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From Siam to Greenland:  
Dan ish Economic Imperialism at the Turn 

of the Twentieth Century

janina priebe
Umeå University

The turn to the twen ti eth cen tury marked a phase when the bal­
ance of power of Eu ro pean im pe ri al ism be came im per iled. As Tony 

Ballantyne and Antoinette Burton have not ed, the con se quence was 
po lit i cal and eco nomic in sta bil ity in many re gions of the world.1 Natu­
ral re source in dus tries and their world wide con nec tions had been at 
the cen ter of many con flicts shap ing pre vi ous de vel op ments, in clud ing 
the Boxer Uprising, the Russo­Jap a nese War, and the South Af ri can 
War. In pur su ing for mal co lo nial ism and eco nomic im pe ri al ism, state 
and pri vate ac tors cre ated an un seen far rago of far­reaching in ter ests. 
Securing and prov ing power through the ef fi cient ex ploi ta tion of nat u ral 
re sources thus be came an entrenched idea in the mindset of co lo nial 
pow ers and a driv ing force for im pe rial pro jects of an eco nom ic, po lit i cal, 
and cul tural na ture.2

Denmark’s em pire, once cov er ing Europe’s North and in clud ing 
col o nies in West Africa and the In dian sub con ti nent, on the other hand, 
shrank con sid er ably dur ing the nineteenth cen tu ry, and the end of 
Denmark’s crown union with Norway in 1814 weak ened its power in 
Scan di na vian ter ri to ry. Moreover, Dan ish col o nies in West Africa and 
In dia were sold to the United Kingdom. At the turn to the twen ti eth 

1 Tony Ballantyne and Antoinette Burton, Em pires and the Reach of the Global, 1870–
1945 (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2012), 157.

2 Barbara Bush, Imperialism and Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 2014), 43–44.
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cen tury sell ing the Dan ish West Indies came un der con sid er ation once 
again. In ad di tion, Iceland and the Faroe Islands, Denmark’s North 
At lan tic de pen den cies, were ea ger to gain more po lit i cal in de pen dence, 
which led to con flicts over fish ing rights for de cades to come.3 Never­
theless, Denmark’s self­im age as a be nev o lent em pire lived on in its 
re la tion to Greenland, its larg est and north ern most col o ny. This im age 
con tin ued to per sist in Scan di na vian his to ri og ra phy, which “white­
washed and keenly reproduced [a] pic ture of min i mal non­in volve ment 
in co lo nial ex pan sion.”4

The es tab lish ment of trad ing posts in the mid­eigh teenth cen tury 
marked the Dan ish col o ni za tion of Greenland. It was guided by the no tion 
that de scen dants of the Norse who set tled on the Arctic island in the 
tenth cen tury were still liv ing there. Reestablishing com mu ni ca tion and 
strength en ing Denmark’s sov er eignty over the en clave were pri or i tized. 
After it be came clear that all  hopes would not be re al ized, how ev er, Green­
land was reimagined by ad vo cates of Dan ish con trol as a “bur den.” Inspired 
by so cial Dar win ism, they saw the co lo nial sub jects as care less chil dren 
who had to be cared for by their mas ters.5 This per cep tion was es sen tial 
for nineteenth­cen tury im pe rial vi sions, and it shaped Denmark’s con­
ser va tive ap proach to co lo nial pol icy in Greenland. Authorities preserved 
the al leg edly vul ner a ble Greenlandic life style that was based on seal hunt­
ing to a large extent. They introduced incentives for the Greenlandic 
hunters to trade in seal skins and whale bones. These coveted products 
were sold in con ti nen tal Europe.6 Dan ish and for eign pri vate businesses 
were banned from en ter ing the de pen dency so that the state­led Royal 
Greenland Trade Department (Kongelige Grønlandske Handel) could 
ex er cise its mo nop oly on trade with a range of Greenlandic prod ucts.

However, at the turn to the twen ti eth cen tu ry, po lit i cal power shifted 
to ward lib eral forces in main land Denmark, mirroring strength ened 

3 Finn Gad, “History of Colonial Greenland,” in Arctic (Handbook of North Amer i can 
In di ans, vol. 5), ed. Da vid Damas (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1984).

4 Magdalena Naum and Jo nas M. Nordin, “Situating Scan di na vian Colonialism,” in 
Scan di na vian Colonialism and the Rise of Modernity. Small Time Agents in a Global Arena (Con­
tributions to Global Historical Archaeology, vol. 37), ed. Magdalena Naum and Jo nas M. 
Nordin (New York: Springer, 2013), 4.

5 Klaus Georg Hansen, “Modernisation of Greenland,” in Historical Companion to Post-
colonial Literatures: Continental Europe and Its Em pires, ed. Prem Poddar and Rajeev S. Patke 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 87.

6 Dan ish National Archives in Copenhagen, Denmark [hence forth re ferred to as 
DNA], Indenrigsministeriet, Udvalget til overvejelse af Den Kgl. Grønlandske Handels 
drift og virkemåde 1906–1908, “Forhandlingsprotokol.” Except when not ed, all  doc u ments 
are orig i nally in Dan ish or Ger man. All di rect quo ta tions from ar chi val ma te rial are my 
trans la tions. See also Aage V. Strøm Tejsen, “The History of the Royal Greenland Trade 
Department,” Polar Record 18, no. 116 (1977):462.
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parliamentarianism across Europe.7 A cri tique of Greenland’s con ser­
va tive and pro tec tion ist gov er nance soon followed. The po lit i cal shift 
shaped the Greenland de bate that was at first lim ited to some Dan ish 
civil ser vants who wel comed the new lib eral gov ern ment. On new 
po lit i cal grounds, pri vate in ves tors en tered the de bate with hopes for 
an early end to the state mo nop o ly. They were part of a het ero ge neous 
and dis persed an ti­con ser va tive move ment that disapproved of the iso­
lat ing pol icy Dan ish au thor i ties had followed for al most two cen tu ries. 
In an on go ing pub lic de bate, this tra di tional ap proach was presented as 
be ing at the root of ad min is tra tive, eco nom ic, and so cial prob lems that 
were wors en ing Greenland’s fi nan cial sit u a tion. Whether the col ony 
was ac tu ally run ning on a def i cit was in tensely de bated in par lia ment 
as well.8

In 1901, the coun cil pres i dent and pro fes sor of law Johan Henrik 
Deuntzer (1845–1918) in tro duced Denmark’s first lib eral cab i net. 
Deuntzer was also the co­founder of the first steering board of an 
expanding Dan ish com pany with global ties—the East Asi atic Com­
pany (EAC). Founded in 1897, EAC was a ship ping and trad ing stock 
com pany with a fo cus on com mod ity trade in Southeast Asia. The 
di rec tor and founder of the EAC, Hans Niels Andersen (1852–1937), 
played a crit i cal role in transforming the par lia men tary sys tem with his 
fa vor able con nec tions to the royal house.9 Shortly af ter Andersen and 
Deuntzer saw through the fun da men tal change in the Dan ish gov ern­
ment un der the flag of new lib er al ism, the group around the EAC’s 
lead ers and fi nan ciers turned their at ten tion to the north ern col o ny. In 
1905, they came to gether to ap ply for a pri vate con ces sion for var i ous 
nat u ral re source in dus tries in Greenland. They formed a con sor tium, 
a loosely as so ci ated group that shared a com pre hen sive vi sion of mod­
ern iz ing large sec tors of Greenland’s econ o my.10

7 Gun nar Lind, “Noblemen, Officers, and Democracy in Denmark: Values, Politics, 
and Interests 1660–1901,” in Language and the Construction of Class Identities, ed. Bo Stråth 
(Gothenburg: Gothenburg University, 1990), 172.

8 DNA, Rigsdagstidende. Oversigt over forhandlingerne 1904/05, vol. B, 150.
9 Søren Ellemose, Kompagniet: H. N. Andersens ØK, 1884–2007 (Copenhagen: Jyllands 

Postens Forlag, 2007), 56. See also Erik Strange Petersen, “Den politiske udvikling 1864–
1914,” in Danmarks historie i grundtræk, ed. Steen Buschk and Henning Poulsen (Århus: 
Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2002), 295.

10 Dan ish National Business Archives in Aarhus, Denmark [hence forth re ferred to as 
DNBA], Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt direktions­
sager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “Andragande om Grønlandsk Koncession” 
(Oc to ber 9, 1905).
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Historiographical Context

The role of pri vate ini tia tives in fin­de­siècle im pe ri al ism is in creas ingly 
a fo cus of his tor i cal re search. These ac counts call for a broader un der­
stand ing of im pe rial dom i nance, one that ex ceeds na tional dis courses.11 
While benefit ing from the com plex in ter play of im pe rial in ter ests on 
the po lit i cal and eco nomic lev el, well­connected fi nan ciers and pri vate 
en ter prises shaped the land scape of trad ing link ages according to their 
own vi sions.12 Scholars have shown how pri vate en ter prises with far­
reaching net works of pro duc tion and trade were agents and car ri ers of 
im pe ri al ist pow er.13 These ven tures reproduced im pe ri al ist nar ra tives 
and thereby manifested “rhe tor i cal for mu la tions of im pe ri al ist aims.”14 
Da vid S. Landes has coined the term eco nomic im pe ri al ism to de scribe 
how mul ti fac eted ideas linked nat u ral re source ex ploi ta tion to the self­
con cep tion of cul tural su pe ri or ity in the era of im pe rial ex pan sion. He 
em pha sizes how vi sions of em pire guided both for mal co lo nial ism as 
well as the ex pan sion of pri vate en ter prises.15 At a time of un prec e­
dented en tan gle ment of pri vate busi ness and fi nance—on go ing since 
at least the late nineteenth cen tu ry—these en ter prises were key agents 
to “bridge the dis tance be tween places, [and] point up the im por tance 
and ir rel e vance of in ter na tional bound aries.”16 Narratives of pri vate 
stake hold ers were wo ven into dis courses on nat u ral re source use in an 
im pe rial con text. Kenneth Pomeranz no tices the in creas ingly “re li­
able (though of ten tense) re la tion ships be tween states and own ers of 

11 See Mona Domosh, “Selling Civilization: Toward a Cultural Analysis of America’s 
Economic Em pire in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” Transactions of 
the Institute of Brit ish Geographers 29, no. 4 (2004): 453–67, and Raymond E. Dumett, “A 
West Af ri can ‘Fashoda’: Expanding Trade, Colonial Rivalries and Insurrection in the Côte 
d’Ivoire / Gold Coast Borderlands: The Assikasso Crisis of 1897–98,” Journal of Imperial and 
Commonwealth History 41, no. 5 (2013): 710–43.

12 Christopher Alan Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914: Global Connec-
tions and Comparisons (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 475.

13 See, for in stance, Espen Ekberg and Even Lange, “Business History and Economic 
Globalisation,” Business History 56, no. 1 (2014): 101–15; Richard Grove, “Climatic Fears: 
Colonialism and the History of Environmentalism,” Harvard International Review 23, no. 4 
(2002): 50–55; Mar ian Kent, Moguls and Mandarins: Oil, Imperialism and the Middle East in 
Brit ish Foreign Policy, 1900–1940 (London: Frank Cass, 1993); and John Gallagher and Ron­
ald Robinson, “The Imperialism of Free Trade,” Economic History Review 6, no. 1 (1953): 
1–15.

14 Mat thew P. Fitzpatrick, Liberal Imperialism in Germany: Expansionism and National-
ism, 1848–1884 (New York: Berghahn Books), 51.

15 Da vid S. Landes, “Some Thoughts on the Nature of Economic Imperialism,” Journal 
of Economic History 21, no. 4 (1961):496.

16 Mat thew Evenden, “Aluminum, Commodity Chains, and the Environmental His­
tory of the Second World War,” Environmental History 16, no. 1 (2011):70.
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cap i tal.”17 As Maria Serena I. Diokno has shown for Siam dur ing the 
late nineteenth and early twen ti eth cen tu ry, the trans for ma tion of 
en vi ron ments was of ten ini ti ated by “far­reaching bank ing op er a tions 
extending from the ma jor co lo nial cen tres to rice fields and up land 
teak ar eas.”18

Scholars attempting to iden tify im pe rial nar ra tives in Dan ish his­
to ri og ra phy have, nev er the less, been re luc tant to en gage with these 
ques tions un til re cent ly.19 Those fo cus ing on global trade have remarked 
that the “dis crete ex it” of Scan di na vian states like Denmark “from the 
his tory of Eu ro pean im pe ri al ism in Asia and Africa in the nineteenth 
cen tu ry”20 resulted from the as sump tion that the in sig ni fi cance of Dan ish 
im pe ri al ism, com pared with ac tors on a world scale, was syn on y mous 
with its in no cence. In terms of cul tural his to ry, Lars Jensen la ments the 
fact that his tor i cal re search largely ne glects Denmark’s post co lo nial 
leg acy of im pe ri al ism.21 Besides a lack of re search on Scan di na vian 
sources avail  able in En glish, there has been a lack of se ri ous en gage ment 
with the im pe rial past in Dan ish his to ri og ra phy un til re cent ly.22

The spe cific con sor tium at the cen ter of anal y sis in this ar ti cle ap pears 
in his tor i cal ac counts, only brief ly, as a pro tag o nist in Denmark’s het­
ero ge neous an ti­con ser va tive move ment. The group is placed within 
the broad range of ac tors who demanded the same lib er ties and rights 
for pri vate in vest ments in Greenland that they enjoyed in the South­
ern Hemisphere at the turn to the twen ti eth cen tu ry. In a de tailed 
as sess ment of pri vate cap i tal in vest ments in Greenland be tween 1900 
and 1917, the his to rian Henning Bro in tro duces the con sor tium as an 
ex am ple of how in flu en tial fig ures from Denmark’s pri vate econ omy 

17 Kenneth Pomeranz, “Introduction,” in The Environment and World History, ed. Edmund 
Burke III and Kenneth Pomeranz (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 6.

18 Maria Serena I. Diokno, “Southeast Asia: Imperial Possession and Dispossession in 
the Long Twentieth Century,” in The Great Divergence: Hegemony, Uneven Development, and 
Global Inequality, ed. Kvarne Sundaram Jomo (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 181.

19 See, for in stance, Kirsten Thisted, “ ‘Where Once Dannebrog Waved for More than 
200 Years’: Banal Nationalism, Narrative Templates and Post­Colonial Melancholia,” Review 
of Development and Change 14, no. 1/2 (2009): 147–72; and Ka ren Fog Olwig, “Narrating 
Deglobalization: Dan ish Perceptions of a Lost Em pire,” Global Networks 3, no. 3 (2003): 
207–22.

20 Hanna Hodacs, Silk and Tea in the North: Scan di na vian Trade and the Market for Asian 
Goods in Eighteenth-Century Europe (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 7.

21 Lars Jensen, “Denmark and Its Colonies,” in A Historical Companion to Postcolonial 
Literatures: Continental Europe and Its Em pires, ed. Rajeev S. Patke and Lars Jensen (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 59.

22 See, for in stance, Kristín Loftsdóttir and Lars Jensen, eds., Whiteness and Postcolonialism 
in the Nor dic Region: Exceptionalism, Migrant Others and National Identities (Surrey: Ashgate, 
2012).
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demanded a change in co lo nial pol i cy.23 It is also seen as an in stance of 
the dis persed move ment that expressed dis sat is fac tion with the col o ny’s 
gov er nance.24 To what ex tent the group’s in ter est in Greenland cor re lated 
with its in volve ment in a num ber of trans na tional busi ness ven tures in 
other parts of the world is a ques tion that is neglected in his to rio graph­
i cal ac counts. The global con nec tions of Denmark’s com mer cial elite 
are con fined to a side note in the his to rio graph i cal nar ra tive that cen­
ters on the dif fuse dis con tent with the state mo nop oly in Greenland. 
According to that nar ra tive, it was merely a small com mer cial elite and 
only a num ber of re form­minded civil ser vants in the co lo nial ad min is­
tra tion who crit i cized the state mo nop o ly. The fact that pri vate cap i tal 
did not have a note wor thy ef fect on Greenland’s econ omy be fore the 
1950s is in that re spect cer tainly one rea son for the his to rio graph i cal 
blind spot.25

A Vision for Greenland

The Dan ish Home Office, which was re spon si ble for Greenlandic af fairs, 
re ceived four ap pli ca tions for pri vate ac cess to Greenland’s re sources 
in 1905 alone—af ter the col ony had been man aged un der a strict state 
mo nop oly for more than a cen tu ry. Among these ap pli ca tions, the 
con sor tium’s had the most com pre hen sive plan and un prec e dented 
back ing from Denmark’s com mer cial elite.26 In Oc to ber 1905, the con­
sor tium sub mit ted a de tailed plan to mod ern ize Greenland’s fish er ies, 
to in tro duce sheep and fox farm ing, and to es tab lish down feather 
pro duc tion and rein deer herding.27 It was a well­connected group with a 
wide range of ex per tise in pri vate econ o my, ad min is tra tion, and fi nance. 

23 Henning Bro, “Dansk privatkapital og KGH’s monopol i Grønland omkring 1900–
1917,” Tidskriftet Grønland 1 (1991): 239.

24 See, for in stance, Axel Kjær Sørensen, Denmark-Greenland in the Twentieth Century 
(Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2007), 9; and Ditte Bentzon Goldschmidt, 
“Danmark—moder eller koloniherre,” Fortid og nutid, tidsskrift for kulturhistorie og lokalhisto-
rie 34, no. 1 (1987): 213.

25 Axel Kjær Sørensen, “Danske erhvervsinteresser og Grønlands nyordning 1950,” 
Historie / Jyske samlinger 15, no. 2 (1983–1985): 376–77.

26 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m. “Uddrag af forhandlingspro­
tokollen” (No vem ber 4, 1905).

27 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “Andragande om grønlandsk 
koncession” (Oc to ber 9, 1905), 1. For a de tailed anal y sis of the rhet o ric of this sub mis sion, 
see Janina Priebe, “The Arctic Scramble Revisited: The Greenland Consortium and the 
Imagined Future of Fisheries in 1905,” Journal of Northern Studies 9, no. 1 (2015): 13–32.
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The ap pli ca tion for com mer cial ac cess to Greenland to the Home 
Office lists P. O. A. Andersen, Dan iel Bruun, Mylius­Erichsen, Vilj. 
H. Finsen, Emil Glückstadt, N. Hartz, Svenn Poulsen, L. Mikkelsen 
Vendsyssel, Poul Vibæk, and F. Warburg as mem bers of the con sor tium.28 
Strictly speak ing, the con sor tium ap plied for a fran chise mo nop oly on 
pro duc tion of and trade in Greenland’s an i mal re sources, es pe cially 
coastal fish er ies, in return for roy al ties. The terms fre quently used in the 
ap pli ca tion doc u ments re late to pri vat iza tion in the broadest sense and 
in the spirit of the late nineteenth­cen tury trend of econ o mies of scale, 
such as privat (pri vate), koncession (con ces sion), and pri vate Foretagander 
(pri vate en tre pre neurs).29 A state ment of sup port was added to the main 
ap pli ca tion, signed by Hans Niels Andersen, A. Heide, Is. Glückstadt, 
J. Larsen, Andreas de Richelieu, R. Strøm, P. N. Damm, and Chris tian 
Frederik Drechsel.

The ma jor ity of the con sor tium’s mem bers and sup port ers were 
al ready en gaged as busi ness part ners and fi nan ciers in nat u ral re source 
in dus tries and com mod ity trade on a global scale, reaching from Russia 
and Asia to South Africa. Their at tempt to ac cess Greenland’s re sources 
was one of many ven tures un der taken by the same stake holder net work 
closely in volved in businesses world wide. Among the group’s mem bers 
and sup port ers who as sured fi nan cial back ing were the di rec tor of the 
Danske Landmandsbank, Hypothek og Vekselbank (Dan ish  Farmers’ 
Bank), Isak Glückstadt (1839–1910), and his son, the bank’s vice di rec­
tor Emil Raffael Glückstadt (1875–1923). The Farmers’ Bank had 
stepped for ward as ma jor fi nan cier of the EAC, which had been founded 
in Bangkok, Siam (to day Thailand), by Dan ish businessmen in 1897. 
In 1905, the EAC’s di rec tor Hans Niels Andersen, Isak Glückstadt, and 
other mem bers of the EAC’s first steering board were key sup port ers of 
the Greenland con sor tium. Their en gage ment in Dan ish co lo nial pol icy 
in Greenland took place against the back drop of un par al leled cri ses in 
their businesses in other parts of the world.

28 The group re ferred to itself as “the con sor tium” (konsortiet). DNBA, Den Danske 
Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt direktionssager, Østasiatisk 
Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “Andragande om grønlandsk koncession, till Inden­
rigsministeriet” (copy) (Oc to ber 9, 1905), “C. F. Drechsel, Regjeringens konsulent i fiskeris­
ager” (copy) (Oc to ber 1905), “Uddrag af forhandlingsprotokollen” (No vem ber 4, 1905). In 
1906, an an nounce ment ad di tion ally names the Dan ish ma rine sci en tist Johannes Schmidt 
(1877–1933) and the na val of fi cer Georg Carl Amdrup (1866–1947) as mem bers of the 
con sor tium. Morten Porsild, “Grønland,” Atlanten. Medlemsblad for foreningen De Danske 
Atlanterhavsøer 27 (1906): 377–78.

29 Thomas J. DiLorenzo, “The Myth of Natural Monopoly,” Review of Austrian Economics 
9, no. 2 (1996):44.
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The Greenland Consortium  
and the East Asi atic Company

The in volve ment of the Farmers’ Bank’s di rec tors, Isak and Emil Glück­
stadt, in the EAC as well as the Greenland con sor tium em bod ied a 
nineteenth­cen tury trend that would rad i cally change the land scape 
of in dus trial fi nanc ing: Private cap i tal money be came the back bone of 
ex trac tive in dus tries in so­called pe riph eral re gions.30 The Farmers’ Bank 
and other pri vate stake hold ers fi nanced the EAC with out funding from 
the Dan ish gov ern ment.31 The his tory of the EAC is iconic for glob al­
iz ing trade at the turn to the twen ti eth cen tu ry. The EAC’s steam ship 
lines connected the Asian con ti nent to Copenhagen and transported 
var i ous goods, like Scan di na vian wood to South Africa and mil i tary 
ma te rial within Russia. The com pany also owned palm tree plan ta tions 
and mines in Southeast Asia.

Under the ae gis of Isak Glückstadt, the EAC quickly be came a multi­
branch com pany that con trolled an expanding net work of raw ma te­
rial pro duc tion, ship ping, and sales. In a con tem po rary ad ver tise ment 
of the newly founded com pany in 1897, the EAC presented itself as 
“Timber Merchants, Sawmillers, Ricemillers, Importers and Exporters, 
Ship­own ers: Bangkok­Europe, di rect lines.”32 Hans Niels Andersen 
recalled in a per sonal ac count, published in 1928, that he had warned 
Isak Glückstadt dur ing the time of the EAC’s mas sive ex pan sion, 
which was fi nan cially backed by the Farmers’ Bank: “He was sit ting 
on steering boards of so many joint­stock com pa nies with con tra dic­
tory in ter ests, [and] the ex is tence of many depended on the bank.”33 
Isak Glückstadt had an in flu en tial po si tion in the EAC’s first steering 
board. The Farmers’ Bank held more than two thirds of its foun da­
tion seed cap i tal in shares and ob li ga tions.34 When the newly founded 
EAC took over Andersen & Company (founded ear lier by Hans Niels 
Andersen), the lat ter had lost more than one third of its value be cause 
of the un fa vor able sil ver price in the late 1890s.35 Paradoxically, the 
Glückstadts’ in flu en tial role on the EAC’s steering board was the re sult 

30 Pe ter Bøegh Nielsen, “Aspects of Industrial Financing in Denmark 1840–1914,” 
Scan di na vian Economic History Review 31, no. 2 (1983): 106.

31 Hans Niels Andersen, Tilbageblik (Copenhagen: Hertz’s Bogtrykkeri, 1914), 44.
32 Flemming Winther Nielsen, “H. N. Andersen: Myths & Realities,” ScandAsia, 

March 15, 2011, http://scandasia.com/8719­h­n­andersen­myths­realities/.
33 Hans Niels Andersen, Landmandsbanken og Det Østasiatiske Kompagni (Copenhagen: 

Hertz’s Bogtrykkeri, 1928), 3 (my trans la tion).
34 Julius Schovelin, Den Danske Landmandsbank Hypothek- og Vekselbank Aktieselskab, 

1871–1921 (Copenhagen: Hertz’s Bogtrykkeri, 1921), 378.
35 Andersen, Tilbageblik, 31.
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of glob al iz ing fi nance and de vel op ments out side Denmark. Andreas du 
Plessis de Richelieu (1852–1932), an other of the EAC’s first steering 
board mem bers, also sat on the steering board of the Farmers’ Bank.36 
After be ing a part ner in Andersen & Company, Richelieu man aged the 
EAC’s Siam busi ness. In 1902, Richelieu left for Europe as “one of the 
richest men in Denmark.”37 He was among the Greenland con sor tium’s 
sup port ers shortly af ter his return.38 The in volve ment of Richelieu and 
Andersen shows how closely entangled the con sor tium was with the 
EAC—while both ven tures also re ceived cru cial back ing by the Farmers’ 
Bank. This sym bi o sis of pri vate econ omy and fi nance pro duced a far­
reaching sys tem of in ter ests.39

The ap pli ca tion of the Greenland con sor tium came for ward at a time 
of un par al leled prob lems for the EAC and the Farmers’ Bank. A cri sis 
in the teak wood busi ness was just one of them. The EAC had in tro­
duced teak wood from Siam to the Eu ro pean mar kets.40 Its con ces sions 
com prised var i ous stands of teak trees in for ests that the EAC had 
taken over from Andersen & Company in 1897. The heavy teak logs 
were transported by the river sys tem on floats to the com pa ny’s saw­
mills in Bangkok.41 In 1901 and 1902, the mon soon sea son in North 
Siam brought less than two thirds of the av er age rain fall. The num ber 
of logs that could be transported on the riv ers was re duced dra mat i cally 
dur ing these years, which were ac com pa nied by se vere droughts on the 
Asian con ti nent.42 Additionally, the logs’ qual ity de creased con sid­
er ably while they could nei ther be transported nor processed.43 EAC 
di rec tives given in 1902 sug gest that teak logs had to be pur chased from 
com pet i tors, such as a log ging com pany in Borneo, Indonesia, in or der 

36 Bro, “Dansk privatkapital,” 239.
37 Flemming Winther Nielsen, “Andreas du Plessis de Richelieu  as   Entre preneur,”   

 ScandAsia, March 22, 2010, 8, http://scandasia.com/6075­admiral­andreas­du­plessis­de­
richelieu­as­entrepreneur/.

38 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “C.F. Drechsel, Regjeringens 
konsulent i fiskerisager” (Oc to ber 1905), 1.

39 Introduction, in A World Connecting, 1870–1945, ed. Emily S. Rosenberg (Cam­
bridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2012), 9; Richard S. Horowitz, 
“International Law and State Transformation in China, Siam, and the Ot to man Em pire 
dur ing the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of World History 15, no. 4 (2005): 447.

40 Akira Suehiro, Capital Accumulation in Thailand, 1855–1985 (Chiang Mai: Silkworms 
Books, 1989), 57.

41 Colin De’Ath, “A History of Timber Exports from Thailand with Emphasis on the 
1870–1937 Period,” Natural History Bulletin of the Siam Society 40, no. 1 (1992): 62.

42 Robert Bickers and Richard G. Tiedemann, The Box ers, China, and the World (Lanham, 
Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), 147.

43 Ole Lange, Den hvide elefant. H.N. Andersens eventyr og ØK, 1852–1914 (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal, 1986), 113–14.
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not to halt the pro duc tion in the com pa ny­owned saw mills com plete ly. 
Competition on the Eu ro pean mar ket put pres sure on the prices, too: 
“We are  able to com pete on the Eu ro pean mar ket with coveted wood 
only if we pur chase it from other sup pli ers for cheaper prices than our 
own mill charges.”44 A pol icy mem o ran dum of the same year sum ma­
rizes the fac tors that had led to the cri sis: “Considering that this cap i tal 
has not gen er ated any sur plus in the last seven years, and in view of the 
po lit i cal sit u a tion, bad rain years and other un for tu nate cir cum stances 
re sult in a very con sid er able risk.”45 In April 1902, an over view doc u­
ment about the for ests’ profit ra tio contained the clear state ment that 
with draw ing from the teak wood busi ness was an op tion se ri ously con­
sid ered by the EAC’s lead er ship: “In or der to avoid se vere loss once 
the for est busi ness will be assessed as well as in view of the com pa ny’s 
lim ited share holder cap i tal, ne ces sity de mands al ready at this point the 
wind ing­up of the busi ness.”46 Risk and un cer tainty were cen tral to the 
rhet o ric in these di rec tives.

Flagging teak plank pro duc tion has com monly been iden ti fied as the 
rea son for the EAC’s se vere def i cits un til 1906.47 Nevertheless, teak wood 
from Siam was presented as a ma jor source of the com pa ny’s wealth in 
Europe. Throughout these years, share hold ers re ceived an 8 per cent 
div i dend—ex cept in 1903, when they re ceived 5 per cent.48 The pay­
ing of div i dends was less a re flec tion of a stake in the com pa ny’s past 
than of a prom ise of its suc cess in the fu ture. The an thro pol o gist Anna 
Lowenhaupt Tsing has shown how with the emer gence of share hold ers 
the “self­con scious mak ing of a spec ta cle . . .  [be came] a nec es sary aid 
to gath er ing in vest ment funds.”49 Because of this, im mense em pha sis 
was put on how risk and op por tu ni ties were per ceived and com mu ni­
cat ed. The EAC’s cri sis was non ex is tent for its share hold ers, who saw 

44 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 
skovdriften i Siam m.m., “Til direktionen for Aktieselskabet Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 
Shanghai” (Feb ru ary 13, 1902), 1.

45 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 
skovdriften i Siam m.m., “Vejledende mem o ran dum for skovens og savmøllens drift,” 
(n. d.), 3.

46 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 
skovdriften i Siam m.m., “Oversigt over skovenes rentabilitet og pro gram for eventuel 
afvikling af den nuværende skovvirksomhed” (April 1902), 1.

47 Lange, Den hvide elefant.
48 Ole Lange, “Kinch­Affæren. H.N. Andersen og de pyntede ØK­regnskaber,” Fund og 

forskning i det Kongelige Biblioteks samlinger 28 (1988): 49–50.
49 Anna [Lowenhaupt] Tsing, “Inside the Economy of Appearances,” Public Culture 12, 

no. 1 (2000): 118.
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the div i dends remaining at the same level as the years be fore.50 In the 
1980s, his to ri ans discussed if the al leged discrepancies in the EAC’s 
ac count ing were in fact com mon prac tice in the ac count ing of mul ti­
lat eral com pa nies, whose op er a tions reached an un prec e dented or ga­
ni za tional com plex ity and geo graph i cal ex tent in the late nineteenth 
cen tu ry.51 There was space for in co her ence. Communication, a key fac­
tor in this de vel op ment, was de tached from goods transportation for 
the first time in the his tory of the global econ o my. The EAC’s or ga­
ni za tional struc ture was char ac ter is tic for com pa nies that connected 
ex ploi ta tion and con sump tion of nat u ral re sources on a global scale. 
Geoffrey Jones de scribes how a com mod ity such as teak wood would be 
“pro duced by a partly owned plan ta tion com pa ny, sold and moved by a 
wholly owned branch, and then warehoused, packed, blended and dis­
trib uted through other af fil i ates.”52 The Farmers’ Bank’s di rec tor, Isak 
Glückstadt, be came sus pi cious given Andersen’s con cerns about the per­
for mance of the teak branch. Glückstadt trav eled to Bangkok in late 
1906 in or der to check the Siam ac count books for 1901 and 1902.53 
The inconsistencies he found led to a ma jor in ter nal con flict with the 
EAC’s for mer Bangkok ex ec u tive. It was even tu ally car ried out in court 
in 1912.54

The EAC’s plan for gold min ing in Siam is an other ex am ple of 
how closely the later Greenland con sor tium mem bers were in volved in 
joint busi ness ven tures—and of the cri ses they ex pe ri enced to geth er. In 
No vem ber 1898, a group of ma jor fi nan cial in sti tutes from Denmark, 
Sweden, and Germany agreed to sup port the EAC’s ex plo ra tion of gold 
and cop per de pos its in Siam.55 These fi nan ciers were the ex clu sive back­
ers of the EAC’s min ing ac tiv i ties in the Southeast Asian king dom, 

50 Per Bro has crit i cized Lange’s as sump tion that share hold ers were de lib er ately 
de ceived. Per Bro, “Om brug og misbrug af regnskaber i anledning af Ole Langes bog om 
H.N. Andersen,” Historisk Tidsskrift 15, no. 3 (1988):102.

51 Bro, “Brug og misbrug,” 90.
52 Geoffrey Jones, Multinationals and Global Capitalism. From the Nineteenth to the Twenty-

First Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 170.
53 Ellemose, Kompagniet, 67.
54 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 

skovdriften i Siam m.m., Tre indlæg til overretten og en overretsdom i Kinch-sagen, 21ste Okto-
ber 1912 i sagen direktør Em. Kinch mod det Østasiatiske Kompagnis formand (1913), 2.

55 A con tract concerning the fi nanc ing of ex plo ra tion ac tiv i ties and the shar ing of 
prof its from the EAC’s min ing ac tiv i ties in Siam was con cluded by Norddeutsche Bank 
and L. Behrens & Söhne in Hamburg, Germany, Stockholms Enskilda Bank in Stockholm, 
Sweden, and Privatbanken and Danske Landmandsbank, Hypothek og Vekselbank (Dan­
ish Farmers’ Bank) in Copenhagen, Denmark. DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 
Forskelligt ma te ri al, Brev fra prins Viggo til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK, 
“Consortial­Vertrag betreffend: eine Vereinbarung mit der Actiengesellschaft ‘Die Ostasi­
atische Compagnie’ ” (No vem ber 19, 1898), 1. In 1901, the EAC took over the shares of 
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and each had equal shares in fu ture prof its. The Farmers’ Bank acted 
as leader of these share hold ers and man aged cor re spon dence with the 
EAC. The banks agreed to fi nanc ing the geo log i cal ex plo ra tion of four 
gold de pos its and a cop per mine for which the EAC planned to ap ply 
for con ces sions to the Siam gov ern ment. Andersen and Richelieu were 
ex plic itly men tioned in the con tract as be ing re spon si ble for the prof­
it abil ity of fu ture min ing ac tiv i ties be cause of their key po si tions in the 
EAC’s lead er ship.56

The EAC’s early plan ning for the geo log i cal ex plo ra tion of the gold 
de pos its in Siam was marked by sus pi cion of po ten tial ri val in ter ests. 
Andersen con sid ered ban ning the hired ge ol o gist from speak ing about 
his man date in Siam.57 In fact, Richelieu reported al ready early in 1899 
that the employed ge ol o gist dealt with prac ti cal dif fi cul ties that would 
de lay the as sess ment of the de pos its’ val ue.58After a small probe from a 
planned site for gold min ing had raised high hopes, how ev er, sev eral tons 
of stones were sent to Hamburg, Germany, for fur ther anal y sis.59 When 
it turned out that the re sults did not meet the ex pec ta tions and geo log­
i cal ex perts ad vised against com mer cial ex ploi ta tion of the de pos it, the 
contracting fi nan cial in sti tutes did not cover the EAC’s costs. Andersen 
recalled the con se quences in a let ter to Deuntzer in 1912: “The min ing 
ac tiv i ties are even tu ally be ing ended af ter they led—as you know—to 
a con sid er able def i cit that is still not cov ered, and in our meet ings it 
did not seem pos si ble to agree on who would cover the costs be cause of, 
as far as I un der stood, the con tract’s in ad e quate word ing.”60 It was an 
ex pen sive ven ture that the EAC even tu ally paid for itself. The word ing 
of the con tract had left the risk to the EAC in case the de pos its did not 
con tain gold in com mer cially valu able amounts.

the Norddeutsche Bank. Supplement to the same doc u ment, signed Au gust 1, 1901, by 
H. N. Andersen.

56 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt ma te ri al, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK, “Consortial­Vertrag betreffend: eine 
Vereinbarung mit der Actiengesellschaft ‘Die Ostasiatische Compagnie’ ” (No vem ber 19, 
1898), 2.

57 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK. Letter H. N. Andersen to J.H. Deuntzer 
(copy) (No vem ber 11, 1898), 1.

58 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 
skovdriften i Siam m.m. “Auszug aus einem Briefe von Admiral de Richelieu, Bkok [Bangkok]” 
(March 29, 1899).

59 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK. Letter H. N. Andersen to J. H. Deuntzer 
(copy) (May 13, 1912), 2.

60 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK. Letter H. N. Andersen to J. H. Deuntzer 
(copy) (May 13, 1912), 1.
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Crises of the Consortium’s Stake hold ers

In a let ter of 1912 to Johan Henrik Deuntzer, Andersen de lin eated how 
the fail ing min ing pros pects in Siam were only one of sev eral dis ap point­
ing ven tures made be tween 1901 and 1905 by the same close group of 
stake hold ers who formed and supported the Greenland con sor tium in 
1905.61 In his let ter to Deuntzer, Andersen men tioned the mas sive losses 
of the South Af ri can Trading Company, an EAC sub sid i ary established 
un der Swed ish law in 1903, which worked to gether with “al most all  
Swed ish ex port ers of soft wood.”62 Against his ex pec ta tions, Andersen 
stat ed, trade with wood and ce ment that was shipped from Scandinavia 
to Durban turned into a los ing deal in the course of the vi o lent out break 
of im pe ri al ist ten sions over gold de pos its in South Africa. According 
to Andersen, this war was the rea son why the group’s businesses in the 
re gion had not gen er ated any profit up to 1912.

Andersen con cluded his let ter to Deuntzer with an ex am ple of 
how he had al ways intended to act in the best in ter est of his na tion 
and his busi ness part ners, to whom he re ferred as friends. He stated 
that he bought Water Island (be long ing to the Dan ish West Indies) 
in 1905 at his own ex pense “in or der to pre vent its fall ing into for­
eign hands.”63 Water Island was only shortly af ter ward of fi cially taken 
over by the EAC. Andersen high lighted his loy alty to his na tion with 
this brief re mark, be ing aware of how the fi nan cial prob lems the group 
ex pe ri enced could quickly af fect his per sonal rep u ta tion: “You prob a bly 
un der stand that it would be quite embarrassing if there is more def i cit 
or if an un fa vor able light is thrown on me re gard ing fi nan cial mat ters 
in re la tion to my friends.”64

During these years, an other ma jor set back that ag gra vated the over­
all sit u a tion for the in ves tors was the fate of the Det Russisk­Østasiatiske 
Dampskibsselskab (Rus sian East Asi atic Steamship Company), which 
was founded in 1898. The Farmers’ Bank and the EAC, as well as Isak 

61 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK. Letter H. N. Andersen to J. H. Deuntzer 
(copy) (May 13, 1912).

62 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Korrespondence 
mellem H. N. Andersen og bankdirektør Marcus Wallenberg (kopi), “Memorandum af 
Etatsraad H. N. Andersen till Marcus Wallenberg” (copy) (March 14, 1903), 3.

63 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK. Letter H. N. Andersen to J. H. Deuntzer 
(copy) (May 13, 1912), 5.

64 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK. Letter H. N. Andersen to J. H. Deuntzer 
(copy) (May 13, 1912), 2.
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Glückstadt, Richelieu, Andersen, and Deuntzer, had per son ally invested 
in a syn di cate that held the ma jor ity of stock cap i tal in the Rus sian sub­
sid i ary of the EAC.65 In Jan u ary 1903, com mu ni ca tion via tele graph 
with Port Ar thur (the sub sid i ary’s base) was disrupted in the course 
of un rest in the re gion, which would soon erupt into the Revolution 
of 1905.66 Originally, the EAC’s ven tures in Russia were built upon 
its fa vor able re la tions with the Rus sian gov ern ment, which held Port 
Ar thur and Manchuria as de facto pro tec tor ates at the time.67 The pur­
chase of Manchurian soy beans was among the EAC’s first businesses 
pur sued in the re gion.68 Soybeans were shipped to Europe as for age for 
mass an i mal farm ing or was processed into oil for soaps. The EAC also 
transported com mod i ties to Russia. However, the ca pac ity of ships that 
called at Rus sian ports on the way to Europe “was not fully exploited”69 
dur ing these years. In No vem ber 1903, the pos si bil ity of di rect Rus sian 
in volve ment in the EAC sub sid i ary was discussed in or der to al le vi ate 
the grow ing def i cit. Yet, the trans for ma tion into a share holder com pany 
was ruled out in view of Russia’s in volve ment in the Boxer Uprising 
and the likely out break of war in the re gion. An in ter nal mem o ran dum 
of the EAC reconsidered the sub sid i ary’s op tion: “To trans fer the com­
pany to a newly founded share holder com pany does not seem to be fea si ble 
at this mo ment be cause of the pros pects of war in the East which led 
to the plea from the Rus sian gov ern ment’s side to not in vest money in 
pri vate en ter prises.”70

The like li hood of war had wors ened the out look for di rect in vest­
ments. Still, the EAC did re ceive or ders to trans port Rus sian troops and 
mil i tary ma te rial with the be gin ning of the Russo­Jap a nese War in 1904, 
yet, the costs did even tu ally ex ceed the profit mar gins.71 In fact, also 
the fail ure of the gold min ing op er a tions in Siam lin gered on as a fi nan­
cial bur den for those in volved. Covering the costs of the ex plo ra tion 
phase in Siam was ex plic itly men tioned in ne go ti a tions over a pos si­

65 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK “Forhandlinger mellem Generaldirektør 
Ballin og Etatsraad Andersen om Samarbeide mellem Hamborg Amerika Linien [HAPAG] 
og Russisk Østasiatisk Dampsskibsselskab 1905” (June 11, 1912).

66 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 
skovdriften i Siam m.m. “Aktieselskabet Det Østasiatiske Kompagni” (Jan u ary 16, 1903), 1.

67 Andersen, Tilbageblik, 56.
68 Andersen, Tilbageblik, 111.
69 Ka ren A. Snow, “Rus sian Commercial Shipping and Singapore, 1905–1916,” Journal 

of Southeast Asian Studies 29, no. 1 (1998): 53.
70 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1901–1933 Korrespondence mv. vedr. 

skovdriften i Siam m.m. “DROEK foreslag angaaende omdannelse” (No vem ber 1903), 3.
71 Andersen, Tilbageblik, 57.
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ble co op er a tion of the Rus sian East Asi atic Steamship Company and 
the Germany­based Hamburg America Line (Hamburg Amerkanische 
Paket Aktien­Gesellschaft, HAPAG) in 1905.72

In the same year, at a time of in tense cri sis for the stake hold ers 
in volved in the EAC and the Farmers’ Bank, the group rejoined in yet 
an other en ter prise—the Greenland con sor tium.

Greenland at the Center of the Imperial Narrative

The con sor tium, fi nan cially backed by Hans Niels Andersen and the 
Glückstadts, presented a plan for the mod ern i za tion of Greenland’s fish­
er ies and other nat u ral re source pro duc tion fa cil i ties on a pri vate and for­
profit ba sis. In No vem ber 1905, the jour nal ist and writer Mylius­Erichsen 
(1872–1907), a con sor tium mem ber, met with Sig urd Berg (1868–1921), 
Greenland’s min is ter of the in te ri or, in or der to de ter mine the sta tus of 
the ap pli ca tion. Mylius­Erichsen outlined how open ing Greenland to 
pri vate ini tia tives would cut costs for the state in the fu ture, “as it is the 
pri vate ini tia tive’s re spon si bil ity alone, with out ex penses for the state or 
the Greenlandic purse.”73 The terms “prof it abil i ty” and “pri vat iza tion” 
were used syn on y mous ly. According to Mylius­Erichsen’s ac count, Berg 
stated that some ac tiv i ties suggested by the con sor tium, for in stance 
sheep farm ing, might in stead be in tro duced by the state. Mylius­Erichsen 
an swered that even in that case, the pub lic would ben e fit from hav ing 
the ven ture set up by a pri vate ini tia tive in the be gin ning: “Because in 
the first five to ten years no big profit from sheep farm ing for ex port 
could be an tic i pat ed, the state would be bet ter off let ting a pri vate con­
sor tium make this at tempt, which, if suc cess ful, would ben e fit the Green­
landers; and af ter the con ces sion pe riod ends this could be the ba sis for 
a whole new side of de vel op ment in Greenland with out that its hav ing 
cost the state a sin gle Øre.”74 The unique sym bi o sis of fi nance and pri­
vate en ter prise was the ma jor ar gu ment for the au thor i ties to fa vor the 
con sor tium’s ap pli ca tion over three other ap pli cants with sim i lar plans. 

72 DNBA, A/S Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, Forskelligt materiale, Brev fra prins Viggo 
til prins Axels på fransk og dansk, delvis vedr. ØK “Forhandlinger mellem Generaldirektør 
Ballin og Etatsraad Andersen om Samarbeide mellem Hamborg Amerika Linien [HAPAG] 
og Russisk Østasiatisk Dampsskibsselskab 1905” (June 11, 1912).

73 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “Andragande om Grønlandsk 
Koncession” (Oc to ber 9, 1905), 2.

74 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m. “Uddrag af Forhandlingspro­
tokollen” (No vem ber 4, 1905), 1.
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Moreover, the Farmers’ Bank had al ready fi nanced ex plo ra tion ac tiv i ties 
for cop per and graph ite min ing in Western Greenland, ini ti ated by Julius 
Bernburg (1840–1911), a Copenhagen whole saler and ear lier busi ness 
part ner of Isak Glückstadt.75 The high­pro file group that backed the 
ap pli ca tion ob vi ously made an im pres sion. In the pro to col of a gath­
er ing where Mylius­Erichsen gave an ac count of his meet ing with 
Berg it is noted that the three other ap pli cants for con ces sions “have 
in the mean time been rejected by the Minister with the re mark that 
among the cur rent ap pli cants were men with spe cial in ter est in the 
Greenlanders’ wel fare . . .  and the reassuring cir cle of fi nan cial sup­
port ers stand ing be hind the con ces sion ap pli cants mean that oth ers 
are out of the ques tion.76

At that point, the cri tique of Dan ish co lo nial pol icy had in ten si­
fied over de cades and re volved in creas ingly around the role of pri vate 
in vest ment in Greenland. Several mem bers of the Greenland con­
sor tium were com mit ted to reforming eco nomic pol icy in the Dan ish 
col o nies by em pha siz ing how pri vate ini tia tives could strengthen the 
em pire. In the years be fore the group ap plied for the Greenland con­
ces sion, they took up lead ing po si tions in the Foreningen De Danske 
Atlanterhavsøer (Dan ish At lan tic Ocean Islands Association), a lib er al­
minded lobby group pro mot ing co lo nial free trade and em brac ing the 
po lit i cal im por tance of Denmark’s em pire. Andersen, the EAC’s di rec tor, 
chaired the West Indies sec tion and first steering board of the as so ci a­
tion.77 Both Farmers’ Bank di rec tors, Isak and Emil R. Glückstadt, were 
in volved in the as so ci a tion, too, and were per ma nent mem bers of the 
con sor tium at the time of its ap pli ca tion in 1905.78

As a re ac tion to diminishing co lo nial pow er, businessmen and pro­
re form ad min is tra tors founded the Dan ish At lan tic Ocean Islands 
Association in Copenhagen in 1902. The de clared goal was to pro vide 
in for ma tion about lo cal eco nomic con di tions in Dan ish over sea de pen­

75 In 1907, the Farmers’ Bank was ma jor ity share holder and co­founder of the Green­
landic Mining Company, Ltd. (Grønlandsk Minedrifts Aktieselskab), which took over Bern­
burg’s con ces sion for cop per min ing. DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, 
Korrespondance mv. benævnt direktionssager, Grønlandsk Minedrifts Aktieselskab 1909–1911, 
“Koncession for grosserer Bernburg” (June 29, 1904).

76 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m. “Uddrag af forhandlingsproto­
kollen” (No vem ber 4, 1905), 2.

77 DNA, De Danske Atlanterhavsøer 1902–1917, “Forhandlingsprotokol for Forenin­
gen, Generalforsamlingen” (De cem ber 15, 1905).

78 DNA, De Danske Atlanterhavsøer, 1902–1917, “Fortegnelse over medlemmer i 
foreningen” (Oc to ber 1911).
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den cies and con sul tancy to the gov ern ment and pri vate com pa nies.79 
At the turn to the twen ti eth cen tu ry, the de bate about whether the Dan­
ish West Indies should be sold to the United States had al ready mo ti­
vated in ter est groups like this one to ap peal to “pa tri otic nar ra tives.”80 
Entrepreneurs were con strued as hav ing a vi tal role in Denmark’s em pire, 
al beit one that had di min ished con sid er ably since the mid­nineteenth­
cen tury sale of co lo nial posts on the In dian sub con ti nent and the 
Af ri can Gold Coast.81 The Dan ish At lan tic Ocean Islands Association 
as pired to be come a moral au thor ity for re source use in the col o nies by 
ar gu ing for both cul tural and eco nomic de vel op ment of lo cal so ci e ties. 
In 1906, its jour nal, Atlanten (the At lan tic), an nounced that a well­
funded ini tia tive consisting of some of its most respected mem bers, 
the Greenland con sor tium, had re cently ap plied for pri vate ac cess to 
Greenland’s liv ing re sources.82 For the Dan ish At lan tic Ocean Islands 
Association, both the am bi tions and means to shape the fu ture of the 
col o ny’s econ omy con verged in this plan.

Through it, the con sor tium of fered a way to up hold Dan ish cul tural 
and po lit i cal sov er eignty in the col ony by mak ing Greenland a show­
case for ef fec tive co lo nial re source use and cul tural im prove ment. The 
group stated in its ap pli ca tion of 1905: “The con sor tium established by 
the ap pli cants could pro mote the Greenlanders’ fish er ies and pro vide 
mar ket ing for the fish much bet ter than a mo nop o lized state busi ness.”83 
This ar gu ment was also a re sponse to crit ics of Dan ish co lo nial pol icy 
at the time, who ar gued that in its fo cus on pro mot ing seal hunt ing, it 
neglected the po ten tial of fish er ies, which could be re al ized with mod­
ern equip ment.84 Hence, crit i cism of Denmark’s “in ad e quate ef forts and 
in suf fi cient suc cess as a co lo nial pow er” was also an ap peal to pride in 
the Dan ish em pire.85 The con sor tium constructed the fish ing sec tor’s 
pro duc tiv ity both as in di ca tor of cul tural de vel op ment and as tool to 
pro mote it. It linked the value of eco nomic ef fi ciency to Greenlandic 

79 Frederik Møller, “Foreningens stiftelse og første virksomhed. Uddrag af foreningens 
forhandlingsprotokol,” Atlanten. Medlemsblad for foreningen Den Danske Atlanterhavsøer 1 
(1904–1906): 23–24.

80 Olwig, “Narrating Deglobalization,” 208.
81 Thisted, “Post­Colonial Melancholia,” 154.
82 Porsild, “Grønland,” 377–78.
83 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 

direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “Andragande om grønlandsk 
koncession” (Oc to ber 9, 1905), 2.

84 Chris tian Nielsen Hauge, “Administrationen af Grønland. Bør statens monopol­
handel paa Grønland afløses af privathandel?” Det Grønlandkse Selskabs Aarskrift 1926–27 
(1927): 40–64.

85 Thisted, “Post­Colonial Melancholia,” 152.
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so ci ety and each in di vid u al. The con sor tium em pha sized that it of fered 
the means to “de velop the na tive pop u la tion’s eco nomic sit u a tion and, 
through that, im prove con di tions for a cul tural up swing.”86 This nar ra­
tive reproduced Denmark’s im pe rial pow er, as Lars Jensen put it, in “an 
ex pres sion of an un folded cul tural hi er ar chy . . .  and a prac tice through 
which the co lo nial Other is assigned an in fe rior po si tion in a sit u a tion 
which sim ply il lus trates eco nomic con di tions.”87 As part of its ap pli ca­
tion doc u ments, a de tailed busi ness plan high lighted the con sor tium’s 
ac cess to mod ern fish ing trawl ers that would in crease catch rates, while 
on­board deep­freez ing fa cil i ties would im prove qual i ty.88 Efficient 
re source use was presented as a way to se cure po lit i cal sov er eignty and 
prof it able rev e nues. The no tion that eco nomic pros per ity would fa cil­
i tate the cul tur al de vel op ment of Greenlandic so ci ety was part of the 
de vel op ment nar ra tive that be came the ba sis for the mod ern i za tion of 
Greenland ini ti ated by the Dan ish state af ter the Second World War.

According to the con sor tium, the co lo nial ad min is tra tion had 
neglected to de velop the Greenlanders’ eco nomic think ing and pro­
duc tiv i ty. In a broader pub lic de bate that took place in fo rums like 
the Dan ish At lan tic Ocean Islands Association’s jour nal, the Royal 
Greenland Trade Department was ac cused of pre serv ing the Greenland­
ers’ im ma tu rity and cul tural back ward ness, in keep ing with the Dan ish 
state’s tra di tional pa ter nal is tic pol i cy.89 The late di rec tor of the Royal 
Greenland Trade Department, Hinrich Johannes Rink (1819–1893), 
had expressed pa ter nal ism in Eskimoiske eventyr og sagn (Es kimo ad ven­
tures and tales [1871]): It was “ ‘God’s will’ that the Eu ro pean race should 
see to it that in ev ery land the earth con trib utes as much as pos si ble 
to the peo ples’ sub sis tence.”90 In a sim i lar way, the Brit ish so ci ol o gist 
Ben ja min Kidd (1858–1916) ar gued that the “last thing our civ i li sa­
tion is likely to per ma nently tol er ate is the wast ing of the re sources of 
the richest re gions of the earth through the lack of el e men tary qual i­
ties of so cial ef fi ciency in the races possessing them.”91 It was this kind 

86 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m., “Andragande om grønlandsk 
koncession” (Oc to ber 9, 1905), 1.

87 Lars Jensen, Danmark: Rigsfællesskab, tropekolonier og den postkoloniale arv (Copenha­
gen: Hans Reitzel, 2012), 80–81 (my trans la tion).

88 DNBA, Den Danske Landmandsbank 1871–1920, Korrespondence mv., benævnt 
direktionssager, Østasiatisk Kompagnie, udvidelse 1910 m.m. “Planer for fiskeriet m.m. i 
Grønland” (n.d.), 2.

89 Bro, “Dansk privatkapital,” 240.
90 Cited in Jensen, Rigsfællesskab, 70 (my trans la tion).
91 Cited in Suzanne Raitt, “The Rhetoric of Efficiency in Early Modernism,” Modernism / 

Modernity 13, no. 1 (2006): 90.
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of rhet o ric that fig ured in the con sor tium’s ap pli ca tion and al luded to 
Denmark’s com pe ti tion for pres tige in the arena of co lo nial em pires. 
Based on the no tion of re source use as bench mark for civ i li za tion, 
re source ex ploi ta tion was turned into a field of com pe ti tion among 
na tions, fueled by the Western im pe rial dis course on ef fi cien cy. The 
con sor tium presented sov er eignty and cul tural su pe ri or ity as be ing 
in sep a ra ble from the ef fi cient eco nomic use of na ture—a view that 
was well known in Eu ro pean dis courses on im pe ri al ism.92

The am bi gu ity of Dan ish gov er nance in Greenland and the grow­
ing cri tique from pro­re form ad vo cates arose from the chang ing na ture 
of co lo nial re la tions at the turn to the twen ti eth cen tu ry. Protection­
ism, con ser va tion of the tra di tional life style, and iso la tion did not fit 
with the mindset of the mod ern em pire and resulted in a wid en ing gap 
be tween con ser va tive and lib eral views of co lo nial gov er nance. But as 
this ar ti cle has ar gued, rather than be ing in spired by the new lib eral 
tide, the group supporting the Greenland con sor tium was driven by 
their fail ing ven tures in a glob al ized econ o my. At a time that marked 
the be gin ning of Denmark’s “pro cess of deglobalization” and aware ness of 
its crum bling em pire, the con sor tium ar tic u lated a nar ra tive that drew 
upon the cre dos of eco nomic im pe ri al ism and ech oed the “na tional 
im age of . . .  gran deur.”93 It added a new facet to the lib eral cri tique 
by in tro duc ing the pri vate ven ture as the car rier and the pro moter of 
na tional pride in view of the state fail ure to do so. Rather than be ing 
merely a back bone of ex trac tive in dus tries, the Greenland con sor tium 
established link ages be tween dis tant re gions and cross­fer til ized vi sions 
of eco nomic pros per ity be yond for mal co lo nial ism.

After the con sor tium’s ap pli ca tion had been assessed by the ad min is­
tra tion’s con sul tants, it was rejected. Until af ter the Second World War, 
even lib er al­minded ad min is tra tors were in clined to make an ex cep­
tion when it came to the open ing of Greenland. The fear that pri vate 
ven tures would take over even tu ally prof it able sec tors of Greenland’s 
econ omy outweighed po lit i cal ide als at home.94 Still, the cri tique from 
these high­level cir cles prompted the gov ern ment to re act. A com­
mis sion that would give a de tailed ac count of cur rent prac tices un der 
co lo nial rule was appointed in 1906 and suggested ex ten sive re forms.95 

92 See, for in stance, Richard Drayton, Nature’s Government. Science, Imperial Britain, 
and the “Improvement” of the World (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2000).

93 Olwig, “Narrating Deglobalization,” 208.
94 Sørensen, “Danske Erhvervsinteresser,” 376.
95 DNA, Indenrigsministeriet, Udvalget til overvejelse af Den Kgl. Grønlandske 

Handels drift og virkemåde 1906–1908, “Forhandlingsprotokol” (n.d.). The sub se quent 
ad min is tra tive re forms were soon crit i cized be cause the com mis sion’s sug ges tions were not 
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The com mis sion re port assessed so cial and eco nomic con di tions in 
Greenland and pre pared for new di rec tives for the state­led mo nop­
o ly. As re vi sions revealed, the com mis sion was split in two camps that 
disagreed on sev eral points re gard ing the ex tent of changes to the exist­
ing sys tem.96 In the next year it in tro duced ad min is tra tive re forms, and, 
even tu al ly, it ini ti ated large­scale in dus tri al i za tion of Greenlandic fish­
er ies over the next de cades.97 The idea that Greenlanders had to be ed u­
cated in eco nomic think ing in or der to fit into the glob al ized world of 
the twen ti eth cen tury be came the core of Dan ish de vel op ment plans 
in the 1950s and 1960s.98

Conclusions: Challenging  
the Historiographical Narrative

References to the con sor tium’s vi sion for Greenland are still lim ited in 
Dan ish his to ri og ra phy. The clas sic nar ra tive con fi nes the con sor tium’s 
role to the do mes tic cri tique of the state mo nop oly in Greenland—
ini ti ated by a scattered lib eral re form move ment and small elite dis sat is­
fied with the con ser va tive co lo nial ad min is tra tion.99 Yet, the ex tent to 
which the con sor tium’s plan was em bed ded in world­span ning de vel op­
ments was re mark able—and unique for Denmark. The group’s en gage­
ment in a global net work of nat u ral re sources in dus tries, es pe cially on 
the Asian con ti nent, has been underestimated in at tempts to un der­
stand the push to ward pri vat iza tion and in dus tri al i za tion in Greenland 
around 1900. The turn to the twen ti eth cen tury saw an un prec e dented 
en tan gle ment of busi ness and fi nan cial in ter ests, as il lus trated by the 
re la tions of the Farmers’ Bank, the EAC, and the Greenland con sor­
tium. Indeed, re sources and in vest ment op por tu ni ties on the out skirts 
of Europe appeared much more fa vor able in view of the in ten si fy ing 
im pe rial con flicts on the Asian and Af ri can con ti nent. In line with 
Kenneth Pomeranz’s ob ser va tion that nat u ral re source ex ploi ta tion and 

taken up to their full ex tent. DNA, “Sig urd Bergs Grønlandslov,” Frederiksborg Amts-Tidende 
44 (Feb ru ary 21, 1908), 1.

96 DNA, Indenrigsministeriet, Udv. Grønlandske Handels Drift 1906–1908, “Betæn­
kning angaaende den klg. grønlandske Handels drift of virkemaade.”

97 Lawrence Hamilton, Per Lyster, and Oddmund Otterstad, “Social Change, Ecology 
and Climate in 20th­Century Greenland,” Climatic Change 47 (2000): 197–200.

98 Frank Sejersen, “Indigenous Urbanism Revisited—The Case of Greenland,” Indigenous 
Affairs 3 (2007):27–28.

99 Sørensen, Denmark-Greenland, 23, Mads Lidegaard, “Glimt af Det Grønlandske 
Selskabs Historie,” Tidskriftet Grønland 10 (1990): 287.
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cap i tal cre ated link ages be tween geo graph i cally dis persed ar eas,100 we 
can read the call for open ing Greenland to pri vate ven tures as a re sult 
of other de vel op ments oc cur ring on a global scale. Accordingly, the 
con sor tium’s main stake hold ers had made ma jor in vest ments in nat­
u ral re source in dus tries that were neg a tively im pacted by un for tu nate 
cli mac tic con di tions and po lit i cal ten sions that were the bit ter af ter­
taste of eco nomic im pe ri al ism.

As re search ers are be com ing in creas ingly aware, the his tory of Dan ish 
co lo nial ism in Greenland has barely be gun to be seen in non­Dan ish 
or world­his tory per spec tives.101 Likewise, post co lo nial stud ies are also 
un der rep re sented in his tor i cal re search. Meanwhile chal lenges to pur­
su ing com par a tive his to ry, such as in ad e quacy of lan guage skills and 
un avail abil ity of sources, have also prevented his to ri ans from tak ing a 
broader look at Dan ish co lo nial gov er nance at the turn of the twen ti eth 
cen tu ry. Thus, in his to rio graph i cal ac counts, of ten avail  able only in 
Dan ish, the in ten si fy ing cri tique of Denmark’s con ser va tive co lo nial 
pol icy in Greenland around 1900 is gen er ally placed within the grand 
nar ra tive of strength ened lib er al ism and dis sat is fac tion with established 
ad min is tra tive prin ci ples. To a great ex tent, it was the in flu en tial cir­
cle of the Greenland con sor tium, supported by the EAC and Farmers’ 
Bank’s lead er ship, who constructed the de bate. As this ar ti cle ar gues, 
these stake hold ers were an ex am ple of how both fail ing and emerg ing 
op por tu ni ties for pri vate ac tors cross­fer til ized on a world scale and 
de vel oped a dy namic of their own within the con text of eco nomic 
im pe ri al ism.

The con sor tium’s plan for Greenland reinvented the col ony as 
Denmark’s im pe rial pro ject and in tro duced the con sor tium itself as a 
voice of the new lib eral tide. In their vi sion of an in dus tri al ized econ­
omy in Greenland, the EAC’s stake holder group and the Farmers’ Bank 
lead er ship linked eco nomic and cul tural pros per ity to pri vat iza tion—an 
ar gu ment that would con tinue to gain im por tance through out the twen­
ti eth cen tu ry.102 In representing Greenland’s nat u ral re sources as the 
un tapped and neglected riches of a Dan ish king dom, the con sor tium 
mo bi lized a nar ra tive that fit the dom i nant nineteenth­cen tury West­
ern idea of a civ i liz ing mis sion, wherein “vir tue and self­in ter est were 
 rec on ciled within a dis course of prog ress.”103 The push to ward the 

100 Pomeranz, Introduction, 5.
101 Jensen, “Denmark and Its Colonies,” 62.
102 See, for in stance, Thomas Sikor, ed., Public and Private in Natural Resource Gover-

nance: A False Dichotomy? (London: Earthscan, 2008).
103 Rosenberg, Introduction, 8.
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mod ern i za tion of Greenland’s econ omy il lus trates how the pri vate 
econ omy shaped the co lo nial dis course on nat u ral re source use—while 
in tro duc ing the pri vate eco nomic agents not only as po tent pro mot­
ers of im pe ri al ist pow er, but also as more ef fi cient re pro duc ers of cul­
tural su pe ri or ity and dom i nance than the state. Economic ide als of 
ef fi cien cy, rationalization, and prof it abil i ty, which gained im por tance 
dur ing this time, were later re vived when Dan ish au thor i ties ini ti ated 
Greenland’s rad i cal mod ern i za tion af ter the Second World War.

The prevailing his to rio graph i cal nar ra tive fails to ad dress suf fi­
ciently the grow ing dis sat is fac tion with this sit u a tion from the turn 
of the twen ti eth cen tury on ward by reproducing an un der stand ing of 
co lo nial power established by eco nomic im pe ri al ism rather than ques­
tioning it: the rather lim ited de bate (at that point in time) be tween 
lib eral and con ser va tive ad vo cates for the Greenland pro ject within 
the co lo nial au thor i ties, for in stance, is still presented in his to ri og ra­
phy as re volv ing around ac tors’ con sid er ation of how best to “help the 
Greenlanders.” This was a credo of Dan ish gov er nance that man aged 
to con tain Greenland’s col o ni za tion as an in ter nal de bate so well that, 
as Greenlandic schol ars in creas ingly em pha size, it has flourished up un til 
to day.104

In line with trans na tional re search, how ev er, this study of ar chi val 
ev i dence concerning the var i ous con nec tions of the Greenland con sor­
tium, the EAC, and the Farmers’ Bank un cov ers events and de vel op­
ments that oc curred on a wide geo graph i cal and tem po ral scale and 
in volved nu mer ous ac tors. Moreover, the ma te rial sug gests that eco­
nomic and po lit i cal per spec tives, as well as anal y sis of in ter nal and 
ex ter nal en tan gle ments, are nec es sary for a fuller un der stand ing. By 
“connecting the dots,” so­to­speak, the de vel op ment of the Greenland 
con sor tium and its cri tique of Dan ish co lo nial gov er nance at the turn 
to the twen ti eth cen tury can be seen as part of a trans na tional his­
tory of eco nomic im pe ri al ism that establishes mean ing ful con nec tions 
be tween Southeast Asia and the North At lan tic.

104 Robert Petersen, “Colonialism as Seen from a Former Colonized Area,” Arctic 
Anthropology 32, no. 2 (1995): 121.


