutsche Bank, in
1925; Jacob Goldschmidt, the dominant figure in the DANAT Bank,
in 1928; and, in 1931, Georg Solmssen, business partaer in the




Disconto-Gesellschaft from 1911 to 1929, managing board director
of the Deutsche Bank and Disconto-Gesellschaft after their fusion
in 1929 and until 1934, successor to Wassermann as spokesman for
the bank in 1933, and chairman of the Central Associations of Banks
and Bankers from 1930 ro 1985, The first three of these bankers,
Warburg, Wassermann, and Goldschmidt, maintained their Jewish
identity and were actively involved in Jewish affairs. Solmssen, the
son of the Disconto-Gesellschalt partner Adolph Salomonsohn, who
was the son of a famous Rabbi, took the stance of an extreme
assimilationist, He changed his name and converted, apparently
after an extended stay in the United States convinced him that Jews
failed to gain acceptance as Jews even in the putative American
melting pot. His conversion was nota denial of his origins or an act
of religious conviction. He still greatly appreciated the distinetion
of his banking family, and religion did not seem to have played a
role in his life. His was rather a decision that one could not have
the double identity of German and Jew and ane therefore had to
make a choice. Needless to say, this position did not do him much

- good in 1933-1934, and in view of his close interaction with some of
his Jewish colleagues and his response to persecution-which T shall
consider at the end of this paper-I think it correct to count him as
one of the Jewish bankers of the Weimar Republic.? ’

These four bankers, of course, hardly exhaust the list of great Ger-
mari-Jewish’ bankers of this period. The Dresdrnier Bank hoasted
Herbert Gutmann and Henry Nathan; there were the figures of
Carl and Hans Firstenberg of the Berliner' Handelsgesellschaft,
Jacob Riesser, Carl Melchior, Franz von Mendelssohn, Paul von
Schwabach, Louis Hagen and quite a few other publicly active and
important leaders of the German banking world one could men-
ton, For the purposes of this discussion, however, I will concen-
trate on the persons of Warburg, Wassermann, Goldschmidt, and
Solmssen because of their personal and public engagement in the
affairs of state at a time of almost permanent political, economic,
and social crisis in the Weimar Republic, and because of their roles
as spokesmen for and organizers of the banking business, which,
for obvious reaso 5 deeply implicated in.these. crises and
. plunged Crisis Htsell as ac ] h
*_become manifest from this presentation is that the task of articulat-
- ing some of the miost impartant, at times also much contested, policy
options available to the political and economic leadership of the
Weimar Republic, and, furthermore, of representing the alterna-
tive trajectories of the German banking business at this crucial june-
ture in its history fell to these four bankers. They reveal hoth the

2 result of them. What I hope will

possibilities open to Jews who assumed such important roles in the
Weimar Republic and also the limits they inevitably confronted, In
the course of this lecture, 1 would like to illuminate certain aspects
of the relatonships and interactions among these bankers and con-
tribute in some measure w an understanding of the social history
of German Jews.

I

In the beginning of Weimar were reparations, and they did much
to bring about Weimar’s end. A number of my colieagues, to be
sure, have found it easy for the Germans to pay reparations, and,
with greater justification, chide the Germans for their bad faith,
disingenuousness, and insensitivity ta the sufferings and just claims
of the French. The trouble with their arguments is that they ne-
glect the domestic political and social consequences of reparations.
The fact is that the constant governmental and societal preoceupa-
tion with Allied demands, which nearly every German thought un-
Just, poisoned political discourse, undermined support for democe-
racy, and rendered successive German governments dependent on
precisely those groups in German society whose inflationary poli-
cies prior to 1924 and deflationary policies after 1924 and especially
bewween 1920 and 1932 were legitimized by reference to Germany's
reparations obligations, In any case, insofar as German political
and economiic leaders tried to act in some good faith, to deal di-
rectly with, and to show some understanding for French demands,
they were, as the fates of Mathias Erzberger and Walther Rathenau
demonstrated, candidates for assassination. Obviously, the repara-
tions question was not a safe area for Jewish bankers unless they
happened to share the views of right-wing politicians like Karl
Heliferich and Alfred Hugenberg,®

And yetitwas nota problem that at least some Jewish bankers, most
notably Max Warburg and Oscar Wassermann, chose to avoid. They
had strong international connections which they were anxious to
restore and use for German economic reconstruction. Their banks,
whose business had been significantly weakened by wartime losses
of capital, by Increased industrial selifinancing, and by monetary
depreciation, could only prosper if Germany could procure foreign
loans and capital for whose dispersal they could serve as intermedi-
aries. In contrast to big industry, which could use infladon to
underprice foreign competitors in real terms and thereby recap-
ture foreign markets and secure the foreign exchange needed to
escape domestc inflaton, reconstruct their plants, and buy up new
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assets, such bankers yearned for solid money, stable international
conditions, and 4 restoration of their role in industrial fAnancing
and foreign trade. The uses of infation for domestic pacification
and economic recovery did not escape them, but they were prima-
tily anxious to restore the international capiralist order under which
Germany had prospered prior to the war. It should come as no
surprise that they had not welcomed the war and had been mader-
ates with respect to war aims as well as opponents of the unrestricted
submarine warfare that had led to America’s entry in 1917.

Warburg, because of his American relations and connections as well
as his stature as a banker, was called upeon almost immediately afier
the Armistice to participate as an expert and as a negotiator in the
financial aspects of the armistice and peace, tasks he performed
between 1918 and 1920 in close collaboration with his partner
Melchior. This is not the place to detail these complex activities,
aboutwhich there is nowa substantial literature.! It is important to
note, however, that Warhurg's proposals, especially the so-cailed
one-hundred-billion-mark reparations offer for which he pushed at
Versailles and which made him 2 permanent target for extreme right-
wing attacks, amounied to far less in real terms than the figure sug-
gested dand was tied ta ¢oncéssions on territorial issues that the Al-
lies would not accept, It was, in fact, intended as a first step in the
direction’ of Treaty revision. A more pertinent charge against
Warburg from the right, however, would have been his financial
cosmopolitanism, Warburg's proposals were always ted to foreign
lodns to Germany, and he was'quite willing to accept foreign par-
ticipation in German industry and statc-owned enterprises since, in
his view, “it is in Germany's interest...that the interest of the outside
world in the German economy be secured in this manner.™
Warburg's attitude reflected the free trading and internationalist
interests of Hamburg's merchants and bankers, and he was ko prove
the city’s most effective and rigorous opposition spokesman-against
state controls on the economy und currericy restrictions, 1Fhis sharp

.. criticisms of the management of the econoniy by the “Socialists” in
Berlin warmed the hearts of his colledgries in the business world,
* However, he the
- apprdve some of the. more vadically cosmopolitan proposals he
. wanted to put into the speech at the banker's congress in Qctober
- 1920. These were reduced government compensation to those who

¢ nevertheless found that his fellow binkers refised to

had lost assets as a result of the war and the Versailles Treatyand a
measure of “world inflation” so as to relieve pressure on those coun-
tries already suffering from inflation and to promote economic ac-
tivity.§

If Warburg was willing te propose some risky policies in the name
of national and warld economic recovery, however, there was one
risk which he sought to reduce at all costs, #nd thatwas the invasion
of the Ruhr and the possible division of Germany. It was a motive
he shared with his good friend Walther Rathenau and a fellow Jew-
ish banker who had served in various government capacities,
Bernhard Dernburg, and it was this motive that united the three
businessmen against the great industrialist, Hugo Stinnes, at the
Spa Conference in July 1920, Their successful opposition to Stinnes's
policy of defiance within the German delegation provoked Stinnes
to the outburst that the unworthy surrender o Allied demands was
the product of an “alien Psyche” (fromdldndische Pryche).

For Warburg, such a comment coming from Stinnes must have been
doubly disheartening since the two men had worked very closely on
major business affairs during the latter part of the war. Further-
mare, Stinnes was at this time regularly employing the services of
Jakob Galdschmidt for the building up of his industrial empire, and
he had excellent relations with the leadership of the Disconto-
Gesellschaft, especially Arthur Salomonsohn, the cousin of Georg
Solmssen, Indeed, the former was one of Stinnes's most enthusias-
tic politdeal supporters in the Reich Economic Council, and Stinnes
was also closely allied with the industrialist of Jewish origins, Paul
Silverberg. The Fact that Stinnes could so easily appropriate anti-
Semitic rhetoric in his anger over the Spa agreement could only
confirm for Warburg what he was constantly experiencing in his
native Hamburg since the war, namely, an increasingly virulentand
pervasive anti-Semitism that evinced a growing tendency to move
from words to deeds. Stinnes was not of this ilk,, but just as some of
his closest associates and political allies were Jews, so some of them
were anti-Semites. Stinnes did not, however, believe in murder as a
way of settling political disagreements and was not a racist. In the
aftermath of the assassination of Rathenau in June 1992 and an
assault. by radical toughs on Maximilian Harden, with whom Stinnes
had a particularly friendly relationship, he wrote ta Warburg to ex-
press his outrage at the “shameful deeds against Rathenau and
Harden" and affirm that “there can be no wo points of view be-
tween persons who have employed their Full strength for the future
of Germandom and want to do so further,”

Stinnes’s return to his senses after Spa was important for Warburg,
although he was hardly given to any illusions. Chancellor Wirth
had asked him to replace Rathenau, but Warburg feared that he
would be a successor in more ways than one and he declined, point-




ing out that "with the mood in Germany such as it is, I think it a
great mistake for the regime to name a minister of Jewish origins to
the Foreign Ministry.™ Instead, Warburg reacted 1 reports that he
would be a victim of assassins by taking a trip to the United States,
where he found himself physically safe but not entirely welcome.
Thus, he dared not venture into an American club in the evening
“because he knew very well that the people with whom he negoti-
ated in the morning would snub him there in the evening.™ Ant-
Semitism was not to be escaped in America, and while the anti-
Semites complained about Jewish internationalism, they seemed o
have an International of their own, so that the defamations pro-
duced by Henry Ford were taken up in Bavaria while the anti-Semitic
outbursts of General Ludendorff found their way into the Ameri-
can press. As Warburg pointed out in a lengthy, impassioned and
confidential letter to Stinnes an the “Jewish question” after his re-
turn from the United States, the jews were being treated just like
the Germans, and the sole responsibility of Germans for the war
had its counterpart in the lies told about Jewish ritual murders and
the machinations of “international Jewish finance.” This was no
way to deéal with the Teal issue: “Tt is true: theére is a Jewish question,
and whoever denies it does not deal with the objective situation, Tt
is the quiestion which everywhere drises where a minority—with re-
spect. to'origin or belief; or both-lives' iogether with a majority,
Naturally, peoplé who think in 2 completely primitive manner ean
soimagine the situation that, as int past times; ane beats them all to
death or forces them to emigrate. Both would be at once false and
impossible. Each country has its own Jews to digest; only in this
sense can a solution be imagined. In reality, this is by no means
difficult in 4 country like Germany, where the Jews who have Hved
there for many generations have been imbued by German culture
and civilization so that they feel only Germany to be their father-
land. There are exceptions here and there but they ought not dis-
tort the true picture, -Thé Zionists who strive for another father-
land’are a tinority aming western Jews, and the éntire Zionist

.. movement has its true origin and driving force only in'the mistreat-
- ment to which they have been’subjected by their Aryin fellow citi-
zens, 'The various inhabitints of a cotntry must undertake the task -

of mutital ecfucation and employ the abilities of individual groups

toward the best of the entire nation. Only that state which does not -

base iself on a particular type of people and, above all, grants equal
rights to all of its members can develop greatness,"

Needless to say, the fact that Warburg lelt compelled to flee again
in November 1923 before the Munich Putsch was put down was not

exactly heartening, and he genuinely feared the Véllisch movement
and the danger it presented to German Jews. Unhappily, we know
much less about what Oscar Wassermann, Georg Solmssen, or Jakob
Goldschmidt thought ahont these dangers in the early unsettded
years of the Republicwhen anti-Semitism was especially pronounced.
Wassermann, who tock great interest in the shipping business, seems
1o have shared most of Warburg's views in the public policy sphere,
and in 1922 he presented important if belated plans to the Cuno
government on the reparations question which were designed to
involve international capital in Germany's future. Like Warburg,
he was deeply involved in Jewish affairs, and eventually became chair-
man of the Centralverein (Central Association of German Citizens
ol the Jewish Faith), but he undoubtedly felt less endangered living
in Berlin and was obviously not targeted by the pogroms against the
Ostjuden which broke outin the Scheunenviertel in Novernber 1993,

In any case, Wassermann was a great optimist about the future of
Jews in Germany, as was Goldschmidt, who was building up his bank-
ing business during the inflation and atmained a new pinnacle of
success by presiding over the fusion of the Darmstidter and Na-
tional banks to create the DANAT Bank. In the process, Goldschmidt
also managed to dispose of his most prominent competitor in the
leadership of the bank by prometing the appointment of Dr. Hjalmar
Schacht to the position of Currency Commissar in 1998 and, shortly
thereafier, to the presidency of the Reichsbank.!!

As [or Georg Solmssen, he seemed most untouched by the so-called
Jewish quesden at this time, as one might expect, and, since he
lived in Colegne, he tended to view the entire crisis from the per-
spective of the occupied Rhineland. He was a prominent commen-
tor on the reparations question and the political sitation and,
like Warburg, was urged to take public office. In January 19283,
Rathenau tried to persuade him to become Finance Minister, a po-
sition Solmssen declined, not only because of his private business
responsibilities, but also because he was convinced that the politi-
cal parties would continue to make concessions to the masses which
were incompatithe with the tasks of an effective Finance Minister.
He did not think it possible to increase indirect taxes while redue-
ing the taxes on property and income that were so damaging to
capital formation, and he saw no means at the time to increase the
hours of work cither. Tt was not only such Eilures of leadership
that drove him to his “sad resignation,” but also his frustrated na-
tionalist feelings: *In my view, 2 healing of our entire siwation abroad
over the long run can only set in if, without falling into Pan-




German excesses, national feeling is awakened in a deliberate man-
ner and the masses are made conscious of the power embedded in
the national body which is brought together in a unified way. Ialso
miss in the present leadership the energy and activity that should
have been employed by now to revive the slumbering national con-
sciousness.” Solmssen deplored the Failure to reject the war guilt
charge and 1o make more of the suffering of the populadon in the
occupied area, and he was convinced that a “decisive no at the right
moment” would have resonance with the people and force the Al-
lies to retreat from their “fantastic demands.™* This was in sharp
contrast to Wassermann, who believed it was a mistake to push the
war guilt question and who believed that time would bring in a “not
guilty” verdict and a realization that high reparations demands were
in no one's interest.™ Indeed, in the Tast analysis, Solmssen was
closer to the positdon of Sunnes than he was to that of Warburg or
Wassermani.

I

The issuance of a new currency, stabilizator, and the influx of Ameri-
can lodans inder the Dawes Plan, However, created a new situation
for the banking business and provided the setting for the further
evolution of the very camplex relationships among these men. The
banks ‘emerged from the decadelong crisis since the war with de-
pleted resources but increased power-thanks to the shortage of
credit, which was the cconomic plague of the Weimar Republic—
and an apparent renewed demand for some of their old functions.
Even the stahilization crisis of 1925-1926, having brought down the
empire of the late Hugo Stinnes and other concerns that were un-
able to survive under normal currency conditions, provided oppor-
winity to make money since the selling off of assets and the recon-
struction of companies and corporations were the tasks of the banks.
Goldschmidt, for example, played a leading role in deconstructing
what he had helped to construct for Stinnes after the war and did
50with; his usual energy and enthusiasm: Such activities, of course,
 did not promotethe: popularity of the banks, which were sharply
“eriticized Tor their extremely high interest rates and opposition to

thi¢ tevaluation of debits paid off in worthless currency during the-

inflation. Despite these charges of interest profitcering ( Zinswucher)
and insensitivity to the plight of creditors in the name of restoring
Germany's international credit, the banks seemed to be reasserting
themselves. In his remarkable speech 1o the banker’s congress in
1925, Wassermann described the banks as the “servant” of industry
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and the economy, only to conclude that “the weaker the master,
the stronger ... the influence of the servant. That is not the fault of
the servant but the fault of the master,” He insisted that the banks
could not give credit without inereased control over its recipients,
challenged industry to rationalize and reduce costs, demanded that
the government cut expenditures and taxes so as Lo liberate capital
for the private economy, and claimed a primary role for the banks
in the intermediation of foreign credit. He admitled, to be sure,
that there was an excessive number of banks in Germany and de-
cried the speculative tendencics in the banking business that had
developed during the inflation. Nevertheless, he presented the great
hanks as the guarantors of Germany's economic future and urged
an end to the "demagogic” attacks on their interest rates and pro-
bity."

The politics of Wassermann’s speech were not anything to which
his fellow bankers would take any exception, and it was undoubt-
edly pleasant to hear that the power of the banks had been restored,
But could one believe it? The reality was that many of the really
great firms did not need the banks to get money in New York since
their leaders and representatives could go there themselves to bor-
row. Furthermore, the banking business was overpopulated, and
while all the great banks engaged in draconian measures of ration-
alization, there remained too many banks for the capital that was
available, The competition among the banks inevitably undermined
discipline and encouraged risk taking, while the prudent abandon-
ment of risks conld also entail the loss of power and influence.

A pood illustration was the Deutsche Bank's engagementin the Ufa
concern, Germany’s largest film company. Georg von Stauss, the
Deutsche Bank director heading the supervisory board, simply was
not up 1o the job of controlling costs, especially those incurred by
Fritz Lang for his Metropolis. In 1927, after an unsuccesstul cffort ro
get the Lachmann-Mosse interests to buy into the company and a
refusal to sell out to the Americans, a decision was made to sell
majority control to the media empire of Alfred Hugenberg, the
notorious Pan-German reactionary soon to take over the leader-
ship of the German National People’s Party. Warburg was beside
himself over the filure of the Deutsche Bank to rally the forces and
money needed to keep Hugenberg out. In his view, the bankers
had *lost a battle.” He described Hugenberg as “a mole, who im-
poses himself everywhere and has mare time than the other cap-
tains of industry whe give him their money,”” which undoubtedly
explains much of Hugenberg's ability to pursue his fatal politics
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despite the disapproval or skepticism of most business leaders. The
Deutsche Bank did, to be sure, maintain an interest in the Ufa and
felt confident that it could keep Hugenberg from using it for and-
Semitic and propagandistic purposes, Hugenherg himself rapidly
discovered that people wanted entertainment, not politics, at the
theaters and used the Ufa to help support his unsavory political
activiies rather than as an instrument to propagate his Pan-Ger-
man faith.

Strangely enough, however, one of those who bankrolled
Hugenberg's major publishing enterprise, the Scherl Verlag, was
Jakob Goldschmidr, the newand very bad boy on the great bankers's
block. In contrast to Warburg, Wassermann, ane Solmssen, who
came from old and distingnished banking families and formed what
Solmssen liked to call a “business aristocracy,” { Geschdftsaristokratic),
Goldschmidt was the son of a merchant of limited means who lived
in the vicinity of Hannover. Born in 1889, he was 47 in 1929, while
Warburg was 62 and Wassermann and Solmssen were 60,
Goldschmidt had worked his way up from a humble apprenticeship
in the Kassel banking house of H. Oppenheim to become one of
Germany’s most important bankers. From early on in his career he
had demonstrated a particular skill in stock market operations and
gained a reputation for lively, informative reports and prognoses as
a partner in the banking house of Schwarz, Goldschmidt & Co., a
subsidiary of the Hildesheimer Bank. In 1918, he was recruited by
the Nationalbank to head its securities department, where he func-
tioned in a very uneasy relationship with the recently recruited head
of the credit department, Hjalmar Schacht, made a fortune through
his speculative and stock market operations, and emerged as the
dominant figure after the merger with the Darmstidter in 1992 and
the ascension of the increasingly superfluous Schacht to the presi-
dency of the Reichshank in 1923.1

Goldschmidt was deeply committed to industrial concentration and
expansion through individual entrepreneurship and risk taking, and
was. passionately opposed to government interference in the
economy..- He was an optimist who favored risk-over caution and
tenided to view erisés as opportunities.. Goldschemidt had the pre-
* tension of serving as the pacesetter and spokesman for the German
business community and his address before the bankers’s congress
in 1928 as well as his appearance hefore the Macmillan Committee
in June 1930, where he praised the German universal banking sys-
tem for its achievements in industrial financing, were impressive
performances in both their argumentation and their optimism.

L ST—1
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Goldschmidt liked to break the barriers and constraints that inhib-
ited his doleful compatriots in the banking community from failing
to treat the glass as half ull rather than hall empty, He sat on no
less than 123 supervisory boards by 1981, where the average among
the greatest of bankers was 50; the DANAT was the [irst to publish
its prospectuses in English in New York; in 1929, when the signs of
recession were very obvious, he insisted that “the German people
cannot master their hard fate, if the srong energies lying within
themn and the wealth of creatve and constructive ideas they em-
brace are destroyed hy a disabling pessimism, by hopeless resigna-
tion.”’

Geldschmidt had both social and cultural pretensions, but this never
led him to deny either his origins or turn his back on his fellow
Jews. He provided very substantial support to the Jewish Encyclope-
dia and other Jewish causes. If his desire to be called “Jacques”
reflected the parvenu in him, his passion for art was genuine and
his taste apparently impeccable, Nevertheless, “Jacoble,” as he was
called behind his back, certainly did get on the nerves of his well-
established German-Jewish banking colleagues, and there was an
undeniable element of snobbery in their reaction to him. After an
evening at Jakob Goldschmidt's, as Theodor Wollf reported, “all
the, so to speak, old established Jewish financiers like Schwabach,
Fiirstenberg, then also Wassermann, were presented like chained
beasts, flattering on the outside, seething over the upstart on the
inside..,"®

The more serious problem, however, was that Goldschmidt's way of
doing business forced the other banks to compele with him on terms
they felt increasingly inappropriate. His self-advertisement, high
dividends, and capacity to win over such important industrial cus-
tomers as Friedrich Flick, offering ther attractive credit terms, pro-
curing loans for them from the United Swates, and bringing them
on to the DANAT's supervisory hoard were notappreciated by many
of his colleagues in the overcrowded and highly competdtve Ger-
man banking arena. Goldschmidt dreamed of creating an automo-
bile trust, and his efforts produced an unpleasant struggle with the
Deutsche Bank, Wassermann seemned to have very ambivalent feel-
ings about him, aisliking his business practices and pretensions, on
the one hand, but appreciating his tlents and probably also his
devotion to Jewish causes, on the other, There is good evidence
that Wassermann approached Goldschmidowith the idea ofa merger
of the Deutsche and DANAT banks, but that Goldschmidt's terms
and opposition within the Deutsche Bank undermined the effort.
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Ultimately, the Deutsche Bank merged with its greater rival, the
Disconto-Gesellschaft, in 1929, which placed Wassermann and
Solmssen on the same board of managing directors.

Therc was nothing ambivalent about Selmssen’s feelings toward
Coldschmidt. Solmssen loathed and detesied Goldschmidt, whom
he characterized as a “parasite,” a Schddling, and whom he described
in especially hitter terms in a private memorandum in the early 1950s:

Jakob Goldschmide was born of modest circumstances
and, due to this legacy of his past, he was completely
undisciplined and uninhibited; a stock marketeer
(Bérsianer) and speculator through and through, he so
remained until his inglortous departure from the eco-
nomic stage. That this man exercised a gigantic influ-
ence for more than a decade on Germany's economic
development, and could contribute substantially to the
economic catastrophe and the domestic political catas-
trophe that developed from it, is an indication of the
measure of corruption which had 1aken hold of the lead-
ership of this class. o
Goldschmidt was talented, quick to grasp things, humor-
ous, and had the ability to present his ideas with a cer-
tzin [ascinating effect. In the process, he took certain
fiberties with the ruth and, the more his star shone,
the less he pulled back [rom playing va banque. The
suceess which his mode of operation brought him in-
creased his boldness until he finally lost all sense of pro-
portion. He lost sight of his training in banking and
especially in administration. He soon took on dictato-
rial pretensions, viewed himsel{as a sole ruler, and even
though he had joined the board of directors as one of
many members, he developed the habit of shouting
.. down any opposition that showed itself in that body.
. That hie dared to do this was, on the one hand, because
+:1 - of the moral and professional weakness of his colleagues,
'+ and; on the other; of the surprising following he had
among notable leaders of the German business world.™

s}

Goldsehmidt may have been more a whistler in the dark than the
pied piper of the German business world that Solmssen claimed
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him to be. There is no litle irony in the fact that on the very day
that the Macmillan Report was published on July 13, 1931, the
DANAT Bank was forced to close i1s doors and thereby trigger the
fateful German banking crisis with all of its terrible consequences.
In his appearance before the Macmillan Committee, Goldschmidt
had confessed that short-term foreign deposits constituted 34 per-
cent of his bank’s deposits, but argued that the combination of
Reichshank preparedness to actas the “bank of banks” and discount
hills, together with the cooperation of the German banks in estab-
lishing investment trusts with foreign banks, reduced the practical
need to hold larger reserves as protection against withdrawals.* How
wrong he was] When the allegedly respectable G. Car] Lahusen,
who headed the Nordwolle firm along with his brother, was forced
in May 1931 to confess to Goldschmidt that they had lied about
their indebtedness, Goldschmide knew that he and his bank, which
were heavily engaged in the Nordwolle, were ruined. His reserves
were inadequate; his bills were no good. Nevertheless, he kept this
a secret for as long as he could, not even informing the Dresdner
Bank, which was also heavily invested in Nordwolle and with which
he had formed a friendship agreement to provide a counterweight
to the Deutsche Bank and Disconte-Gesellschaft. Goldschmidt fi-
nally gave Director Nathan the bad news and suggested that they go
1o the Reichsbank and tell its president Hans Luther that the only
way to avoid a Tun on the banks was for it to discount their dubious
bills. Nevertheless, he refused to follow Nathan's rather logical sug-
gestion that they ask the Deutsche Bank and Disconte-Gesellschaft
to join them in this endeavor beeause, as Goldschmidt told Nachan,
“the people in the Maunerstrasse” would never make common cause
with him and “would feel trivmphant because they think that T am
finished. 1will not give them the satisfaction of this wiumph. Ifwe
both go to Luther, then we will create a falt accompli with which
the Deutsche Bank must go along.™

As a result, the seriousness of the situation was covered up for an-
other three weeks, and even then it proved impossible to disen-
tangle persanal relations and the objective requirements of the situ-
ation among the great Jewish bankers who stood at the center of
the erisis. Idgally, the banks should have shown solidarity with one
another and agreed to support the DANAT and keep its doors open
while a restructuring took place, and the Reichsbank should have
backed up this effort with satisfactory guarantees. Instead, to the
great chagrin of Chancellor Brilning and State Secretary ol Finance
Hans Schiiffer, another important actor in the drama, the Deutsche
Bank director Wassermann behaved most peculiarly. He kept ask-
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ing what was to be done about the DANAT Bank, more or less sug-
gesting that it should be liquidated, and agreed to take over some
ol'its larger accounts with unseemly alacrity. Briining came to the
conclusion, later stated in his memoirs and reinforced by his fre-
quent contacis with Goldschmidt after their emigration to the United
States, that Wassermann was using the oceasion to ruin his competi-
tor even at the price of playing a very destructive role. Given the
personal relationship between the two bankers, Schilffer suggested
that Wassermann had treated Goldschmidt as Saul had treated David,
while apologists for Wassermann preferred the analogy of David
and Absalom,

Mishpocheh theories of history have their limits, however, and
Solmssen, who couldn't care less about Goldschmidt's fate was nev-
ertheless deeply concerned about the fate of the banking system
and was prepared (o tome to the rescue of the DANAT once he
knew the candition of the patient and whether the Reichsbank would
provide modest guarantees. He was genuinely outraged to find that
Reichsbank President Luther felt so constrained hy the pressures of
the foreign ceniral banks and the coverage requirements imposed
by the Dawes and Young Plans that he would not act to save the
systern. Once this became clear, Solmssen strongly backed
Wassermann in refusing to come to the support of the DANAT,

bluntly pointing out that “we have no money machine in our house
and cannot run the danger oflosmg our own hqundlty in order to
save Lhat of another bank,"* _

Asa resu[t. the guvemment became responsible for the surveillance
and reconstruction of the hanking system which wentinto an eclipse
lasting until well after 1945, This facy, like the entire crisis itself,
had much to do with political causes and a political corruption that
ran even deeper than the corruption of business practices Solmssen
complained about so bitter[y Not only Goldschmidt, but also
Warburg was in trouble in 1931, in his case primarily because of the
. difficiilties of the Karstadt Department Store: - Flis nephew in the
. United Statcs,james Warburg; developed an ingenious scheme in

* the late summer of 1931 tb make use of the American money fro-
zen in Gertnan; banks under the Standsdll Agreement extending
short-term credits to Germany, The DANAT would get 12,5 million
dollars to assist its reconstruction so that it could sell off its retail
deposits and branch network o the Dresdner, while merging its
wholesale business with M.M. Warburg & Co. The Warburgs would
thus join in the management, and Briining would enjoy a desper-
ately needed triumph, There were more worms in Goldschmidr's
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portfolio than Nordwolle, however. Becausc of an “Account X",
Britning mysteriously turned down the offer which he had initially
greeted with enthusiasm. “Account X" turned out to be a loan to
Oskar von Hindenburg, the President’s good-for-nathing son, and
Braning felt he could not disclose it,*

Here too, however, a mishpacheh theory of histary has its limits. Just
as the banking crisis had its origins and was defined by the complex
of financial arrangements and economic arrangements arising out
of the war and the reparations agreements, so the bizarre political
considerations connected with the Hindenburgs had their origins
in the weaknesses of German democracy that put Paul von
Hindenburg and Briining where they were in the first place. Those
deficiencies were reflected in the politics of the bankers and, in-
deed, of the business community as a whole.

If, in general, the bankers had played a more positive role on repa-
rations questions and in domestic politics than many of the leading
industrialists, they could hardly be accused of excessive political
acumen, Goldschmidtwas, as usual, far too clever {or his own good.
He put money inio Hugenberg's Scherl Verlag, not because he was
prepared to buy into Hugenberg's political program but because
he thought it a good investment. Nevertheless, Goldschimidr did
think he could influence Hugenherg. He urged him to form an

“anti-collectivist” front and to include even the Social Dcmocrlts
whom Goldschmidt viewed as “actually o bourgeois party.”
Hugenberg, of course, despised the SPD and argued for harnessing
the NSDAP, which Goldschmidt rejected as “revolutionary,” Need-
less to say, Hugenberg well understood that “what really separates
him [Goldschmidt] from the Natonal Sectalists,” was the fact that
he was a Jew.™

Even more disheartening than Goldschmidt's efforts to influence
Hugenberg was the grotesque willingness of Wassermann and
Solmssen to toy with bringing in the Nazis into the government,
obviously not out of any sympathy with the movement but rather in
the belief that in this way they might be “tamed.” Thus, after the
first Nazi success in the September 1930 elections, Wassermann sug-
gested to Hans Schaffer that the Nazis be taken into the govern-
ment since “the Social Democrats will now be reasonable anyway,"®
Solmssen also seems to have entertained this idea in ]ate 1930, to
the utter horror of Max Warburg whose experiences with anti-
Semitism in Hamburg apparently immunized him against such ten-
dencies.® But Solmssen came to his senses fairly rapidly and later
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joined in the founding of the Conservative People's Party which
broke away from Hugenberg. Solmssen and Wassermann were
members of a group calling itself the “German Committee
“Hindenburg for Volk and Reich '™ which supported Franz von Papen
in the November 1932 Reichstag elections.” In short, the Jewish
bankers were not much different from their colleagues in the busi-
ness conumunity during the greac erisis that ended with the National
Socialist seizure of power. They wanted a regime that was support-
ive of their economic position and that kept the left and the ex-
treme radlicals on the right under control.

Their failure, however, obviously had more fateful personal conse-
quences. Goldschmidt, who had become a favorite target of
Goebbels [eft Germany and ended up in New York City, Wassermann
was eased out of the board of managing directors of the Deutsche
Bank in 1933 and died the next year. Warburg remained in Ger-
many unti the aryanizadon of his bank in 1938, an increasingly
pathetic figure whose business was protected by Schacht for as long
as Schacht had something o say. It remained to Solmssen to ex.
press the aniger that was ealled for with respect to the treatment of
the Jewish bunkers by their colleagues. In aleuer of April 9, 1933 o
Franz Urbig; the supervisory board elinirman of the Deutsche Bank
arid Disconto-Gesellschaft, Solmssen bluntly stated that he viewed
the exclusion of the Jews from public service as a prelude to similar
actions in the private sphere and that they were “at the beginning
of a conscious and planned development which is aimed at the in-
discriminate ‘economic and moral destruction of all members of
the Jewish rice living in Germany.” He roundly condemned the
“complete passivity of the clisses that do not belong to the National
Sacialist Party, [and] the lack of any feeling of solidarity on the part
of those who up 1o now have worked shoulder to shoulder with
Jewish colleagues in business....”™® He was appalled by the profi-
teering from Jewish distress and especially horrified by the dishonor
to which Jews were subjected. Subsequently, he tried to meet with
Géring to propose; a National Council 'to investigate the charges
against the Jews and to expel thdse wha were undesirable but re-
- store the remainder to firstclass citizenship. - Solmisén went into

 exile in Switzerland, although he remained 2 mémber of the super-
. visary board until March 1948, when Urbig was compelied to re-
mave him,: In response to Solmssen’s protest, Urbig pointed out
that* In our circles, the business aristocracy emphasized by you has
also had to lose much since 1918, and we have often been forced to
do semething which in the view of others was good for the state but
contradicted our personal view. Such is the case today also.”™ One
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can only hope that, by this ime, Solmssen fully appreciated the
grotesgueness of such an analogy.

There was obviously something naive ahout Solmssen's expectation
that he could persuade Goring, of all people, to form a committee
to separate out the wheat from the chaff in the Jewish community.
Similarly, there was something obsolete about Solmssen's posture
as the embodiment of the industralizing universal banker whose
wirti was being undermined by “speculative block traders ... who 1o
be sure are called bankers but never were such in the sense in which
I conceive my profession.”™ Yet, Solmssen's Olympian stance did
cnable him to pin down the failure of the German elites of educa-
tion and wealth from the very moment they betrayed the values of
civilization and culture they claimed to prize, just as he was able to
capture the moral decline of the German business community, which
had in lact an extraordinary record of scandal in the Weimar Re-
public. The success of Goldschmidt and his ilk was made possible,
Solmssen argued, "because important representatives of German
indusiry did not confront them with the necessary sclffawareness.
Rather, they allowed themselves to become enmeshed in their rot-
ten business maxims based on indebledness, selFenrichment, and
the irresponsible throwing together of industrial plants, only to fi-
nally end up in the hands of the State,™

One could also argue, however, that Solmssen made Goldschmidt
into the scapegoat for inevimble ransformations in business prac-
tice and the role of banks which did not fit in with his self-concep-
tion and aristocratic pretensions. The problems were those of the
postwar world economic order and the fact that it always functiont.:d
on the edge of disaster, a condition which encouraged some of its
economic keaders to function that way as well. In the last analysis,
Goldschmidt, with his enthusiasm for growth, may have peinted
the way to the future more than Solmssen. There is thus no simple
way of characterizing the German Jewish bankers and their role in
the crises of the Weimar Republic because they gave expression,
often with a special distinction, to the qualities, both positive and
negative, of the business community of which they were so imeg'ml
a part. This, of course, anly adds to the shamefulness and injustice
of the manner f which the German business community permit-
ted them to be cast out or actually participated in that process of
self-degradadon,
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