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Carl von Siemens was instrumental in
turning the Berlin Telegraphen-Bauanstalt
von Siemens & Halske into a global company
in the second half of the 19th century.

The Siemens Historical Institute marks this
achievement with a biographical portrait of
the younger brother and business partner

of Werner von Siemens.

The brochure is the second volume in the
new series LIFELINES, which is dedicated
to introducing the men and women who
have done the most to shape the history and
development of Siemens. This group inclu-
des businessmen who led the company,
members of the Managing Board, engineers,
inventors and creative thinkers. A conscious
effort has been made to include the lives
and contributions of those individuals who
are not always counted among the company’s
most prominent figures.
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Carl von Siemens, ca. 1870

Introduction

Electrical telegraphy revolutionized communications beginning
in the mid-nineteenth century. The electric telegraph, including
the model built by Siemens & Halske, was the Internet of its day
technology fundamental to the subsequent developments of “glob-
alization” that we encounter all around us today.! Businesses like
the Telegraphen-Bauanstalt von Siemens & Halske (Telegraph Con-
struction Company of Siemens & Halske), founded in 1847, benefit-
ed from increasingly interconnected political, economic, social,
and cultural trends to grow into international enterprises, while
simultaneously driving forward globalization as both instigators
of and actors in these processes. Carl von Siemens was a key archi-
tect of these trends at Siemens for decades.

The younger brother of electrical engineering pioneer Werner
von Siemens was born in the northern German hamlet of Menzen-
dorf, but he soon went forth into the wider world. Carl began his
career in science and technology and savored the life of an entre-
preneur in Berlin in the late 1840s. His skills were put to the test
in subsequent assignments in London, Paris, and Warsaw. Carl
von Siemens achieved his greatest successes in Russia, where
early in his career he developed the primary engine of growth for
the entire company—the international business of Siemens &
Halske. Beginning in 1869, he played a key role in the construction
of the Indo-European Telegraph Line and the laying of a trans-
atlantic cable. Both of these large projects enhanced the inter-
national reputation of the electrical engineering company and
helped it develop into a global enterprise.

Carl von Siemens was a man of flexibility and resolve who did
not shy away from risk. Occasionally his bold ventures overshot
the mark, sometimes resulting in serious financial losses. Nurtur-
ing a company over the long term with a focus on sound business
practices was not necessarily his strength. But his fondness for




adventure turned out to be very important for Siemens & Halske.
Carl’s personality perfectly complemented the strategic and in-
ventive thinking of his brother Werner, the perfectionism of the
precision mechanic and business partner Johann Georg Halske,
and the focus on basic scientific research pursued by the other
Siemens brother, William. Carl was involved with the company
longer than any of the others in the founding generation. When
Siemens & Halske was incorporated in 1897, 68-year-old Carl was
appointed its first Chairman of the Supervisory Board. During
thatperiod, in hisrole as the senior manager, he supervised the pro-
cess of handing the company’s management over to the second
generation—a precarious transition for many businesses.

By that time, Siemens & Halske had long been established as
a global enterprise with worldwide operations. Carl von Siemens
played a major role in this development, thanks in part to his
sometimes spectacular ventures in the world of telegraphy. It is
not without reason that his brother William called Carl—even
from an early age—the “best industrialist of us all”.? His diplo-
matic skills and integrity also helped keep the Siemens brothers
together, ensuring the company’s survival. For Carl, family and
the global business were inextricably linked.

Childhood and youth

Carl von Siemens was born into alarge family on March 3, 1829.3 He
was the tenth child of Christian and Eleonore, née Deichmann, and
was born on the Menzendorf estate where his parents had worked
as tenant farmers since 1823. The couple had another four children
after him, which led to such financial privation that the older chil-
dren had to begin working to help support the family. Childhood
on the farm was made more difficult by disease and death: Three
of the fourteen children succumbed to childhood illnesses.

Carl von Siemens was born a subject of Mecklenburg-Strelitz,
one of over 30 sovereign member states of the German confedera-
tion. His home in today’s state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomera-
nia was largely rural and lacked railway transportation or other
harbingers of the industrial age. One had to travel some 50 kilo-
meters to Liibeck to observe the first signs of the new era that had
begun decades earlier in England. Life in Menzendorf was peace-
ful, but this serenity ended abruptly with the sudden deaths of
Christian Siemens in July 1839 and Eleonore Siemens in January
1840, when Carl was only ten years old. His older siblings—above
all, his brother Werner, 13 years his senior—were already inde-
pendent. After the death of their parents, the younger children
were taken into the care of various family members. Carl and his
brother Friedrich, two years his senior, were sent first to an uncle
in Lubeck. Here he received several years of secondary school in-
struction at the Hanseatic city’s venerable Katharineum.




The estate in Menzendorf, birthplace of Carl von Siemens, 1910

From the Baltic Sea to the Prussian capital

Carl was never really happy in the restrictive environment of Lu-
beck, far from his siblings, so in 1843 Werner von Siemens brought
him to Berlin where he was serving as a lieutenant in the Prussian
artillery. After Werner also brought brothers Walter and Friedrich
to Berlin, four of the nine Siemens brothers lived in close quarters
as “roommates” in the mid-1840s. Money was tight: The officer’s
salary that Werner von Siemens received was hardly enough to
pay for the living expenses and education of his younger brothers.

Werner’s letters from this time contain many complaints about
the financial situation.# But he developed an extraordinarily
strong sense of responsibility for his younger brothers, supervis-
ing their academic progress with strict discipline and encourag-
ing above all their scientific interests and talents—which at least
in Carl’s case was reflected in good grades.

Carl was soon helping his elder brother with all kinds of scien-
tific experiments. In the autumn of 1845, the family moved to a new,
“much larger and more comfortable apartment” on Luisenstrafe,
close to where the Berlin-Friedrichstraf3e train station stands to-
day. Excited about the possibilities in Berlin, Carl von Siemens
wrote to his brother William, who had been living primarily in
England since 1843: “Ilove the kitchen, because if  happen to brew
up something malodorous, I don’t have everyone around me in an
uproar.”> So it was a kitchen—not the obligatory garage of to-
day’s startups—where Carl got his start as an entrepreneur.

This “kitchen work” —for example, using electrical currents to
apply a metallic coating to objects—became increasingly impor-
tant in the experiments conducted by Werner von Siemens, who
at the time was working feverishly on various scientific and tech-
nical projects.® He had long since lost interest in the life of an
artillery officer and yearned for a career in the sciences. He was
especially excited by developments in the field of telegraphy,
which was undergoing groundbreaking scientific and technologi-
cal advances. Two English inventors had patented the first elec-
trical telegraphic device in 1837. Seven years later, Samuel Morse
began operating the first electric telegraph line in North America.
Werner von Siemens, thanks in no small part to his brother
William in England, was well informed of these events and break-
throughs. Heworked with precision mechanicJohann GeorgHalske
to develop their own telegraph, which he was soon able to test in




Werner von Siemens, ca. 1847

the field thanks to his excellent contacts in the Prussian military.
These auspicious beginnings led him to found together with his
partner Halske the Telegraphen-Bauanstalt von Siemens & Halske
in October 1847.

By this time, Carl von Siemens had already taken the initial
steps in his career. Upon completion of his penultimate year of
secondary school, he began working for the Moabiter Zement-
fabrik Haslinger & Schondorf, a cement factory that hired him
primarily for his knowledge of chemistry. He didn’t settle in for
very long, however. In March 1848, Berlin was in the grip of a revo-
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lution in which liberal-minded citizens took to the barricades
calling for freedom and a German nation-state—and protesting
the authoritarian monarchy. Filled with national pride, 19-year-
old Carl joined his brothers Werner, William, and Friedrich in
fighting the Danes in the war for Schleswig and Holstein. Soon,
however, business interests gained the upper hand: That summer,
the Prussian state hired the ten-man firm of Siemens & Halske to
build a telegraph line between Berlin and Frankfurt am Main.
Another order for a Berlin-to-Cologne line soon followed. Werner
von Siemens ended his career as an officer and now devoted all
his energies to the company.

March 18, 1848
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Early experiences abroad

Carl initially showed no inclination to follow the example of his
older brother. After a few months as a volunteer at the fortress of
Friedrichsort, he joined his sister Mathilde in Kiel, where he pro-
ceeded to do ... nothing. He was strangely lethargic, perhaps disen-
chanted by the defeat of the liberal revolution and the restoration
of the monarchy in the German states. Werner von Siemens, in a
letter to brother William, described the situation as follows:

“I am also worried about Carl. [...] He is a fine young man,
but he is too apathetic.”7

For a while, Carl von Siemens considered joining his brother
Friedrich, who was planning to emigrate to the United States to
pan for gold in California. The discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill in
January 1848 triggered averitable gold rush thathad even spread to
Germany. After several months of self-discovery, Carl finally de-
cided to join the telegraph company. His early activities involved
checking the cables installed in northern Germany for defects
and producing technical drawings. In the spring of 1851, he was
given his first big assignment: The company sent Carl to London
to represent Siemens & Halske at the Great Exhibition.

London was the political center of the British Empire and the
capital of a country where for decades industrialization had been
transforming society from the ground up. The contrast with Men-
zendorf could hardly have been greater; even Berlin must have

1850-1855

Crystal Palace, London 1851

seemed downright idyllic compared to the city on the Thames. In
London’s spectacular Crystal Palace, Carl von Siemens intended
to introduce an international audience to the telegraph and other
products from Berlin. For the young telegraph construction com-
pany, much was at stake. Their business relationship with the
Prussian telegraph authority had been good at first, but then all
orders were withdrawn, most likely the result of disputes relating
to the quality of the lines. The goal now was to keep Siemens &
Halske afloat by securing contracts abroad—and exhibiting in
London was a key component in this strategy. The 22-year-old
Carl, who had no experience whatsoever on the international
stage, performed his duties as well as could be expected under
the circumstances. He talked to many people, forged contacts
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with potential customers from southern Europe and the U.S., and
won a coveted “Council Medal” on behalf of the company. This dis-
tinction “played a key role in giving the company international
visibility”.8 The Great Exhibition did not yield any solid contracts,
however, which led to a worsening financial situation at Siemens
& Halske.

Another attempt was made to compensate for the loss of the
Prussian state contacts by securing foreign business. Carl von
Siemens travelled to Paris in December of 1851 to establish a mar-
keting office for pointer telegraphs. But things did not go as well
as hoped in France, either. Carl did not fare well in this new en-
vironment. He did not speak French well, and his financial situa-
tion was precarious in the expensive city. There was not enough
capital to build a workshop on par with the one in Berlin. A col-
laboration with the French partners he met in the spring of
1852 offered a potential remedy. By mid-April, Carl and two local
co-investors had founded the Société pour la fabrication des appa-
reils télégraphiques, one of Siemens & Halske’s first international
partnerships. But the working relationship was unsatisfactory
from the beginning. Carl did not get along with his business part-
ners at all: He felt exploited, and was ultimately drawn into a legal
battle between the two other shareholders. At the end of 1852,
his frustration was such that he requested the liquidation of the
French company, leaving a Frenchman in charge to represent
Siemens & Halske in Paris.

By early 1853, Carl von Siemens had tied up his personal and
business affairs and prepared for his departure. In a final letter to
his brother Werner, he offered a sobering assessment of his “un-
happy” time in Paris: “Spent a lot, earned nothing, all while living
poorly.”?

He wrote to his older brother again just three weeks later,
this time from London: “As far as I'm concerned, I want to make
it perfectly clear that I'll go wherever I need to go to be of use to
you.”'° Carl von Siemens would soon have the opportunity to make
good on this pledge. A project was taking shape at that time that
would lead him to the other end of the European continent and
would prove to be of major importance for the future of Siemens &
Halske.

Back in the summer of 1852, the company had performed a
small job for the Russian telegraph authority in the port of Riga.
This was now followed by a much larger job: The Russian govern-
ment hired the Berlin-based company to build a telegraph line
from Warsaw to the Prussian-Russian border. In the spring of
1853, Carl von Siemens arrived in Warsaw full of energy to pre-
pare for construction of the telegraph line, which was completed
by summer. The Warsaw-Mystowice line was the beginning of a
series of telegraph projects that would overshadow everything
Siemens & Halske had accomplished thus far. The project also
marked the beginning of a phenomenal business success for Carl,
which prompted this praise from Werner von Siemens in his 1892
autobiography:

“We owe it mainly to his [Carl's] energy and ability that the Russian

business now grew so rapidly and to such proportions.”!

1852-1855
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Adventurous young entrepreneur
in Russia

In early 1853, Carl von Siemens arrived in St. Petersburg, the
grand capital of the Russian Empire that was founded 150 years
earlier by Peter the Great. His first business contact was Hermann
Kap-herr, a banker of German descent who Werner von Siemens
had hired a year earlier to represent Siemens & Halske in Russia.
Kap-herr had good contacts within the Russian government—
especially Count Kleinmichel, who headed the telegraph authori-
ty and was responsible for awarding contracts. Carl quickly found
his place in the Russian capital.

He did outstanding work on his first assignment, the installa-
tion of a telegraph cable in the Czar’s Winter Palace. He brought
the same reliability to bear in laying a cable from St. Petersburg
to the nearby island fortress of Kronstadt, a project that was
also a technical breakthrough. The team of specialists he led suc-
ceeded in laying one of the first submarine cables along the six
kilometers from Oranienbaum to Kronstadt, and it remained in
permanent operation. Kleinmichel was duly appreciative of the
work of the “Prussky Ingener Siemens”.*? In just a few months, the
24-year-old had established himself as Russia’s leading authority
in telegraph construction; even the civil servants, most of whom
were older than him and members of the nobility, treated him
with respect. This laid the foundation for what would define the
life of Carl von Siemens and the business of Siemens & Halske for
the two years to follow.

Prior to 1853

War erupted in October of 1853—initially between the Russian
and Ottoman Empires, with Great Britain and France ultimately
joining the Ottomans. The project to build a high-quality electric
telegraph network suddenly became a top priority for the Russian
military leadership. At the end of the month, Carl von Siemens
was hired to construct an above-ground line between St. Peters-
burg and Warsaw. At about 1,000 kilometers long, this was the
biggest project Siemens & Halske had ever managed. Carl quickly
made preparations during the cold winter months, with actual
construction beginning in May. On July 26, 1854, the telegraph
line was ready for operation. And that was just the beginning.

In the autumn of 1854, the British and French troops landed
and the Crimean peninsula became the primary battlefield. Sub-
marine cables made it possible for the western European powers
in London and Paris to communicate more quickly with their
troops on the front than their rivals. The Baltic Sea was also the site
of military clashes, so the Russian military leadership felt it was
wise to expand the telegraph network. Carl von Siemens hastily
secured the construction contracts and then had to begin build-
ing a telegraph line from Moscow via Kiev to faraway Odessa on
the Black Sea just as winter was beginning.

His brother Werner and Werner’s partner Halske were com-
pletely overwhelmed by the bold developments in Russia. Would
the small Berlin telegraph company be able to manage the huge
contracts? Werner von Siemens harbored doubts: “You have taken
on enormous projects”, he wrote to his brother in Russia on No-
vember 22, 1854, “and I am nervous when I think about how it will
be done! Building 1,400 versts [about 1,500 kilometers] in winter
by May 7 seems simply impossible to me”.13 But fortunately, it was
possible. With hard work, a great talent for organization, and a
good dose of luck, Carl completed construction on the southern

1853-1855
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Russian and Balticlines. He traveled thousands of kilometers, nego-
tiated, planned, organized, and brokered without rest throughout
the winter.

In just a two-year period, Siemens & Halske laid a total of some
9,000 kilometers of telegraph cable in the Russian Empire, several
times as much as all the telegraph construction company’s pre-
vious projects combined. As a result, the small workshop grew
rapidly into a business of significant magnitude. Before the Rus-
sian contracts, the company had just under 50 employees, but by
1856 there were over 330—two-thirds of them in Russia. Siemens
& Halske sent technical specialists from Berlin and recruited the
unskilled workers locally. Revenues also grew accordingly and
came largely from Russia, with foreign revenues at times account-
ing for over 80 percent. When he visited St. Petersburg in the
spring of 1855, Werner von Siemens was able to see for himself
how the Russian telegraph business had grown. He reported his
impressions to his wife: “Carl has left for Riga, and I'm running
the entire business, which is truly colossal, all by myself. I wish
you could observe the striking difference in my life and, I believe,
my spirit when I am here as compared to home. Every minute
here is filled [...].”4

Long-term maintenance contracts, which provided the company
with a reliable source of income until 1867, proved more finan-
cially rewarding than the actual construction of telegraph lines.
Carl von Siemens had signed these so-called remonte contracts
with Count Kleinmichel.

The Russian telegraph authority originally intended to main-
tain and operate the lines itself, but their workers were not able to
cope with the long distances and extreme weather conditions,
and they lacked the necessary technical expertise. The cable south-
west of Moscow was out of commission for two whole weeks in
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The Russian telegraph network, ca. 1855
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Kap-herr family (left to right): Father-in-law Hermann Kap-herr,
his son Louis, his son Charles with wife Amelie, Charlotte

with husband John, Hermann with wife Elisabeth; on the right
Marie with Carl von Siemens, ca. 1860

December of 1854, for example, before the problem was identified.
Carl von Siemens managed to find an effective, affordable model
for maintaining the telegraph network by building monitoring
stations every 50 kilometers along the lines that were equipped
with service personnel and measuring equipment. This made it
possible to locate and repair problems within a few hours, in most
cases, ensuring a reliable communication network. Company his-
torian Richard Ehrenberg believes that the remonte contracts be-
came the “real cash cows of the company”.’> Werner von Siemens
and Johann Georg Halske recognized the huge importance of the

20

Russian ventures and decided to reward Carl appropriately for his
high-risk efforts. In the spring of 1855, he was accepted as a manag-
ing partner of the Telegraphen-Bauanstalt von Siemens & Halske
and appointed manager of the new St. Petersburg office.'® Carl ex-
pressed his elation in a letter to Berlin:

“[I would like to express] my heartfelt thanks to you and Halske for

taking me on as a partner, and I promise [...] to do everything in
my power to ensure you never have cause to regret this step.”'7

The year 1855 was important on a personal level as well. On
November 24, the 26-year-old Carl married the daughter of his
business partner Hermann Kap-herr and settled in St. Petersburg.
Marrying into the banker’s family represented a significant step
up in society. Carl von Siemens also enjoyed great recognition in
his role as a technical expert and managing director of Siemens &
Halske, the largest electrical engineering company in the Russian
Empire. In late 1859, he was granted Finnish citizenship and
thereby became a subject of the Russian Czar.
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Looking for new challenges

At first glance, Carl von Siemens seemed to be a complete success:
He had completed several large contracts for the Russian state to
the utmost satisfaction of his customers and secured long-term
service contracts that provided a reliable income. He also enjoyed
the full confidence of his senior partners in Berlin—and the self-
confidence of a young man who had in short order developed the
Russian telegraph business into the company’s most important
sales market. But the situation at the end of 1855 was anything but
simple: Russia had lost the Crimean War, and no further invest-
ments in the telegraph network were planned. Worse yet, Count
Kleinmichel—who had been the inside contact for Carl up to
then—was resigning as head of the telegraph authority. How
could the company continue to protect and grow their business in
Russia under these new circumstances?

But Carl was not lacking in entrepreneurial courage. The suc-
cesses of the past years had demonstrated convincingly that he
had a keen sense for business opportunities, which he also gen-
erally knew how to seize—not infrequently to the horror of his
partners in Berlin. He benefited less from his scientific and tech-
nical knowledge and ingenuity and more from his organizational
and improvisational talent, flexibility, and willingness to take
risks. And he certainly benefited from a kind of luck that had
eluded him in Paris. So Carl was optimistic when he set out to find
new business to compensate for the loss of the Russian govern-
ment contracts. After all, the coffers were full and he was very

Carl von Siemens, ca. 1865

well connected in St. Petersburg. He was overflowing with ideas
for business ventures over and above telegraphy: constructing
blast furnaces, smelting iron ore, building pipelines, building
fortresses, and manufacturing cannons. The partners in Berlin
initially indulged him. After all, even Carl’s brother Werner was
experimenting with many ideas unrelated to telegraphs. Only
when Carl began to run up debt with huge investments did the
alarm bells sound in Berlin.

In 1861, Carl von Siemens bought a glass factory near Illmensee
south of St. Petersburg and proceeded to squander much of the
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profits from the telegraph business there. This was quickly fol-
lowed by the next misstep: a sawmill near Narva, west of St. Peters-
burg, that was ultimately torn down in 1868 after bleeding money
for years. The year 1862 saw the third business fiasco, the pur-
chase of an expansive piece of property in Finland that Carl hoped
to use for logging. But the timber could not be brought to market
without arail connection. Now the senior partners in Berlin began
to take notice: What exactly did glassmaking and logging have to
do with the core competencies of Siemens & Halske? Nothing.
These high-risk ventures led Johann Georg Halske to distance
himself more and more from his business partners. The meticu-
lous precision mechanic had long taken a skeptical view of the ex-
pansionist drive of the Siemens brothers, and in 1867 he finally
withdrew from the company. He was replaced by William Siemens,
who joined the company as head of the London office. Siemens
was now exclusively a family-run business.

Werner von Siemens showed the most understanding for
the “special interests”?® of his younger brother. That’s why he sup-
ported him in the next venture, which finally proved successful
and developed into the brothers’ biggest “side business” outside of
electrical engineering. In early 1864, Carl von Siemens purchased
the Kedabeg copper mine (Gadabay) in the Caucasus and devel-
oped itinto one of Russia’s largest copper works, despite a host of
technical and logistical problems.'9 Copper production was not
entirely unrelated to the core business, because copper from the
Kedabeg mine was also used in the Siemens cable plant in St. Pe-
tersburg beginning in 1882. From copper, the company got into
the business of oil extraction and processing, which experienced
a veritable boom in the Caucasus in the 1860s. Carl von Siemens
acquired a series of oil wells and invested in a refinery. In 1886,
he used plans developed by his brother Friedrich to retrofit a

Kedabeg copper mine, ca. 1865

large smelter to run on oil—before anyone else in the world,
according to a Kedabeg historian.?° A few years later, he had a
modern Mannesmann pipeline to Kedabeg installed. The copper
works was being developed into a model of innovation for Rus-
sian industrialization and was visited by many prominent politi-
cians.
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Family ties

After the death of his parents, Carl von Siemens found strength in
his siblings: He developed no personal friendships outside the
family. His older brother Werner was his emotional reference
point and most important adviser when it came to business mat-
ters. Although Carl and Werner never again lived in the same
place after 1850, they remained very close and maintained an
ongoing written correspondence for the rest of their shared
life. “I rarely received less than one letter a week from him, or
he from me”, wrote Carl in 1892 after the death of his beloved
brother. “So we always actually lived together, even though we
were so often physically separated.”2

Aside from Werner, Carl shared a deep love with his wife Marie,
who he married in 1855. Marie, née Kap-herr, was of weak consti-
tution and suffered from frequent migraines. Their children were
also frequently unwell. Of the five children she bore, two died in
childhood: Only the two daughters Charlotte and Marie would
outlive their father. These misfortunes repeatedly led to severe
physical illnesses and relapses during which Carl was unable to
work. The most devastating was the premature death of his wife,
who passed away in Berlin on February 1, 1869, following a long
illness. Although important business decisions were awaiting
his attention at the time, von Siemens cared selflessly for Marie.
A few days before her death, Werner expressed his concern to
William: “Things could hardly be worse with Marie! [...] Poor Carl
is wearing himself out amid all the misery and the complete lack

March 3, 1869
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of rest.” The older brother did not always show so much under-
standing for his family’s burdens, however. The previous summer,
he insisted emphatically that Carl fulfill his responsibilities to
the company: “However hard things become for you and her
[Marie] —do not neglect necessity and responsibility.”??> Respon-
sibilities notwithstanding, the welfare of Carl’s family was his ab-
solute priority.

Relations among the Siemens brothers were not always har-
monious; even Carl and Werner had their occasional differences.
But the success of Siemens & Halske in Berlin, St. Petersburg, and
London was based on strong family ties. If the brothers fought,

Marie Siemens, née Kap-herr,
wife of Carl: undated photo
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the multinational family-owned business was in danger. The rela-
tionship between Werner and William was particularly precarious,
with repeated altercations, wounded egos, and personal slights.
Carl, the youngest of the three, often had the thankless task of bro-
kering the peace. His diplomatic skills helped him again and
again to defuse serious conflicts that, if allowed to escalate, could
have jeopardized the company’s continued existence.

“Carl was the true connecting link between us four brothers
[Werner, Wilhelm, Friedrich, Carl], who indeed differed radically
from one another.”?3

Family played a key role in the life of Carl von Siemens even be-
yond the circle of his siblings: A fundamental mistrust of outsid-
ers meant that important management positions in the company
were usually filled by family members, even in Russia. Needy rela-
tives were naturally supported with financial assistance, some-
times for years at a time. Carl also took a keen interest in the de-
velopment of his many nieces and nephews.

As for his own children, misfortune struck again with the death Five Siemens brothers (standing from left):
of his first-born, Werner, in July of 1900. The sudden death of his Ulitst €l BT el G111 Q1o SEENE [ Wik
foreground, William with wife Anne, ca. 1860

43-year-old son meant the “extinction of the male line”?4 of the
Siemens family tree—a great stigma according to the standards
of the day.

1860-1871
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Globalization of Siemens & Halske

After this digression into the private life of Carl von Siemens, let us
return to business matters. Inthe second half of the 1860s, Siemens
& Halske was offered the opportunity to establish a continuous
telegraph link between London and Calcutta, the capital of British
India. This was a project of great significance. At the time, a letter
sent by ship from Calcutta around the Horn of Africa to London
required several months. The construction of an overland link
between the Red Sea and Mediterranean Sea dramatically reduced
the travel time, but mail still took 44 days to arrive. Now the elec-
tric telegraph would revolutionize communications between
Europe and the Indian subcontinent.?5

Carl von Siemens pushed the project. He believed that Siemens
& Halske—with branch offices in England, Prussia, and Russia—
was absolutely predestined to construct and operate the Indo-Eu-
ropean Telegraph Line (“Indoline”). The line would run from Lon-
don through Prussia, across Russian territory and the Caucasus,
through Persia, and onward to India. Despite the most severe logis-
tical and bureaucratic difficulties, Carl managed to push the plan-
ning for the mammoth project forward. The actual construction
work presented the biggest challenge: The technical equipment
and iron telegraph poles from the Siemens factories in Great Brit-
ain and Berlin had to be transported by ship at great expense over
the Volga to Astrakhan. From there the route continued across the
Caspian Sea to a Persian port and then by donkey and camel cara-
van to the country’s interior.26

30

Siemens & Halske overcame all of these challenges to complete
the Indoline in two years. It was formally inaugurated on April 12,
1870, with a large public ceremony. The first telegram sent from
London crossed the 11,000 kilometers in just 28 minutes. The
completion of the Indoline was one of the great triumphs for Carl
von Siemens, and it catapulted Siemens & Halske overnight into
the premier league of international telegraph companies. This
was especially important for the Siemens Brothers English sub-
sidiary in London, because that was where the most important
contracts in the global telegraph business were being awarded.
Meanwhile, business in Russia had been stagnating for years. The
Russian Empire offered no attractive prospects for the ambitious
businessman. In the autumn of 1869, Carl moved his entire family
to London, where he would spend the next decade working to
develop the international business.

“Connecting the world” 27

This global business was increasingly focused on submarine ca-
bles, so Carl von Siemens began by ordering the expansion of the
Siemens cable factory in Woolwich near London. One of the first
big orders came from the Great Northern Telegraph Company of
Denmark for a 4,000-kilometer submarine cable to connect Vladi-
vostok, Nagasaki, Shanghai, and Hong Kong. Other submarine ca-
ble contracts from South America followed. But the installation of
a transatlantic cable developed into the most important project by
far, and gave Carl the opportunity to use all his talents.28

The first challenge was to win his brothers over to the mam-
moth project, which turned out to be quite difficult. Submarine
cable projects required huge amounts of capital and carried great
risk. All too often, the expensive cables tore, were overgrown by

31



coral, or were permeated by seawater under mechanical stress
and became unusable. The Siemens Brothers had already experi-
enced these problems many times, and suffered huge losses as a
result. So Werner von Siemens and his brother William had their
reasons for being skeptical of the transatlantic cable project. At
the beginning of the 1870s, three cables connected Europe and
North America, and all three were owned by the Anglo American
Telegraph Company. The high price of telegrams meant that oper-
ating communications lines was an extremely lucrative business.
Carl von Siemens was unrelenting in his efforts, and expressed
his views quite clearly in a letter to his brother Werner in the sum-
mer of 1872: “The realization of this [transatlantic] projectis almost
an existential question for us. We won’t be respected as a cable
business until we have completed a cable to America.”?9 Finally,
he managed to convince his brothers, and the Siemens Brothers
joined the Direct United States Cable Company (DUS) in March of
the following year in founding a publicly traded business that
would finance the expensive project.

It was finally time to lay the cable with the help of the specially
constructed cable steamer “Faraday” —with Carlondecktohead the
project. He and his team faced the challenge of laying the cable,
which was more than 3,000 kilometers long, at depths of up to
5,000 meters. The work required overcoming storms, torn cables,
returns to port with repeated work interruptions, problems find-
ing the broken cable on the ocean floor, and other challenges. The
expedition tested all those involved to their breaking point. The
cablewas finally ready for operation on September 15, 1875. For Carl
von Siemens, the successful laying of the transatlantic cable just
a few years after completion of the Indoline represented another
professional triumph; for Siemens Brothers, it was a quantum
leap that soon brought in more submarine cable contracts. By the

The cable ship Faraday, 1874

end of the nineteenth century, Siemens Brothers had laid nine of
the 16 transatlantic cables operating at that time. A look at the
employee numbers illustrates the overwhelming significance of
the global submarine cable business for Siemens & Halske: In
1874, when the transatlantic cable was manufactured in Woolwich,
at times Siemens Brothers employed over 1,600 people, nearly
70 percent of the overall Siemens workforce.3° The English sub-
sidiary also managed to build their business in non-European
markets. By the end of the 1870s, Siemens Brothers had contacts

Sept. 15, 1875
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in Asia, Africa, Australia, and South America. Siemens was a major
supplier to the Japanese market and employed a sales representa-
tive in China.

Economic interconnectedness, global waves of migration, and
social, political, and cultural exchanges—in short, what we now
call globalization—grew rapidly around the world in the last
third of the nineteenth century. Communications technology—or
telegraphy, to be more precise—played a major role in this trend,
revolutionizing global communications in just a few short years.
So globalization is not just a phenomenon of the last three or four
decades; its roots lie in the nineteenth century. Pioneering entre-
preneurs like Carl von Siemens played an important role in its
origins.

Return to Russia

For some 20 years, Carl von Siemens was active primarily in the
field of telegraphy. The large-scale cable projects of the 1850s
through the 1870s were milestones on Siemens & Halske’s path as
it grew into a “global company”,3* which was the grand youthful
ambition of Werner von Siemens. However, the electrical engineer-
ing industry, though still young, had already begun to change by
the mid-1860s. The field was no longer synonymous with telegra-
phy alone. Groundbreaking developments like the dynamo—in
which Werner von Siemens played a key role—opened up new
avenues for electricity. This had a profound effect on both the
technological foundation of the business and on the market envi-
ronment.3?

How does someone nearly 50 years old confront such chal-
lenges? If your temperament resembles that of Carl von Siemens,
you engage it with optimism and enthusiasm. In early November
of 1880, he returned to St. Petersburg with his two daughters; this
followed a period of several years during which he’d felt less than
challenged in London. Carl also had a hard time accepting that in
England he had failed to achieve the same social status he enjoyed
in Russia. During all the years in London, he was overshadowed
by his older brother William, whom the English regarded as the

“true” Siemens.

It’s no wonder, then, that Carl’s return to the Russian capital
awakened his youthful energy. After just a few weeks, he wrote
to his brother Friedrich that he “felt a great deal better here than
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in England” and had already “become much happier”.33 In the
business realm, this enthusiasm culminated in the building of a
Siemens cable factory in the St. Petersburg suburb of Chekushi.
The factory was the first major electrical engineering plant in the
Russian Empire. In the autumn of 1882, Siemens & Halske intro-
duced Russia’s first electric train at the All-Russian Arts and In-
dustrial Exhibition in Moscow. Czar Alexander IIT and his family
and ministers took great delight in riding back and forth on the
train. Carl reported the event in a letter to Berlin: “When the train

|
o

Siemens & Halske's electric train at the
Moscow Industrial Exhibition, 1882

began moving, the crowd erupted in a tremendous ‘hurrah’—and
that’s the way it was all along the route on both runs. It was a
genuine triumph.”34

The “imperial fondness for electric light”35 was also what
brought Siemens & Halske its first major lighting contract in Rus-
sia in 1885: a project to install electric lights in the Czar’s Winter
Palace. Some 12,000 light bulbs illuminated the palace for a court
ball in January 1887—and this was a powerful marketing event
for the Russian lighting industry. By 1886, Carl von Siemens had
consolidated all business activities relating to electric lighting in
the Gesellschaft fur elektrische Beleuchtung of 1886 (commonly
called Lichtgesellschaft, i.e. “Lighting Company”), which enjoyed
a state monopoly to install and operate electrical plants and grids
throughout the country. The Lichtgesellschaft developed into
the industry leader in Russia. This business was instrumental in
helping Siemens & Halske once again dominate the electrical en-
gineering market in Russia following the difficult 1870s.

Siemens & Halske faces competition

The new market for “light” and “power” —the contemporary desig-
nations for lighting systems and power plants—also brought
competitors into the field, most notably AEG, the company found-
ed by Berlin entrepreneur Emil Rathenau. Within just a few years,
AEG was fighting Siemens & Halske for leadership in the Europe-
an electrical engineering industry. As a publicly traded company
with a healthy supply of capital and state-of-the-art organization-
al structures, AEG was expanding with a speed that was too much
for Carl and Werner von Siemens (William had died in 1883) to
match. Since the Siemens founder insisted on sticking to his
youthful ambition of having a multi-generational family-owned
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company, listing Siemens & Halske on the stock market was not
an option. Instead, the electrical pioneer spent the 1880s worrying
about how the aging brothers could begin handing over the opera-
tion of the company to the next generation. Carl von Siemens, un-
like his brother Werner, saw quite clearly the danger posed by the
well-funded AEG. But he was not able to win over his older broth-
er with his suggestion that Siemens also turn to the capital mar-
kets to finance the urgently needed investments. And so Siemens
& Halske wasted valuable years, during which AEG gained more
and more ground.3¢ This neglect led the company to fail to bring
production methods up to date and establish modern manage-
ment structures.

1880s5-1890s

Passionate brotherly strife

So far, the three brothers had managed to hold the wide-ranging
businesses within their company together thanks to good family
relations. Werner von Siemens always referred to this as an “inte-
grated business”3’—by which he meant Siemens & Halske in
Berlin, Siemens Brothers in London, and Siemens & Halske St. Pe-
tersburg. One Siemens brother was in charge of each of the three
companies: Werner in Berlin, William in London, and Carl in
St. Petersburg.3®8 When it came to broader issues such as major
projects, all three partners had a vote. This arrangement worked,
not always without friction: but thus far, the three brothers had
always managed to find common ground despite differences of
opinion.

William’s death in November 1883 changed the situation pro-
foundly. Because he had never had children, there was no direct
heir who might have taken over the primary role in the London
portion of the integrated business. Werner reluctantly agreed to
entrust a hired manager named Ludwig Loffler with the manage-
ment of the London operations. The mechanic and marine cable
specialist had been working for the English subsidiary since 1858
and had led several large cable expeditions.

Carl knew Loffler from his time in London and trusted him to
keep Siemens Brothers on the path of success. But his opinion
changed when Loffler began to ambitiously expand the Siemens
Brothers business with a focus on South America, Africa, and
Asia, for which London served as an excellent base of operations.
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Page of a letter from Carl von Siemens to his brother
Werner on January 11, 1888
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Loffler quickly fell into conflict with Werner von Siemens, who
saw a threat to the interests of the Berlin headquarters. Carl was
drawn into these disputes, which by 1887 evolved into a real con-
flict between the two brothers.

For Werner von Siemens, the situation was clear: He had
founded the electrical engineering company in 1847 with Johann
Georg Halske in Berlin. This meant the branch offices in London
and St. Petersburg were “children” of the parent company in Ber-
lin39—the term “multinational corporation” did not yet exist. And
so in the eyes of its founder, Siemens & Halske was a company
with German roots and whose management should remain Ger-
man.4° Carl saw their enterprise as more differentiated. Although
he respected the position of his older brother as primus inter
pares, he regarded Werner’s “preferential weakness”4! for the
Berlin site to be extremely problematic. He had urged his elder
brother back in 1884 to “emancipate himself from his patriotic
feelings for Germany and his special paternal devotion to the Ber-
lin offices”.42 A rational observer could see that London was much
better suited to serve as the headquarters for the global opera-
tions of Siemens & Halske.

The tone of the correspondence between Berlin and St. Peters-
burg became harsher from letter to letter, and in late 1887 the
conflict broke out into the open. In more than 30 multi-page let-
ters, some of which were highly emotional, Werner and Carl
argued about their worldviews, entrepreneurial success, and
about key issues surrounding the future of their company.43 Even
Carl, usually so patient in his relationships with his siblings, be-
came enraged and felt he had been treated unfairly by Werner.
After all, Carl argued, Werner had not built the company all by
himself: It was the successful collaboration of the three brothers
that made Siemens & Halske into a “global company”. Carl von
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Siemens wanted this to be appropriately acknowledged. In early
January 1888, he wrote to Berlin:

“I seem to be born to great ventures, because wherever I've gone so
far, great things have always arisen. [...] [A]ll the major business
transactions that were completed during my 11 years of slave labor
in London - the Indo-European and Russian-Japanese cables, DUS
cable, French cable - [would not have] happened without my
help."4

Their tempers grew calmer as the month wore on. Guided by the
conviction that in matters of business, each partner must “always
trustin the good sense of the other partners” if one is to avoid “up-
ending the cart”,45 both men returned to their day-to-day business.

Setting the course for the future

Eventually it came to the point where the Siemens brothers had to
take action. Business as usual was not enough in light of AEG’s
successful development. Building and operating electric trains,
power plants, and municipal lighting systems required large in-
vestments that Siemens alone was unable to raise—which is why
Carl von Siemens felt that an initial public offering was just the
right thing. However, brother Werner continued to reject the con-
version of Siemens & Halske into a stock corporation. He also
shied away from the financial risk associated with long-term in-
vestments in infrastructure projects. In his opinion, that kind
of “entrepreneurial business required [...] young, daring bosses
who are always willing to risk their existence to complete a major
business project”.4® He even signed a contract with AEG’s Emil
Rathenau in 1883 in which he promised not to enter the field of
power plants, which were the foundation for the rapid expansion
of municipal electrical grids. Siemens & Halske in Germany re-
stricted itself to producing electrical products, and missed out on
the opportunity to compete in a growing and lucrative segment.
In Russia, Carl von Siemens took a different approach. His Licht-
gesellschaft was a stock corporation that was able to expand rap-
idly in Russia’s municipal lighting market. Given this experience,
he urged his brother to quickly implement the necessary business
reforms in Germany as well—or risk being “reduced to mere
manufacturers”.# The focus on their family—which had been
one of the strengths of the integrated business—now seemed to
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the 59-year-old to be a major drawback. At Christmas in 1888, he
predicted a long and bitter fight with AEG that would “inflict seri-
ous damage on both sides [...] Without the help of their share-
holders, AEG could never have become so big and powerful in such
a short time, and soon they will overshadow us”.48

The initial public offering that Carl desired only became pos-
sible after Werner von Siemens’ death. Carl—working with his
two nephews Wilhelm and Arnold, who had also served as general
partners of Siemens & Halske since 1890—engaged his cousin
Georg Siemens from Deutsche Bank to make the necessary prepa-
rations. He could not and did not wish to act entirely without the
family’s help. Siemens & Halske AG was formally established on
July 3, 1897. At this time, the company had the same market capi-
talization of 35 million Reichsmarks as AEG, which had been es-
tablished only ten years earlier.49

Despite the issuing of stock, the family did not turn over control
of the company. All shares were initially held by the family, and
even the Chairman of the Supervisory Board was a family member.
Incidentally, this tradition was maintained until 1981. Carl von
Siemens, as the last representative of the generation of founders,
became the first Supervisory Board Chairman in 1897— which
was practically a foregone conclusion. At this point, he began to
withdraw more and more from day-to-day operations. In 1893
he had already handed over the management in St. Petersburg to
Hermann Gorz, who he had recruited a short time earlier from
AEG, of all places. Five years later, the St. Petersburg offices also
went public under the name Russische Elektrotechnische Werke
Siemens & Halske AG.5°
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After relinquishing his management role in Russia, Carl von
Siemens moved back to the city that he had left for London over
40 years earlier, as a young man. In Berlin, the 69-year-old
businessman—who had since been bestowed the title of “von
Siemens” —supported his two nephews when they asked for his
help, but he did not offer unsolicited advice. “Everyone wants to
learn things for himself”,5! he wrote to his nephew Wilhelm in
July 1898. In this spirit, Carl limited his role primarily to honorary
duties and took on additional supervisory positions. The com-
pany was now entirely in the hands of the second generation. Carl
only regretted that his own son showed neither the talent nor the
ambition to assume a management position in the company.

Siemens & Halske was well equipped for the challenges ahead.
The company grew rapidly both in Germany and abroad in the
lighting, railway, and industry markets. Berlin had developed by
that time into the most important market in the world for the elec-
trical engineering industry, and Siemens & Halske had a sizeable
market share. Within a decade, their workforce tripled in size. In
spite of this trend, however, the company lost the dominant posi-
tion it had achieved in many markets in the years since its found-
ing in 1847.

Ca. 1900

From “slave to business” to gentleman

As he withdrew from day-to-day business operations, Carl von
Siemens carved out more and more space for his personal life—
which he urgently needed. In October 1896 he wrote in a letter to
his nephew Wilhelm:

“All my life, I've been a slave to my business, and at long last I'd
like to finally enjoy a bit of freedom.”52

Frequent illnesses, lengthy and recurring spa visits, family mis-
fortunes—all of this had taken a heavy toll on him over the de-
cades. Now he was finally wealthy enough that he could enjoy the
comfortable life he had yearned for all those years.

Life in the country held a special appeal for him, perhaps due
to memories of his early childhood in Menzendorf. In 1889 he
purchased the Gostilitzy estate near the Czar’s Peterhof Palace,
about 40 kilometers west of St. Petersburg.53 The estate was easily
accessible by train and soon served as a country manor befitting
his social position, with high-profile visitors from the capital com-
ing and going regularly. AEG manager Felix Deutsch, recalling his
visit to Russia in late 1889, wrote: “Carl [von] Siemens is a genuine
grand seigneur and a very kind host, and I recall with special
fondness the evenings spent in his lovely home.”54 During the au-
tumn months, he hosted battues in the forests that covered his
spacious grounds, and many influential individuals from the
nearby capital were regular guests. Carl von Siemens had a keen
sense for maintaining his excellent contacts with political and
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administrative leaders—and also exploiting them for business
purposes.

Then as now, a businessman’s reputation depended in part on
demonstrating social responsibility and a commitment to the arts.
However, Carl von Siemens never showed much interest in art
and culture at any time during his life: He was more interested in
promoting the sciences. He helped establish the electrical engi-
neering department of the Russian Imperial Technical Society.
He also made regular donations to Lutheran congregations in
St.Petersburg and to various institutions within the German com-
munity in the Russian capital. In 1890, he also began supporting
an orphanage. Entrepreneurial success combined with charitable
activities burnished the social standing of the bourgeois busi-
nessman and earned him numerous distinctions. At the zenith of
his social ascent, Czar Nicholas II elevated his “loyal subject” in
February 1895 “into the hereditary nobility of the Russian Empire
[...] in recognition of his extraordinarily useful activities on be-
half of our national industry and as compensation for his achieve-
ments”.55

This may seem surprising given his liberal ideals during the
revolution of 1848, but Carl von Siemens had long since ceased to
give critical thought to political issues. He maintained pragmatic
relations with the state power brokers and had made his peace
with the monarchy, both in Russia and Germany. Unlike his
brother Werner, who for a time sat in the Prussian House of Rep-
resentatives as a member of the liberal Progress Party, Carl was
never politically active.

Now semi-retired and amember of the nobility, Carl von Siemens
devoted himself to his interests. The manor house and grounds of
the Gostilitzy estate gave him and his family a great deal of plea-
sure; hisdaughters and their husbands and children were frequent

48

guests. He also traveled more, preferring Mediterranean destina-
tions during the winter months. In 1898 Carl and his son Werner
traveled to the Nile Valley. In 1902, two years after his son’s un-
timely death, his nephew Wilhelm accompanied him to Carthage.
But his business never entirely lost its hold on him. His name,
reputation, and excellent contacts remained of great importance
for the Russian office. He also continued to serve as Chairman of

Carl von Siemens on the occasion
of his ennoblement, 1895
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the Supervisory Board for Siemens & Halske AG, a position he
resigned only in December of 1904 due to increasing health prob-
lems. At the time, the 75-year-old had been involved with the com-

pany for 55 years—Ilonger than founder Werner von Siemens.

Carl von Siemens with his cousin Georg
(left) and Georg’s mother Marie, 1900

1870-1900

For posterity

As he grew older, Carl von Siemens turned his attention to the lega-
cy of the Siemens brothers. Werner, William, and Carl had risen
above their humble beginnings to build a global company, which
in 1900 was among the largest industrial enterprises in Germany.
Carl was the last of the three brothers, and he began to develop
increasingly strong feelings for the historical significance of the
family heritage. So he was very receptive when Richard Ehrenberg,
professor and business historian at the University of Rostock, ap-
proached Siemens & Halske in 1902 with a proposal to write a his-
tory of the company.5¢ He gladly shared his recollections with the
professor and even allowed him to study the surviving documents
from the past decades. The written correspondence between the
Siemens brothers proved tobe aunique treasure trove thatallowed
Ehrenberg to construct a detailed picture of not just the develop-
ment of the company but also the family history over a period of
more than 40 years.

Carl von Siemens had the letters that were in Berlin sorted and
also brought in documents from St. Petersburg and London. In
June 1902, he told Ehrenberg that he would continue “sending
documents until you write and tell me to stop”.57 The professor
responded with enthusiasm. He urged Carl to preserve the letters
in a “central family and business archive”® so they would be
available to future generations. The Siemens Archive, as Ehren-
berg called it, was founded in 1907 and was among the first com-
pany archives in Germany. But Carl did not live to see its doors
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open. After resigning his position as Chairman of the Supervisory
Board in December 1904, his health compelled him to spend most
of his time in hospitals and health spas. In early 1906 he was ad-
mitted to a sanatorium on the French Riviera, where he died on
March 21 at the age of 77.

Unlike his brothers Werner and Friedrich, Carl von Siemens
did not create any significant inventions. He did not conduct basic
research like William Siemens, nor did he earn any honorary doc-
torates for outstanding achievements in science and technology.
And yet he was indispensable in the development of Siemens &
Halske. Carl von Siemens has gone down in the company’s history
as the “organizer of great business ventures”. This “special talent,”
wrote the Siemens-Jahrbuch on the 100th anniversary of his birth
in 1929, enabled him to “create a solid foundation for the financial
ascent of Siemens & Halske”.59
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