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Comparing three Dutch international entrepreneurs in 
the interwar period

On 6 October 2011 “visionary” Steve Jobs, “the Silicon Valley entrepreneur who 
reinvented the world’s computing, music, and mobile phone industries”, died at 
the age of 56.1 Googling the words “Steve Jobs entrepreneur died” resulted in 
53,200,000 hits within 0.27 seconds. These two sentences underline at least two 
contemporary views on modern economic life: first, entrepreneurship is seen as 
the most essential and well-nigh divine factor of economic development; and sec-
ond, it is closely related to technological progress and innovation. Googling the 
words “entrepreneur” and “innovation” even showed more stunning results, the 
former resulted in 114,000,000 hits within 0.12 seconds, and the latter resulted in 
329,000,000 hits within 0.14 seconds.2 Clearly these two words, once derived from 
the economics literature, now have become buzz words with a great variance of 
meanings and are full of hot air.

Before going back in time to take a look into the biographies of three Dutch 
international entrepreneurs in the interwar period I will address three issues. First, 
what is an entrepreneur or entrepreneurship? Second, does a timeless entrepre-
neur or entrepreneurship exist, outside any historical context? Third, does a 
Dutch entrepreneur or Dutch entrepreneurship exist? The first and the second 
question are closely related; if some kind of an epic figure exists it must be possi-
ble to construct a general (a-historical) definition. As a historian, of course, I don’t 
believe that people exist outside historical contexts, and definitions therefore (have 
to) change over time.3 Nevertheless, in management and economics dictionaries 
some elements in definitions of entrepreneurs(hip) constantly turn up. For exam-
ple, BusinessDictionary.com defines entrepreneurship as: “The capacity and will-
ingness to undertake conception, organization, and management of a productive 
venture with all attendant risks, while seeking profit as a reward. In economics, 
entrepreneurship is regarded as a factor of production together with land, labor, 
natural resources, and capital. Entrepreneurial spirit is characterized by innova-

1 http://www.rte.ie/news/2011/1006/apple-business.html (accessed on 10. 12. 2013).
2 Googled on 7. 10. 2011.
3 Geoffrey Jones/R. Daniel Wadhwani: Entrepreneurship and Global Capitalism. Cheltenham/
Northampton 2007, pp. IX–XVIII.
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tion and risk-taking, and an essential component of a nation’s ability to succeed in 
an ever changing and more competitive global marketplace.”4 This definition goes 
back to thinkers of the nineteenth century like John Stuart Mill and Alfred Mar-
shall among others, and combines these with bits and pieces of Schumpeter’s ideas 
about the dynamic role entrepreneurship plays in modern capitalism. In addition, 
the myth of national competitiveness, based on an “entrepreneurial spirit” is add-
ed to this definition.5 The aim of this article nonetheless is not to review an aver-
age definition on entrepreneurs(hip), but to compare the life stories of three im-
portant Dutch entrepreneurs in the interwar period, to search for similarities (and 
differences) and to make some generalizations about key features of these entre-
preneurs at the time. Before any comparison can be made I have to clarify what I 
– actually following Schumpeter to a large extent – understand by entrepreneur-
ship.

Most textbook or online definitions usually contain three keywords: profit seek-
ing, innovation, and risk-taking. However, according to definitely the most cited 
author on entrepreneurship, Joseph Schumpeter, entrepreneurs are not directly 
motivated by profit at all, but regard it merely as an expression of the success of 
their entrepreneurial conduct. In his view the entrepreneurs’ drive is based on three 
elements: i. e. the “dream and will to establish a private kingdom”; “the will to con-
quer: the impulse to fight, to prove oneself superior to others, to  succeed for the 
sake, not of the fruits of success, but of success itself”; “the joy of creating, of get-
ting things done, or simply of exercising one’s energy and inge nuity”.6

Schumpeter would, of course, have agreed with the innovative aspect of the 
modern definition of entrepreneurship. Thomas McCraw even described him as 
“the prophet of innovation”.7 An entrepreneur in Schumpeter’s view is a person 
that crosses borders. Entrepreneurship has to be distinguished from routine and 
rule-following so characteristic of non-entrepreneurial (“static”) economic agents. 
An important quality of an entrepreneur is the willingness to recognize and ex-
ploit “new possibilities”.8 In his view these new opportunities include five types 
of innovation: new products or new qualities of products, new production meth-
ods, new forms of industrial organization, new markets, and new sources of 
 supply.9 He continues: “All these cases of carrying out a different use of national 
productive forces from the previous one, of taking them away from their previous 

4 http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/entrepreneurship.html (accessed on 3. 10. 2011).
5 For a critique on the concept of national competitiveness see: Paul Krugman: Pop Internation-
alism. Cambridge, MA/London 1996.
6 Markus C. Becker/Thorbjorn Knudsen/Richard Swedberg (eds.): The Entrepreneur. Classic 
Texts by Joseph A. Schumpeter. Stanford 2011, p. 71; see also: Joseph A. Schumpeter: The Theory 
of Economic Development. An Inquiry into Profits, Capital, Credit, Interest and Business 
 Cycles. Cambridge, MA 1934, p. 93.
7 Thomas K. McCraw: Prophet of Innovation. Joseph Schumpeter and Creative Destruction. 
Cambridge, MA 2007.
8 Becker/Knudsen/Swedberg (eds.): Classic Texts (see note 6), p. 244.
9 Ibid., p. 245.
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uses and putting them into the service of new combinations.”10 The entrepreneur 
nonetheless has to overcome numerous difficulties on his path in the great un-
known, objectively as well as subjectively. He – the entrepreneur is always a man 
in Schumpeter’s writings – needs to liberate himself from his own routine, but 
also from his social environment which prefers routine over change. Clearly, it is 
only a small minority of people in society that is able to show entrepreneurial 
leadership and cross these scrupulous borders of routine.

The last element, risk-taking, which also often returns in definitions of entre-
preneurs(hip), is not as obvious as it looks like, even not with regard to the former 
paragraph. According to Schumpeter “risk bearing was not part of the entrepre-
neurial function”.11 What he meant was that the entrepreneur only did so to the 
extent to which he also was a capitalist, who provided the money for the venture. 
But even if that would be the case, and our Dutch entrepreneurs all three had 
 financial stakes in their respective businesses, this does not mean that they took 
irresponsible risks. One could even ask the question how could an entrepreneur 
or capitalist (if you want to make the distinction) ever be successful without tak-
ing care of the (financial) risks? In this respect Deirdre McCloskey’s study on the 
“The Bourgeois Virtues” is extremely helpful.12 If we understand risk-taking as a 
particular aspect of the pagan virtue “courage” it is to note that “courage needs 
other virtues to be a virtue. Temperance, for example, self-control.”13 But also the 
other bourgeois virtues like prudence, justice, hope, love and faith are indispen-
sable to create a virtuous person. “You are not going to be a fully realized woman 
[read: the entrepreneur] if in your mad courage you lack temperance and justice 
and prudence. The jails are filled with people of undoubted physical courage. 
Their problem is that they have been too courageous.”14 The point here, however, 
is not virtue ethics, but to show that the contemporary focus on risk-taking as an 
essential element of entrepreneurship is a one-sided and very limited view.

Coming back to the innovative aspect of entrepreneurship – here Schumpeter’s 
ideas are somehow contradictory.15 On the one hand there is this innovative per-
son that creates and destroys “the economic structure from within”, and on the 
other hand, this person makes herself superfluous by way of automatization of 
innovative processes and bureaucratization:16 “Since capitalist enterprise, by its 

10 Ibid., Schumpeter’s italics.
11 Joseph A. Schumpeter: Business Cycles. The Theory of Innovation (1939). In: Becker/Knud-
sen/Swedberg (eds.): Classic Texts (see note 6), p. 302.
12 Deirdre N. McCloskey: The Bourgeois Virtues. Ethics for an Age of Commerce. Chicago/
London 2006, pp. 245–250, pp. 303–313.
13 Ibid., p. 249.
14 Ibid., p. 248.
15 Richard N. Langlois: Personal Capitalism as Charismatic Authority. The Organizational 
 Economics of a Weberian Concept. In: Industrial and Corporate Change 7 (1998) 1, pp. 195–213, 
here: pp. 196 f.
16 “The opening up of new markets, foreign or domestic, and the organizational development 
from the craft shop and factory to such concerns as U.S. Steel illustrate the same process of in-
dustrial mutation – if I may use that biological term – that incessantly revolutionizes the eco-
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very achievements, tends to automatize progress, we conclude that it tends to 
make itself superfluous – to break to pieces under the pressure of its own success. 
The perfectly bureaucratised giant industrial unit not only ousts the small and 
medium-sized form and ‘expropriates’ its owners, but in the end it also ousts the 
entrepreneur and expropriates the bourgeoisie as a class.”17

This is exactly the point where we have to bring in Chandler’s story about the 
large bureaucratized and multidivisional firm.18 Where Schumpeter gets rather 
pessimistic about the future of industrial capitalism, Chandler sees new opportu-
nities with the rise of new organizational forms. According to Chandler the mul-
tidivisional organization and managerial firm is the innovation of the twentieth 
century, and innovation itself has become a collective process.19 Moreover, this 
new organizational structure followed strategy in his view, and not the other way 
around.20 The question remains, however, who makes a firm’s strategy? The firm’s 
management? And last, is there still a role for the entrepreneur, or has this eco-
nomic agent become a bureaucratic manager? In the case of our three Dutch en-
trepreneurs I would answer the latter question negatively. All three were indeed 
witnesses of the rise of big managerial firms, but they were actively involved in it, 
and as I will show, they were among the most important actors in the transforma-
tion of their national firms into large international conglomerates.

Coming to the third issue: does a Dutch entrepreneur exists? This question can 
only be answered in relation to other national contexts. As this article is written 
as part of a German conference, mainly dealing with German entrepreneurs it is 
legitimate to make a brief comparison with German entrepreneurs during the in-
terwar period. Next to the ample similarities (see for example those mentioned 
above), I believe that the main difference between the two nationalities was the 
international attitude of the Dutch entrepreneurs compared to a more national 
focus of their German colleagues. There were various reasons for the international 
attitude of Dutch entrepreneurs of which I will identify four. First, the limited 
size of the home market forced big firms to look across national borders for new 

nomic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one. 
This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism.” Joseph A. Schum-
peter: Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. London 1943. Reprint 2000, p. 83.
17 Ibid., p. 134.
18 Alfred D. Chandler, Jr.: The Visible Hand. The Managerial Revolution in American Business. 
Cambridge, MA 1977; Alfred D. Chandler, Jr.: Technological and Organizational Underpinnings 
of Modern Industrial Multinational Enterprise. The Dynamics of Competitive Advantage. In: 
Alice Teichova/Maurice Lévy-Leboyer/Helga Nussbaum (eds.): Multinational Enterprise in His-
torical Perspective. Cambridge 1986, pp. 30–54; Alfred D. Chandler, Jr.: Scale and Scope. The Dy-
namics of Industrial Capitalism. Cambridge, MA 1990; Alfred D. Chandler, Jr.: Organizational 
Capabilities and the Economic History of the Industrial Enterprise. In: Journal of Economic Per-
spective 6 (1992) 3, pp. 79–100.
19 Charles S. Maier: Accounting for the Achievements of Capitalism. Alfred Chandler’s Business 
History. In: The Journal of Modern History 65 (1993), pp. 771–782, here: pp. 772 f., p. 775.
20 Alfred D. Chandler, Jr.: Strategy and Structure. Chapters in the History of the American En-
terprise. Cambridge, MA 1962.
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markets.21 Second, the Netherlands was a major colonial power at the time, which 
created an international attitude.22 Third, the Netherlands’ geographical position 
right between all major European powers – which were its major trading partners 
– created a “pinky in the middle” attitude. It had to remain “friends” with all its 
big neighbours and therefore adapt itself to a certain extent to all sides.23 Fourth, 
cultural path dependencies that go back to the Golden Age, which are very hard 
to (dis)prove nonetheless.24 The German side, on the other hand, needs an expla-
nation as well. What created the national focus of German entrepreneurs during 
the interwar period? First, Germany’s geographical position as a central European 
power, which offered a large internal market to German firms. Second, with a lack 
of colonies German business could not develop a colonial and international out-
look as easy as the Dutch. That is not to say that German entrepreneurs were na-
tionalist by definition – as is clearly shown by the fact that several German firms 
had crossed several international borders (also in the Dutch colonies) long before 
the First World War. Siemens, for example, has even been identified as one of the 
first modern multinationals.25 Third, as a result of the First World War German 
entrepreneurs were forced into a national oriented strategy. Germany’s foreign di-
rect investment position, with the exception of subsidiaries in neutral states like 
the Netherlands and Switzerland, was completely destroyed. Nevertheless, Ger-
man businessmen were still active in international cartels, partly as a substitute for 
foreign direct investments.26

In this article three biographies are compared, i. e. Henri Deterding, Frits 
 Fentener van Vlissingen, and Paul Rijkens and I will relate them to the notions of 
entrepreneurship described above. The question that immediately comes to mind 
is whether it is possible to compare three different biographies? Will it not just 
result in comparing apples and oranges? And, to what extent is it possible to com-
pare different life stories, under different circumstances? To partly overcome these 
difficulties, I have chosen to describe and analyse the lives of three men, albeit 
with different backgrounds, but who all three eventually ended as the undisputed 
leaders of their respective businesses during the interwar period. To compare the 

21 Ben P. A. Gales/Keetie E. Sluyterman: Outward Bound. The Rise of Dutch Multinationals. In: 
Geoffrey Jones/Harm G. Schröter (eds.): The Rise of Multinationals in Continental Europe. 
 Alderschot 1993, pp. 65–99.
22 Keetie E. Sluyterman: Dutch Enterprise in the Twentieth Century. Business Strategies in a 
Small Open Economy. London/New York 2005, p. 248.
23 Hein A. M. Klemann: Tussen reich en empire. De economische betrekkingen van Nederland 
met zijn belangrijkste handelspartners: Duitsland, Groot-Brittannië en België en de Nederlandse 
handelspolitiek, 1929–1936. Amsterdam 1990; Keetie Sluyterman/Ben Wubs: Over Grenzen. 
Multinationals en de Nederlandse markteconomie. Amsterdam 2009, p. 55.
24 Ferry de Goey: Dutch Overseas Investments in the Very Long Run (c. 1600–1990). In: Roger 
van Hoensel/Rajneesh Narula (eds.): Multinational Enterprises from the Netherlands. London/
New York 1999, pp. 32–60, here: p. 53.
25 Geoffrey Jones: Multinationals and Global Capitalism. From the Nineteenth to the Twenty-
first Century. Oxford 2005, p. 20.
26 Ibid., pp. 30 f. 
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three life stories I will use for each person seven biographical elements: i. e. par-
entage, education, entrance in the business, family, career, at the crest of his fame, 
and the possible downfall or decay. In addition, I will try to identify a specific 
psychological moment, which might explain the entrepreneurial drive. This is not 
meant as cheap psychology, but merely as an attempt to pinpoint characteristic 
twist and turns in the subjects’ lives. In the cases of Deterding and Rijkens there 
are most telling autobiographies, in the case of Fentener van Vlissingen nothing 
like that exists. The short biographies are based on a critical assessment of existing 
literature, however, they by no means aim to add new biographical evidence.

Henri Wilhelm August Deterding (1866–1939)

The most notorious Dutch entrepreneur before the Second World War was defi-
nitely Henri Deterding. At the time he was one of the most important figures in 
the international oil business and often seen as the Dutch Rockefeller. Deterding 
was a self-made man, who rose from the ranks of the lowest bank-clerk to general 
director of Koninklijke Petroleum Maatschappij (Royal Dutch) and later Royal 
Dutch Shell, the largest oil company in the world by the time he died in 1939. He 
is infamous for his support of the Nazi regime, which made a big theatre of his 
funeral (“Friend of Germany”). On the other side of the spectrum, however, for 
many years he was praised, for example by the Shell historian Carel Gerretson, 
who uncritically portrayed him in 1932 as a highly gifted entrepreneur, almost 
solely responsible for Royal Dutch Shell’s rise into the biggest world oil impe-
rium.27 In 1938, Glyn Roberts published a critical biography of the Dutch oil 
magnate.28 Wim Wennekes’ story about Deterding 55 years later partly echoes the 
tone of this early biography.29 Paul Hendrix’ biography, on the other hand, pub-
lished in 1996, completely denies Deterding’s pro-Nazi sympathies, but eventually 
gives more evidence of the opposite.30 In 2007, Joost Jonker and Jan Luiten van 
Zanden brought out a nuanced and more objective history of Royal Dutch Shell. 
They put Deterding’s role in Royal Dutch Shell growth in historical perspective 
and do not try to deny his extreme right wing political leanings and dealings with 

27 See i. e.: Carel Gerretson: Geschiedenis der ‘Koninklijke’, Tweede deel. Baarn 1971, pp. 169 f. 
The official early history of Royal Dutch Shell was published for the first time in 1932.
28 Glyn Roberts: The Most Powerful Man in the World. The Life of Sir Henri Deterding. New 
York 1938.
29 Wim Wennekes: De aartsvaders. Grondleggers van het Nederlandse bedrijfsleven. Amsterdam/
Antwerpen 1993, pp. 339–392.
30 Paul Hendrix: Henri Deterding. De Koninklijke, de Shell en de Rothschilds. The Hague 1996; 
posthumously published in English: Paul Hendrix: Sir Henri Deterding and Royal-Dutch-Shell. 
Changing Control of World Oil, 1900–1940. Bristol 2002; Hugh S. Gorman: Review: Sir Henri 
Deterding and Royal Dutch-Shell. Changing Control of World Oil, 1900–1940. In: The Business 
History Review 77 (2003) 4, pp. 803–805; Paul A. Hendrix: Art. Deterding, Henri Wilhelm Au-
gust (1866–1939). In: Biografisch Woordenboek van Nederland, vol. 2 (1985), pp. 119–121.
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the Nazi regime.31 They convincingly conclude nonetheless that exceptional qual-
ities “may come at the price of appalling failings”.32

Henri Wilhelm August Deterding was born in Amsterdam on 19 April 1866 in 
a protestant family of ship’s masters of the merchant marine, from his father’s as 
well as mother’s side. He was the fourth child out of a family of five. Henri never 
got the chance to know his father very well because he died as a sea-captain on 
board of his ship in the port of Nagasaki when Henri was only six years old. In 
his autobiography “An International Oilman” Deterding, nevertheless, stated that 
he had been too young “to realise the hardship of so great a loss” and “I almost 
fear to confess that mine was a very happy childhood”.33 So the loss of his father 
did not affect him directly, because he was still too young, however, eventually it 
would have a great impact on the rest of his life.

After finishing his primary school De Zeemanshoop (“Sailor’s hope”) he was 
sent to the Hogere Burgerschool (HBS), which was a secondary school type with a 
three and five years programme. He had just started at the HBS when his mother 
informed him that the family’s money was rapidly running out, and she would be 
unable to finance his higher education as she was doing for his two older broth-
ers. As a result, he had to change his plans to become a sea-captain like his father 
and grandfathers. He had been brought up in a room full of memories of the sea 
and faraway countries, but at the age of thirteen he had to choose to earn a living 
for himself and his mother as soon as possible. As a result, he was only able to 
finish the three years course, instead of the five years pre-university course, and 
started as the youngest clerk of the Twentsche Bankvereeniging in Amsterdam in 
1882.34 This period, between thirteen and sixteen, was most likely an important 
tipping point in Deterding’s life.

At the Twentsche Bankvereeniging, where he got a general training as a bank 
clerk, they discovered his exceptional talent for reading balance sheets and other 
figures. Years later in his autobiography he would advise ambitious young busi-
nessmen: “You will go a long way in business if you train yourself to be able to 
appraise figures almost as rapidly and as shrewdly as a good judge of character 
can sum up his fellow-men.”35 During his six years job at the Twentsche Bankver-
eeniging he got promoted to the stocks department where he learned much about 
stocks and investments, stock exchange procedures, and the financial position of 
various Dutch public limited companies. Actually, in these years he learned much 

31 Joost Jonker/Jan Luiten van Zanden: From Challenger to Joint Industry Leader. A History of 
Royal Dutch Shell, vol. 1. Oxford 2007.
32 Ibid., p. 491.
33 Henri Deterding: An International Oilman. London 1934, p. 21.
34 Ibid., pp. 22–26. In 1917 the bank was converted into a limited liability company and named 
De Twentsche Bank. In 1964 in merged with Nederlandsche Handel-Maatschappij (NHM) and 
was called Algemene Bank Nederland (ABN). This bank merged in 1991 with AMRO Bank, 
which was christened ABN-AMRO. See i. e.: Douwe C. J. van der Werf: Banken, bankiers en 
hun fusies. Amsterdam 1999.
35 Deterding: Oilman (see note 33), p. 29.
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about finance, as we would call it today, knowledge that would be of great use to 
him during the rest of his life in aid of amalgamations, take-overs and controlling 
an immense business conglomerate like Royal Dutch Shell.36

In 1888, he applied for a job in the Dutch East Indies with the Nederlandsche 
Handel-Maatschappij (NHM). After he passed the entrance exam he was sent out 
as a bookkeeper to Delhi at the end of that year. Although apparently he had 
swapped one boring bank employee job for another, the Dutch East Indies at-
tracted him for its great possibilities for a sporty young man like Deterding.37 
Whatever reason he might have had to move to the Dutch East Indies, it probably 
was one of the best decisions in his entire life, because here he got acquainted with 
J. B. August Kessler, the managing director of the in 1890 established Koninklijke 
Nederlandsche Petroleum Maatschappij (KNPM), shortened Royal Dutch. This 
small free standing company had an oil concession in Sumatra, which Kessler was 
bringing into operation.

In 1890, Deterding had been sent to Medan (Sumatra) to check and solve the 
financial mess of a subsidiary. He succeeded and became an agent for NHM. A 
year later, he became sub-agent on the island of Penang where he had met Kessler. 
In 1894, the small oil company fell into huge liquidity problems and Kessler 
turned to NHM for a bridging loan. Thereupon, Deterding convinced his superi-
ors at NHM, after thorough profitability accountings, to grant a loan to Royal 
Dutch. Kessler noticed the great financial qualities of the young bank-clerk and 
immediately offered him a job in the oil business. Deterding, who in the mean-
while also made money for NHM, but was “never to share in the profits” of the 
bank, decided to accept the offer, and began his career as a salesman in the oil 
business with Royal Dutch in 1896.38 He “knew next to nothing of Oil”, but the 
payment was much better and he even got a share in the profits. Now he could 
marry his fiancée Catharina Neubronner.39

In 1897 Deterding was sent back to the Netherlands where he became respon-
sible for sales and transport in the small head office in The Hague.40 Here he soon 
got an argument with the directors, who endeavoured to move headquarters to 
Singapore, because Royal Dutch completely relied on the Asian market for lamp 
oil. Deterding, still being an employee, succeeded to convince Kessler to keep 
headquarters in The Hague where the necessary information and capital was to be 
found.41 A year later Royal Dutch ended up in deep trouble, as oil wells in Telega 

36 Ibid., p. 30.
37 Ibid., pp. 33–36. Concurrently, another young man was sent out to the Dutch East Indies by 
NHM, i. e. Cornelis Johannes Karel van Aalst. The latter would become a fellow director at the 
Board of Royal Dutch and President of the NHM, like Deterding one of the most influential 
businessmen of the Netherlands during the interwar period.
38 Ibid., pp. 37–39.
39 Wim Wennekes: De Aartsvaders. Grondleggers van het Nederlandse Bedrijfsleven. Amster-
dam/Antwerpen 1993, p. 342.
40 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), p. 54.
41 Deterding: Oilman (see note 33), pp. 53–54.
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Said at Sumatra adulterated and Royal Dutch stock prices at the Amsterdam stock 
exchange plummeted. The result of this disaster was twofold. First, Royal Dutch 
stopped working with “old timers”, whose job was to drill oil. These practical 
men had no scientific knowledge of oil or geology. Therefore, Royal Dutch began 
to employ trained geologists and chemists. Second, to fill its idle storage tanks and 
tankers in Asia, Royal Dutch began to buy oil from the Russian Oil Fields.42

In March 1900, on his way back from the Dutch East Indies Kessler died by 
overwork. Just before his death he had expressed his last wish to the directors of 
Royal Dutch that Deterding would be his successor. Thereupon, in 1901, the 
 extraordinary shareholders meeting appointed him general manager. Within 
four years after his entrance in the oil business Deterding had thus become a busi-
ness leader in a young but still volatile oil industry. Nevertheless, he became lead-
er at a favourable time. Until the turn of the century lamp oil had been the main 
product, and Standard Oil the dominating company in the world. However, after 
1900 new oil products, like petrol and fuel oil, were being introduced and demand 
for these new products was rising rapidly. During the production crisis Deterding 
had studied the chances for these new products, and had developed his plans. In 
the meanwhile, The Hague changed from a small administrative office into vibrant 
headquarters.43

These new products nonetheless offered tremendous possibilities to challenge 
Standards monopolistic positions all over the world.44 For example, Royal Dutch 
opened its first refinery in Rotterdam in 1902. A year later it entered the most at-
tractive German gasoline market as it started a production unit in Düsseldorf. The 
refinery was set up just across the Dutch border on the Rhine, to refine gasoline 
brought by lighters from storage tanks in Rotterdam. The German gasoline cartel 
now adopted Royal Dutch as its exclusive supplier and abandoned Standard Oil. 
By 1904 Rhenania, as the German subsidiary was called, already controlled 90 per-
cent of the rapidly growing German gasoline market. In effect, Royal Dutch seri-
ously challenged Standard Oil’s dominant position on the European market and 
forced Standard to agreements on the division of European market.45

Another method Deterding used to challenge Standard’s position was through 
merger or co-operation with other oil companies. The first amalgamation was 
with the four other smaller oil companies in the Dutch East Indies. Deterding 
grasped that if he really wanted to threaten Standards’ position and force it to 
concessions the most important non-American producers had to collaborate in 
one way or the other. The main candidates for collaboration were the French 
Rothschilds, with their huge interests in the Russian oil industry and owner of an 

42 Ibid., pp. 55–61. At the time oil was only exploited in the United States, Russia and the Dutch 
East Indies.
43 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), p. 54.
44 Ferry de Goey: Henri Deterding, Royal Dutch/Shell and the Dutch Market for Petrol, 1902–
46. In: Business History 44 (2002) 4, pp. 55–84.
45 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), p. 79.
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oil company called Bnito, and the Shell Transport & Trading company, set up by 
Marcus Samuel, active in Russia and the Far East, and also backed by the French 
financiers. Deterding decided to contact Frederick Lane who represented the 
Rothschilds in London, and who had therefore close contacts to both companies. 
This worked out favourably and in 1902 these three oil companies set up an inde-
pendent company (actually a cartel) called the Asiatic Petroleum Company, of 
whom all three parties held one third of the shares. The original aim of this cartel 
was to stabilize prices on the Asian oil market, but not to become a separate 
 entity.46 Deterding became managing director of the Asiatic Petroleum Company 
and moved with his family to London, however, he was simultaneously still in 
control of Royal Dutch in The Hague.47 Although there existed tensions between 
the different parties within the Asiatic Petroleum Company, its performance was 
overwhelming; in 1904 it paid out 49 percent dividend, in 1905 22 percent and 
1906 40 percent.48

While Royal Dutch was doing extremely well, mainly as a result of the lucrative 
gasoline business, its partner in the Asiatic Petroleum Company ended up in fi-
nancial troubles in 1906. In 1905, Samuel started talks with Deterding about a full 
amalgamation of the highly indebted company Shell Transport & Trading and 
Royal Dutch. In 1907 the two oil companies fully merged into Royal Dutch Shell, 
60 percent of which was held by the Dutch side and 40 percent by the British.49 
Deterding was convinced that Shell’s contacts to the British government were ex-
tremely important to the company’s future. Even if the Dutch had been financially 
able to completely take over Shell, they probably would never have done so; the 
double nationality was highly advantageous to the company, just like the entrance 
to the British Empire’s market. At the same time Deterding tried to get rid of the 
Rothschilds and therefore liquidate the Asiatic Petroleum Company, because their 
oil company Bnito was not contributing equally to the total production, while the 
Rothschilds still were entitled to one third of the profits of the Asiatic Petroleum 
Company. Deterding failed, which was one of the reasons why he developed a 
lengthy grudge against the Rothschilds, which also shows his vindictive charac-
ter.50 Clearly, one of Deterding’s most important business principles was co-oper-
ation and collusion. Gloriously he noted in his autobiography: “I sometimes see 
myself described in the newspapers as having amalgamated more Oil companies 
than any other man, either living or death; American journalists say that Merger is 
my second name.”51 Although, this might even have been the truth, he was nei-
ther an exception nor an outlaw, at least not in Europe at the time.

Next, Deterding travelled to New York to make a deal with Standard Oil on 
export markets. Although he was able to make all kinds of cartel agreements with 

46 Ibid., pp. 65–79.
47 Hendrix: Deterding (see note 30).
48 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), p. 79.
49 Ibid., p. 84.
50 Ibid., pp. 82 f.
51 Deterding: Oilman (see note 33), p. 48.
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Standard, they were not long lasting at the time. Deterding wanted to enter 
 Standard’s home market and exploit American oil fields, and conversely, Standard 
endeavoured oil concessions in the Dutch East Indies. In 1911 nonetheless the 
Standard Oil Trust was dismantled and split up into separate companies of which 
the largest entity was Standard Oil New Jersey (Jersey Standard).52 While the new 
companies were reorganizing their businesses, Royal Dutch Shell could enter the 
American market and acquire American oil fields. In the same period the Anglo-
Dutch oil company acquired numerous oil concessions and oil companies in 
Egypt, Mexico, Venezuela, and the Ottoman Empire. The acquisitions in 1912 of 
Rothschilds’ oil company in Russia, Bnito, and another Russian company called 
Mazout made Royal Dutch Shell the largest oil producer in the Russian Empire.53 
Actually, at the outbreak of war Royal Dutch Shell had become the largest oil 
company in the world.

The First World War was an important stimulus for oil consumption of the 
British Empire. The Royal Navy had switched from coal to oil-burning and the 
Army’s new weapons were all fueled by oil products. In addition, high explosives 
(TNT) were more and more based on toluol produced from petroleum. The tre-
mendous rise in national demand changed the British government relations to the 
leading oil companies, like Royal Dutch.54 Although, the British Admiralty at 
first tried to solve major supply shortages through its close connections to the 
smaller but completely British owned Anglo Persian Oil Company (APOC), the 
acuteness of fuel shortage forced them to collaborate closely with Royal Dutch 
Shell during the war. In 1914, the Admirality’s First Lord Winston Churchill had 
warned parliament of the “Shell octopus”, however, Deterding had made a much 
better impression on him than the other leaders of the Group. At the beginning of 
the war Deterding had resigned from the Board of Astro Romana, Royal Dutch’s 
Romanian subsidiary, which was suspected to supply Germany with oil. In addi-
tion, from London he wrote to his colleagues in The Hague not to harm the inter-
ests of the Netherlands and Britain, and therefore not to cause a breach of neu-
trality. During the whole war he fully supported the Allied case.55 In 1920 he 
 received a British honorary knighthood, and called himself Sir Henry Deterding, 
which was unusual for foreigners at the time.56 A post-war plan of the British 
government to establish an all-British oil company in which Shell would take part, 
British shareholders would have the majority, and Deterding would have retired, 
were nonetheless completely abandoned in 1924.57

52 Bruce Bringhurst: Antitrust and the Oil Monopoly. The Standard Oil Cases, 1890–1911. West-
port, CT 1979, pp. 180–203.
53 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), pp. 121–126.
54 G. Gareth Jones: The British Government and the Oil Companies 1912–1924. The Search for 
an Oil Policy. In: The Historical Journal 20 (1977) 3, pp. 647–672.
55 Ibid., pp. 660 f.
56 Sir Henri Deterding Obituary. In: The Times, 6. 2. 1939.
57 Jones: The British Government (see note 54), p. 672.



Ben Wubs340

During and directly after the war Royal Dutch Shell had made huge profits and 
had gained new concessions in Mexico, the United States, and Venezuela. The 
Russian revolution and the sequestration of its extensive interests by the new 
 Soviet government provoked Deterding’s virulent anti-communism, although in 
the early 1920s he still tried to do business with the Soviets. However, his sec-
ond marriage in 1924 to Lydia Koudoyaroff, an aristocratic Russian refugee, who 
was bitterly opposed to any collaboration with Soviet regime, probably turned 
him into a leading advocate of the boycott of the Soviet Union by the major oil 
companies. In 1926, he started a press campaign, and a year later, a price war 
against American oil companies that were trading with the Soviets. Deterding 
strongly believed that a complete oil boycott would lead to the collapse of the 
communist regime in Russia.58

At the same time, world oil production rose faster than oil consumption, and as 
a result prices sank rapidly. Since the early 1920s the oil industry had increased 
output all over the world. In addition, the Soviets were dumping oil on the world 
market to solve their currency problems. Now the time was right for Deterding’s 
former ideas of co-operation and his endeavours to form a stabilization pact with 
its biggest competitor Jersey Standard. In addition, his friendly relationship with 
Jersey Standard’s chief executive Walter Teagle, and his improved relations to the 
Anlgo-Persian (later called Anglo-Iranian), when John Cadman had become 
chairman, resulted in a meeting of top oil executives at Achnacarry Castle in Scot-
land in 1928, which resulted eventually into the “Is-As” agreement. This world-
wide oil cartel was meant to stabilize markets and to keep market shares at the 
1928 level. The US market was not included in the agreement, because it would 
mean an infringement of American anti-trust regulations. In Europe cartels were 
not illegal or deemed harmful to the economy, still the agreement had been signed 
under the strictest confidence. It is not clear how effective and stable the cartel has 
been. According to Jonker and Van Zanden the agreement at least improved 
 relations between the biggest oil companies in the world, Royal Dutch Shell and 
 Jersey Standard, for decades.59

Deterding’s authoritarian management style, his paranoid world view, and his 
emotional outbursts, alienated more and more colleagues in the Board. Most man-
agers withdrew to their own company or field of interest, leaving Deterding with 
his own hobbyhorses. Meanwhile, Royal Dutch Shell had grown so extensively 
that Deterding’s hands-on management style did not suffice any longer. The day 
to day business needed delegation of powers to lower management levels. At the 
end of the 1920s Deterding appeared to be at the zenith of his power, however, his 
position was already being undermined by the practicalities of the daily business. 
In response, Deterding became increasingly filled with rancour and paranoia.60

58 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), pp. 275 f.
59 Ibid., pp. 278–283.
60 Ibid., pp. 291–294, pp. 475–477.
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In 1931, he had bought a hunting estate in Mecklenburg, paid with his frozen 
Reichsmarks. He welcomed Hitler’s rise to power, possibly attracted by the  Nazi’s 
anti-Bolshevism and their authoritarian programme. In his autobiography he 
praised Mussolini for being a “Simpleton”, like himself. “SIMPLICITY, when 
you come to think of it, is the hall-mark of almost every man who achieves.”61 
A little bit further he pointed out his authoritarian character and labour ethos: 
 “Nature demands that every one of us shall work, and it strikes me as a criminal 
transgression of her laws that, unless through circumstances he cannot control, 
any healthy, able bodied man should be let live, except by or as a result of his own 
efforts. If I were dictator of the world – and please, Mr. Printer, set this in large 
type – I WOULD SHOOT ALL IDLERS AT SIGHT.”62

Contemporaries have accused Deterding and Royal Dutch of supporting the 
Nazis financially, nevertheless, undisputed evidence has not been found for these 
statements until now.63 It is clear that he ideologically supported the New Order; 
even more so after his third marriage with Charlotte Knaack, who had strong 
Nazi leanings. He met Hitler, Göring and various other top Nazi officials, and 
also tried to influence their economic policy. He strongly believed that Germany’s 
reliance on oil would keep them dependent on the rest of the world, IG’s syn-
thetic oil programme would mean autarky and war. Deterding dealings with Nazi 
Germany, however, created more and more conflicts with the other Board mem-
bers of Royal Dutch Shell, and eventually led to his retirement in 1936. Three years 
later he died in Mecklenburg, where he received a state managed Nazi funeral, 
 including swastika banners and Hitler salutes.64

Frederik Hendrik Fentener van Vlissingen (1882–1962)

Frederik Hendrik Fentener van Vlissingen was “Netherlands’ most successful big 
industrialist during the interwar period” according to Johan de Vries’ biographical 
entry.65 If we take as a measure his huge number of advisory board positions in 
the Netherlands as well as in Germany, the economic historian was probably 
right. By 1938 Van Vlissingen, as he liked to call himself, was managing director 
of Steenkolen Handels Vereniging N.V. (SHV), the largest coal trading company in 
the country, and moreover, he was a member of advisory boards of more than 40 
outstanding firms like Royal Dutch Steelworks, Algemeene Kunstzijde Unie 
(AKU), Vereinigte Stahlwerke, Fokker and KLM. In a book on Royal Dutch 

61 Deterding: Oilman (see note 33), p. 13.
62 Ibid., p. 114.
63 See i. e.: Roberts: Man (see note 28), pp. 298–325; James Pool/Suzanne Pool: Who Financed 
Hitler? The Secret Funding of Hitler’s Rise to Power, 1919–1933. New York 1978, pp. 322 f.; 
Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), p. 483.
64 Jonker/Van Zanden: Challenger (see note 31), pp. 483–491.
65 Joh. de Vries: Art. Fentener van Vlissingen, Frederik Hendrik (1882–1962). In: Biografisch 
Woordenboek van Nederland, vol. 5 (2001), pp. 122–125.
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Steelworks De Vries described him as “a men with an excellent intellect which he 
combined with a strong drive and creative urge, actually the most creative indus-
trialist of his generation”.66 Arie van der Zwan endeavoures to debunk this glori-
fication in a rather biased and badly researched biography.67 Particularly Van Vliss-
ingen’s close relations to the Ruhr industrialists and their support of Hitler makes 
him an easy suspect of being a Nazi sympathiser, however, nowhere in the book 
he proves this supposition. Obviously, the last word has not been written on this 
extraordinary Dutch entrepreneur.

Frederik Hendrik Fentener van Vlissingen was born 1882 in Amsterdam in a 
Lutheran bourgeois family. Frits, as he was called in daily life, was the son of 
 Frederik Hendrik Fentener van Vlissingen senior, who had set up Steenkolen 
Handels Vereniging (SHV) in 1896, an agency of the Rheinisch-Westfälisches Koh-
len-Syndikat (RWKS), and had made a fortune in the Westphalian coal trade. Un-
til the age of thirteen Frits lived with his family in a villa in Baarn near the woods. 
After he had finished his primary school in Baarn and Hilversum the family 
moved to an urban villa in Utrecht. In this city in the middle of the Netherlands, 
where SHV had (and still has) its headquarters opposite to its largest customer, 
the national railways, the adolescent was sent to the Hogere Burgerschool (HBS). 
Frits finished the five years programme successfully, but he was eventually not 
 assessed as a high flyer.68 So far he had met no misfortunes in life – brought up in 
a wealthy middle class family, being the favourite son of an affectionate mother 
and a distant father, who was always busy in the coal trade.

In 1900, he got the chance to improve his talents at the Polytechnical School of 
Delft (called TU since 1905). At this technical university, as we would call it now-
adays, he was able to finish successfully the first part of his study, however, he 
failed during the last part of the four years programme, and as a result, he never 
received his engineer title. In this period he had been a very active member of the 
students’ corps, and he even became chairman, which might have contributed to 
his failure.69 In any case, in 1904 his father brought him into SHV’s coal business, 
where he started as a managing clerk, who was authorised to sign for the com-
pany.70 A year later he married Sophia Schout Veldhuis, whose twin sister Mies 
had married George van Beuningen, SHV’s director in Rotterdam. As a result, the 
two families were now not only linked through the coal business, but also directly 
via the family line. In 1906, Frits Fentener van Vlissingen achieved one of his 
first successes in the business when he acquired an important monopoly on inland 
shipping of coal for the SHV. In 1911 he became managing director of SHV when 
his father retired with health problems.

66 Joh. de Vries: Hoogovens IJmuiden 1918–1968. Amsterdam 1968, p. 98.
67 Arie van der Zwan: Hij overwon iedereen op een vrouw na. F. H. Fentener van Vlissingen 
1882–1962. Amsterdam 2006.
68 Ibid., pp. 19–24.
69 Ibid., pp. 24–26.
70 According to Joh. de Vries, which is the official story, he broke of his studies in Delft “due to 
bad health condition of his father”. His father, however, stayed in business until 1911.
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In the same year he co-financed the establishment of a Dutch Rayon factory. The 
entrepreneurial chemist J. C. Hartogs intended to set up the Nederlandsche Kunst-
zijdefabriek (Enka), but lacked the necessary capital. Via his bank relations he had 
been contacted to Fentener van Vlissingen, who saw great possibilities in this new 
industry. Another financier was his father’s companion in the coal business and 
German citizen J. Balthazar, who had also been involved with the establishment of 
the Vereinigte Glanzstoff-Fabriken AG (VGF), the largest manufacturer of artificial 
silk in Germany.71 From Balthazar’s experience with VGF they knew that the man-
ufacturing of artificial silk needs a lot of energy (for example via coal). This new 
 industry would therefore become an important new customer of the SHV. They 
probably had not expected at the time, that this small Dutch artificial silk company 
would become a major Dutch multinational in the interwar period, in which Fen-
tener van Vlissingen would play a key role. In 1929 VGF got into big financial trou-
bles. The much smaller but financially stronger Enka, which lagged in technology, 
acquired nearly all shares of the dynamic but highly indebted VGF. During the 
1930s, the German side of the company would become also indebted to the Dutch 
side; as a result, an ever greater part of the company would come in Dutch hands.72

The Enka case clearly shows that Van Vlissingen had rapidly developed an en-
trepreneurial spirit.73 Although Hartogs had been the founder and had taken the 
initiative to set up Enka, it had been Van Vlissingen with his capital and his busi-
ness contacts to make this venture a success. Coal was the other connection: 
cheaper coal gave competitive advantages to this new industry. His success, not 
only in this business case, has been explained by the combination of capital, coal, 
and know-how. Whether he was really “the man with a double pair of brains”, as 
he was often called by contemporaries, is hard to prove.74 It is obvious nonethe-
less that Van Vlissingen rapidly developed into one of the most successful Dutch 
entrepreneurs, who had his tentacles in numerous Dutch businesses, often closely 
linked to the German Ruhr industry.

Van Vlissingen not only found his way rapidly in the world of business. During 
the First World War, when the coal trade became highly problematic, he found his 
way to the government. In 1914 he was appointed secretary of the National Coal 
Bureau, established to take care of coal rationing during the war. After a political cri-
sis in 1916, in which he and other businessmen were accused of turning the national 
office into a means of making money, it was renamed to the National Coal Rationing 
led by Frowein of the Dutch State Mines (DSM), a major competitor of SHV.75

In the meanwhile, the DSM increased its production tremendously to serve 
 national demand and thereby threatened SHV’s dominant position on the Dutch 

71 De Vries: Fentener van Vlissingen (see note 65).
72 Lothar Gall et al.: The Deutsche Bank 1870–1995. London 1995, pp. 315–318.
73 F. H. Fentener van Vlissingen always signed with Van Vlissingen, see i. e. historical archives 
AkzoNobel. According to Van der Zwan he claimed to be an ancestor of old Dutch nobility; 
van der Zwan: Hij overwon (see note 67), p. 16.
74 De Vries: Fentener van Vlissingen (see note 65).
75 Sluyterman/Wubs: Grenzen (see note 23), p. 117; van der Zwan: Hij overwon (see note 67), p. 59.
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coal market. In response to this, SHV acquired an anthracite mine just across the 
German border, Sophia Jacoba, to have its own production. In fact, this acqui-
sition was done by SHV’s investment company Unitas, which had been set up at 
the end of 1915 by Fentener van Vlissingen and George van Beuningen to defend 
SHV against claims of the German coal cartel (RWKS). Unitas was also used to 
secretly acquire a majority participation in Scheepvaart- en Steenkolen Maatschap-
pij (SSM). The latter had a trade monopoly of British coal in the Netherlands and 
formed a direct competitor of RWKS.76 Clearly, during the First World War SHV 
emancipated itself from the German coal syndicate, and Fentener van Vlissingen 
obviously played an opportunistic role.77

Not only his influence in Dutch business had grown in the 1910s, also his po-
litical connections augmented. In 1918, at the age of 36 he was appointed in an 
economic council (Raad van Bijstand) of the Foreign Ministry, together with dis-
tinguished businessmen and bankers like Van Aalst, Heldring and Colijn.78 It is 
striking that Fentener van Vlissingen’s star was rising so rapidly. He was clearly 
the youngest member of this body, however, with his close connections to Ger-
man industrialist, extremely valuable for Dutch economic interests. In 1919, after 
the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, he reported to the minister of Foreign Af-
fairs about the atmosphere in German business after he had had meetings among 
others with Hugo Stinnes, A. Janus (RWKS), Hermann and Mankievitz (Deutsche 
Bank) and Dernburg (Reichsminister of Finance). A little later he was closely in-
volved in talks about the Coal and Credit Treaty (Tredifina-Kredit) with Germany 
in 1920. Germany was in dire need for credit, and the Dutch were willing to pro-
vide it under the condition that Germany would deliver coal to the Netherlands. 
The Dutch made available 200,000,000 guilders, of which 60,000,000 could be 
used for the purchase of food and 140,000,000 for the purchase of raw materials in 
the Netherlands. Simultaneously, Germany would deliver coal to the Netherlands, 
of which revenues could be used to purchase raw materials for the German indus-
try.79 Fentener van Vlissingen’s role in this treaty was somewhat dubious. One of 
the clauses in the treaty determined that the coal should come from his own con-
cession just across the German border, i. e. Sophia Jacoba. In that way he not only 
took care of the Dutch and German national interests, but also his enlightened 
self-interest.80

76 Sluyterman/Wubs: Grenzen (see note 23), p. 123.
77 On the emancipation of SHV versus RWKS see: Eva Maria Roelevink/Joep Schenk: Chal-
lenging Times – The Renewal of a Transnational Business Relationship. The Rhenish West-
phalian Coal Syndicate and the Coal Trade Association, 1918 to 1925. In: ZUG 57 (2012) 2, 
pp. 154–180.
78 Joh. de Vries: Hoogovens (see note 66), p. 98. Colijn would become fivefold prime minister of 
the Netherlands in the interwar period.
79 Hein A. M. Klemann: Wirtschaftliche Verflechtung im Schatten zweier Kriege. In: ders./Friso 
Wielenga (eds.): Deutschland und die Niederlande. Wirtschaftsbeziehungen im 19. und 20. Jahr-
hundert (= Niederlande-Studien, vol. 46). Münster 2009, p. 36.
80 De Vries: Fentener van Vlissingen (see note 65); Joh. de Vries (ed.): Herinneringen en dagboek 
van Ernst Heldring (1871–1954). 3 vols. Groningen 1970, here: vol. 1, p. 369.
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During the interwar period Fentener van Vlissingen’s fame and power in inter-
national business, in particular in the Netherlands and Germany, reached its 
 zenith. He was closely involved in the establishment of new innovative firms like 
Dutch Steel (Hoogovens), Royal Dutch Airlines (KLM), and aircraft manufac-
turer Fokker.81 He held positions in the Advisory Boards, but was usually also 
involved financially with his own money. However, in this period he focussed 
more and more on the artificial fibres business. As president of the Advisory 
Board of the holding company AKU he had a dominant position in one of the 
largest manufacturers of artificial fibres in the world. In 1929 he had favoured a 
merger between Enka and Glanzstoff, into the Dutch parent company AKU, 
while Enka’s founder and managing director Hartog had preferred a merger with 
I.G. Farben. In the merger process during the 1930s Fentener van Vlissingen 
clearly had the upper hand; Hartog withdrew frustrated from the Board and died 
shortly afterwards. After the Nazi take-over three leading Glanzstoff directors 
were dismissed and accused of fraud.82 Although it is not exactly clear what kind 
of political game was played here by the Nazis, Fentener van Vlissingen nonethe-
less remained in power in the Dutch parent company.83

During the second part of the 1930s Fentener van Vlissingen became closely 
involved in the economic appeasement movement towards Nazi-Germany, which 
was clearly not just based on altruism.84 His own business interests in Germany 
would benefit a great deal from the improvement of Dutch-German trade rela-
tions. Dutch trade with its most important trading partner had been hit severely 
by German autarkic policy. As Chairman of the International Chamber of Com-
merce he met Hitler in 1934 and 1937, when he received the Order of the German 
Eagle.85 In 1936 the German Foreign Ministry had set up the Deutsch-Nieder-
ländische Gesellschaft (DNG) to change the mood in the Netherlands in favour 
of the Third Reich. The organization was chaired by Emil Helfferich, a specialist 
of the Dutch economy. A year later he asked Fentener van Vlissingen to set up a 
similar Dutch organization of important Dutch businessmen. Van Vlissingen’s 
idea was to improve trade relations, but not to discuss politics. After the Dutch 
government had given its consent his group of private Dutch businessmen started 
its policy of appeasement towards the Nazi-regime. It was aimed at the moderate 
elements in the regime and the business community, who were believed to oppose 
Hitler’s expansionist policy. At the beginning of the occupation of the Nether-
lands Helfferich tried to convince the Dutch industrialist to work voluntarily with 
the German occupier and Fentener van Vlissingen demanded thereby a certain 

81 De Vries: Fentener van Vlissingen (see note 65).
82 Theodor Langenbruch: Glanzstoff 1899–1949. Wuppertal 1985, pp. 71–75.
83 Currently, I am doing research into the AkzoNobel archive. In a forthcoming book about the 
Dutch Big Four in Germany I will also deal with these affairs and Nazi power politics towards 
VGF. 
84 Madelon de Keizer: Appeasement en aanpassing. Het Nederlandse bedrijfsleven en de 
Deutsch-Niederländische Gesellschaft 1936–1942. Den Haag 1984.
85 De Vries: Fentener van Vlissingen (see note 65).
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 independence from the occupier. Arthur Seyss-Inquart and Hans Fischböck, how-
ever, rejected their endeavours and forced Dutch industry to accommodate com-
pletely to the economic principle of the New Order.86

Despite his extensive contacts with leading businessmen during the Nazi regime 
he has never shown much sympathy for it, albeit he was not critical either. His 
behaviour could be described as opportunistic: business not politics. His close 
contacts to leading Ruhr industrialists and the Deutsche Bank, and Hermann Josef 
Abs in particular, definitely protected him during the German occupation. After 
the war the American Alien Property Custodian nonetheless showed great dis-
trust of him.87 In the Netherlands he was never persecuted for economic collabo-
ration. On the contrary, in 1945 the Dutch military authority appointed him 
chairman of a committee which was given the task to purge Dutch business.88 In 
the same year he withdrew from the Board of SHV, leaving his position to his 
youngest son Jan, to continue the family firm. He would remain in various Advi-
sory Boards until the middle of the 1950s, but not in such dominant positions as it 
had been the case before the war. In 1962 he died at his country estate at the 
 respectable age of eighty years.89

Paul Carl Rijkens (1888–1965)

Compared to the other two Dutch entrepreneurs Paul Rijkens is a much less 
known captain of industry in the interwar period. Yet from the 1930s until the 
1950s he was chairman of Unilever (from 1937 until 1952 it was called Lever 
Brothers & Unilever), one of the largest multinationals in Europe.90 He was also 
seen as the uncrowned leader of the Dutch community in London during the war, 
and a close adviser to the Dutch Queen Wilhelmina and the Dutch government in 
exile. Furthermore, he was one of the founding fathers of the so called Bilderberg 
Conferences. Unfortunately, until now no biography has been written about 
 Rijkens; there are only a few biographical entries.91 Most of what we know about 
him comes from his informative autobiography “Handel en Wandel”, posthu-

86 De Keizer: Appeasement (see note 84), pp. 81–112, pp. 203–224. Hitler had sent the Austrian 
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91 Wilhelm F. Lichtenauer: Art. Rijkens, Paul Carl (1888–1965). In: Biografisch Woordenboek 
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mously published in 1965.92 In these memoirs he is modest and extremely open 
about his own role in the rise of Unilever’s conglomerate and his involvement 
with politics; nowhere he is boasting or exaggerating. In this respect, he was the 
absolute opposite of Deterding. Other secondary sources are Wilson’s “The His-
tory of Unilever” published in 1954 and my own study on Unilever in the 1930–
1950 period, in which Rijkens obviously also played an important role.93

Paul Rijkens was born in a Rotterdam bourgeois family in 1888. They were 
middleclass, but their wealth was nothing compared to the Fentener van Vlissin-
gens. Paul’s father was a margarine manufacturer and one of the directors of a 
family firm called Hagemann’s Creameries Limited, a British incorporated firm 
operating in Rotterdam.94 His mother was catholic, his father protestant; officially 
he was brought up catholic, however, religion did not play an important role dur-
ing his youth. When he was only nine months old he was hit by poliomyelitis, 
which had a tremendous impact on his youth, and clearly the rest of his life. As a 
young boy he had to use clamps on both legs, which meant no sports, no dancing, 
no cycling, etc. In his memoirs Rijkens therefore called his youth “colourless”.95

His life changed completely when he entered secondary school. At the begin-
ning of the Hogere Burgerschool (HBS) he received medical surgery and could 
walk without clamps. Although walking would never become his favourite activ-
ity he was able to cycle, which happened to be a great leisure activity at the time. 
He became a member of a cycling club at the HBS, which enlarged his radius of 
action tremendously. Moreover, the cycling club also led to the establishment of a 
leisure club, called Laetitia. Its main activity was theatre attendance, which would 
become his great passion and would also have an enormous impact on the rest of 
his life. In this club Paul Rijkens rapidly developed his organizational talents, 
when he became the key organizer of theatre visits, other outings, and theatre 
performances at school. In the fourth year of HBS he had to stay back a class. Ac-
cording to Rijkens this was a wake-up call, and he really began to take his study 
serious, in particular economics and accountancy. As a result, at the age of 17 he 
passed his exam. Thereupon, in his father’s view Paul Rijkens had to make prepa-
rations for an academic study in law and accountancy. He obtained a qualification 
to teach accountancy, however, failed to pass a necessary Greek test. As a result, 
he was not admitted at a university.96

In the meanwhile, he had developed other ambitions. Theatre performances at 
school had become more and more professional. In 1908, this resulted in a tour of 
P. C. Hooft’s play “Warenar”, directed by the famous Willem Royaards, in nu-
merous theatres in the Netherlands and Belgium. Paul had attracted money from 
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respected Rotterdam bankers and industrialists, including Sam van den Bergh. A 
year later, Royaards asked him to become the financial administrator of “Het 
Toneel”, a private theatre company which had just been established in Amster-
dam. He worked one year for the company, showed again his great administrative 
and organizational talents, and earned 6,000 guilders at the age of 20, which was a 
considerable sum at the time, particularly for a young man like Rijkens.97

His father never agreed with his artistic ambitions and persuaded him to start a 
career in margarine. He talked to Sam van den Bergh, who in the meanwhile had 
taken over his father’s margarine business, and recommended Paul for his excep-
tional talent for book-keeping. Whereupon, Sam van den Bergh should have said: 
“This is our guy.”98 On 1 January 1910 Paul Rijkens started with Van den Bergh 
in Rotterdam for a much lower salary then he had earned with “Het Toneel”. In 
the theatre business, he had reached the top at the age of 20 (in fact, he had been 
the managing director for one year with a 140 persons staff), in the margarine 
business he started as a simple clerk.99 Therefore it is not clear why he made this 
almost inexplicable turn in his career. Was it respect for his father’s authority or 
was it his entrepreneurial spirit: to see possibilities (for himself) where others 
don’t see them (yet). Be that as it may, a few weeks after he had started with Van 
den Bergh he was sent to their London office to become a liaison officer between 
them and their grocery interests Pearks and Meadow Dairies. As these British af-
filiates did not accept this young man to meddle in their business, Rijkens became 
an assistant accountant of Van den Bergh’s Limited in London. From here he was 
sent on a business trip to Denmark to make a financial report of Van den Bergh’s 
loss making bacon factories in Aarhus and Esjberg. The report was highly appre-
ciated by his superiors. Although London was not the best period of his life, he 
learned a lot, and moreover, in the evening he could indulge in London’s theatre 
performances. Besides, he accomplished to become a special theatre correspon-
dent for “Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant” (NRC). In 1913 he married an English 
girl, Hilda Winifred Scales. In the same year, at the age of 25, he was called back 
to Rotterdam to become a managing clerk, who was authorised to sign for the 
company. He was also expected to bring his expertise from London and improve 
the accounting methods in Rotterdam.100

One of the assignments that improved his position was the take-over of a rela-
tively small margarine plant in Groningen, Hendriks, Brongers en Bos. Van den 
Bergh was not so much interested in the factory itself, but more in its director, 
P. D. H. Hendriks, who was known of his great managerial abilities. In 1913, 
 Rijkens made a good deal with Hendriks, and became the liaison officer between 

97 Ibid., pp. 14–22.
98 Ibid., p. 21.
99 Ibid., pp. 16–22.
100 Ibid., pp. 25–32.
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Rotterdam and Groningen. In due course, both men would become the most im-
portant managers in Van den Bergh’s family firm.101

In 1919, Paul Rijkens was appointed director and closely involved in extremely 
expensive arbitration procedures between Van den Bergh and Jurgens. Twenty 
years before the merger of the biggest competitors in the business into the Marga-
rine Unie in 1928, Van den Bergh and Jurgens had signed a profit-pooling agree-
ment in 1908 (renewed in 1913 and 1920).102 The agreement had been the result of 
a major raw materials crisis for the margarine trade in 1906 and fierce competition 
from butter and newcomers in the market. Both companies had begun to lose 
money. The rivals agreed to pool their profits and divide them between each other 
in the ratio of 60 percent for Van den Bergh and 40 percent for Jurgens. In addi-
tion, under the agreement both companies had the right to participate for 50 per-
cent in each other’s raw materials purchases. The agreement, however, did not end 
the rivalry between the two margarine giants. On the contrary, it proved to be the 
source of much disagreement, because profit rates constantly changed. From 1924 
to 1927 Van den Bergh and Jurgens were involved in complicated and costly arbi-
tration proceedings in Britain. In the end the only solution to solve their blurred 
disputes appeared to be a complete merger of the two companies. At this crucial 
moment Paul Rijkens advised the Van den Bergh family to accept Jurgens’ pro-
posal for a full merger.103 Thus the arbitration in itself did not solve anything; it 
was a turning point in a long dispute between the two companies, which resulted 
in a new organization.104

In November 1927 two new holding companies were created, the NV Marga-
rine Unie in the Netherlands and the Margarine Union Ltd. in Britain, to control 
the Jurgens and Van den Bergh businesses. The dual structure, a Dutch and a Brit-
ish parent company, was modelled on Van den Bergh’s legal structure. The 
two parent companies were bound together by what was called an Equalisation 
Agreement, whose aims were to ensure an equal distribution of profits between 
Dutch and British shareholders and to avoid double taxation.105 Paul Rijkens was 
appointed in the Board next to the main representatives of both families.

In 1929 Rijkens was also closely involved in the biggest merger ever, i. e. Uni-
lever. The main reason for a possible amalgamation of Lever Brothers and the 
Margarine Unie was their common interest on the raw materials market. In the 
1920s and 1930s the production of margarine and soap was based on the same raw 
materials, coming literally from all corners of the globe. Because of the develop-
ment of hydrogenation techniques since 1909, which had made it possible to 
harden oil, many raw materials had become interchangeable. From now on the 
choice of a specific oil or fat depended mainly on its price. As a consequence of 
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this major technical innovation soap and margarine manufacturers competed with 
each other on the raw materials markets as buyers. After the formation of Marga-
rine Unie in 1927 and the alliance with Centra and Schicht in 1928 the company 
had also obtained considerable soap interests in Central Europe. Hence the two 
giants, Lever Brothers and Margarine Unie, began talks in 1928 about some kind 
of exchange of their businesses. The idea was that Margarine Unie could swap its 
soap interests for Levers’ margarine interests. Or as Wilson has put it: “The 
scheme was a device for enabling Lever Brothers and the Unie to keep out of each 
other’s way.”106 This nonetheless did not work very well. Thereupon, Paul  Rijkens 
of the Margarine Unie and John McDowell of Lever Brothers designed a plan for 
a complete merger. On 2 September 1929 the contract was signed.107  Rijkens be-
came a member of the Board. Again the amalgamation was modelled after Van 
den Bergh’s dual structure, with a British (Unilever Limited) and a Dutch (Uni-
lever N.V.) parent company for similar reasons. In 1937 he was  appointed chair-
man of Lever Brothers & Unilever N.V. Moreover, as a member of the Special 
Committee, Unilever’s executive, he lived in London, where most Board meetings 
took place until the Second World War.

By 1933 Unilever, and its forerunners, had grown into a business empire inside 
the German Reich after fifty years of greenfield investments, acquisitions and 
mergers and had become the single largest foreign direct investor in Germany. On 
the eve of Hitler’s rise to power the Anglo-Dutch multinational dominated the 
German edible fats industry. In effect, in January 1933 it had almost 70 % of the 
German margarine market. Shortly after Nazis had come to power Unilever’s 
Board decided to accommodate to the new regime, because it was thought that it 
could not allow itself to divest and withdraw completely from its largest  European 
market outside Britain. Although the average Board member was not sympathetic 
towards Nazi ideology it was decided to reach some agreement with the new 
 regime. In October 1933 Francis D’Arcy Cooper and Paul Rijkens, being respon-
sible for Germany inside the Board, had a meeting with Hitler in person to secure 
Unilever’s extensive interests in Germany. Unexpectedly, Hitler was prepared to 
make a far-reaching promise. As long as Unilever was prepared to manufacture in 
the interest of the Reich, the new government would not touch the company’s as-
sets in Germany. Although it would become evident by 1934 that the Nazis would 
not pursue a nationalization policy in general, the commitment towards Unilever 
came rather early.108

In September 1934 a delegation of representatives of British importers into Ger-
many of wool, mineral oil, metal, jute, rubber, non-ferrous metals and non-miner-
al oils and fats had met with Schacht and were later received by Hitler.109 The 
delegation comprised executives from seven British industries, including Unilever, 
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Dunlop and Shell, and was led by Rijkens. The aim of the British businessmen 
was to solve the acute foreign exchange problem. The British government, which 
was informed about the meeting, suspected Schacht of looking for credit on easy 
terms.110 Rijkens pointed out to Schacht that Unilever had invested so much in 
Germany and that the amount of outstanding commercial debts from Germany 
still exceeded a year’s credit on raw materials. Unilever was not prepared to invest 
more surplus capital in Germany and provide the country with more credit. 
 Schacht agreed with Rijkens on a more reasonable treatment of credits for raw 
material imports. On behalf of Unilever Rijkens reached an agreement with 
 Schacht about the Reich’s currency restrictions. Unilever was allowed to place 
 orders for ships with German shipyards and to settle the accounts partly with 
frozen marks owned by its German subsidiaries and partly with imported raw 
materials. Consequently, Unilever was able to transfer, or literally ship off, con-
siderable portions of its German profits to Britain and the Netherlands.111

On 9 May 1940, before the invasion of the Netherlands, Rijkens had warned 
the Dutch embassy in London that the German army was close to attack, but he 
was not taken very seriously by the Dutch ambassador. He had received his infor-
mation through Clement Davies, a Unilever Board member and close friend to 
Churchill.112 After the invasion of the Netherlands on 15 May Rijkens would stay 
in London for the rest of the war and became great help to the Dutch government 
in exile. Ever since he was taken extremely serious by Dutch politicians. He be-
came a member of the Extraordinary Advisory Council (Buitengewone Raad van 
Advies) to the Dutch government and he also chaired the Dutch Reconstruction 
Committee, a private initiative of Dutch captains of industry in London, in which 
the post-war problems of the Netherlands were discussed. In addition, during the 
whole war he was special adviser to the Dutch Queen Wilhelmina and had very 
close contacts to Prince Bernhard.113

After the war Rijkens has been awarded an honorary doctorate by the Neder-
landse Economische Hogeschool in Rotterdam (now Erasmus University). He 
received his doctorate simultaneously with social democratic Prime Minister 
 Willem Drees, which clearly showed that he stood at high esteem in these years. 
As of 1952, however, he had serious frictions with the Dutch government about 
the New Guinea issue, when his pressure group endeavoured to improve Dutch- 
Indonesian relations. To endeavour friendly relations with the Sukarno regime, 
shortly after the Netherlands had lost its main colony to the republic Indonesia, 
was interpreted by some Dutchmen as high treason.114 A member of parliament 
even proposed to withdraw his passport.115 Obviously, this caused an enormous 
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amount of anguish for someone who thought to serve Dutch economic interest. 
Nevertheless, in 1954 he changed his domicile from Britain to the Netherlands.

In the meanwhile, he carried on his international activities, of which the Bilder-
berg Conferences were probably the most ambitious. In 1954 the first conference 
was organized by Rijkens and Joseph Retinger, a nationalist Pole, he had met in 
London during the war. Retinger was one of the leading figures after the war in 
the European movement. The aim of the conference organized in hotel Bilderberg 
near Oosterbeek in the Netherlands was to improve transatlantic relations. Prince 
Bernhard, another acquaintance from the war, who had an extensive international 
network, was asked to chair the meeting. Invited were leading European and 
American industrialist, bankers, politicians and scientists. The themes of the agen-
da were the communist threat, European unity, European defence, colonial and 
economic issues. The aim was to discuss these themes openly with these leading 
figures, and to spread conclusions in their home institutions. Although the meet-
ing took place behind closed doors an extensive press statement was released. Re-
ports about following meetings were much less informative and have therefore 
triggered all kinds of conspiracy theories.116

In 1955 Rijkens resigned from Unilever’s Board, albeit he still carried out spe-
cial operations for the Anglo-Dutch multinational until 1958. In 1965 Rijkens 
passed away. In his memoirs he called himself a manager of big business, and he 
probably was indeed one of the first Chandlerian managers of Dutch industry. 
Following Schumpeter’s analyses of entrepreneurial behaviour, Rijkens could also 
be regarded as an entrepreneur, and not just of big business, but one in the widest 
sense of the word.

Conclusions

Wrapping up three life stories of three such different personalities is rather chal-
lenging. Nevertheless, let me begin with the similarities between the three Dutch 
entrepreneurs. All three became the leaders of what would become big bureaucra-
tized Chandlerian firms. They were part of this transformation process, moving 
from a pioneering personal capitalism to a managerial capitalism, in which entre-
preneurship would become a collective process. The three captains of industry 
were closely involved in the growth of their mega firms. Their individual entre-
preneurship still mattered; their individual decisions mattered to growth and de-
velopment. It appears that Deterding’s mindset was still in the pioneering phase, 
while Rijkens’ saw himself more as one of the first Dutch professional managers, 
educated in the pioneering phase.

What made these three entrepreneurial men so successful or apt for this partic-
ular stage of industrial capitalism? They were good at multi-tasking. They had 
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knowledge of legal, financial and organizational matters, and could link these 
complicated issues. Moreover, they were good accountants. Deterding and Ri-
jkens had developed these attributes as young men, and had proven to be ex-
tremely qualified to read financial reports, an essential precondition for successful 
leaders of such large business conglomerates. Fentener van Vlissingen, “the man 
with double pair of brains”, must have developed these skills during his numerous 
advisory board positions. Both Fentener van Vlissingen and Rijkens had showed 
their organizational skills already during their student days. Simultaneously, all 
three had the necessary political skills. Good contacts to government officials and 
politicians mattered a great deal to the success or failure of their firms. At the end 
of their career nonetheless they often overplayed their hand in politics.

One can talk long about the economic theories of mergers, however, what mat-
ters here is the human factor. During the interwar period, the period of expansion 
of Dutch multinationals, Deterding, Fentener van Vlissingen and Rijkens, formed 
the human factor during numerous negotiations about mergers. Part of their en-
trepreneurship was thus associated to their ability to bring different firms togeth-
er, either in one legal entity or in separate legal entities and cartels. Big thinking 
was a prerequisite for their success.

Entrepreneurship still mattered, also after the rise of the big managerial firms. 
Entrepreneurs had to develop other characteristics than before: administrative, 
organizational and political qualities mattered more than ever, next to an innova-
tive spirit. They were constantly crossing borders literally and figuratively speak-
ing. Building and managing these new mega firms was a new human experience, 
never done before. These three Dutch entrepreneurs had a strong international 
outlook, understandably, with a strong focus on the Netherlands’ most important 
trading partner, Germany. These three men, however, made completely different 
political choices after the Nazis had come to power in the 1930s.

This article has shown several aspects of their life stories: descend, education, 
entrance into the business, family back ground, career, the crest of their fame, and 
the possible downfall of three Dutch entrepreneurs. Coming from a rich bour-
geois family was possibly useful for Fentener van Vlissingen to enter the world of 
big business, having capital to invest was apparently not the only prerequisite 
nonetheless. Deterding, coming from a lower middle class family made a brilliant 
career as well. The article showed three different life stories, different religions, 
class backgrounds, and philosophies, but all three were on crest of their fame dur-
ing the interwar period. At the same time they were extremely well-off. This ap-
peared not their only drive in life. Here Schumpeter comes closer to the essence. 
These entrepreneurs created their own kingdoms and were not directly motivated 
by profit at all, but regarded it merely as an expression of the success of their en-
trepreneurial activity. Success mattered, in all areas and at all levels.

The article showed opportunistic behavior in many cases, but not exclusively. 
Deterding articulated his strong ethical views, nonetheless ending up supporting a 
criminal and authoritarian Nazi regime, even against his own interests. Rijkens 
devoted the last pages of his memoirs to the virtues of a successful manager (en-
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trepreneur), i. e. self-discipline, justice, confidence, patience, modesty, confidenti-
ality, and open-mindedness.117 Who on earth would – after these words – dear to 
restrict entrepreneurship to a risk-taking and innovative activity, only seeking 
profit as a reward?

Abstract

Im vorliegenden Beitrag werden die Biografien von drei prominenten niederländi-
schen Unternehmern der Zwischenkriegszeit verglichen, und zwar die von Henri 
Deterding, Frits Fentener van Vlissingen und Paul Rijkens. Dabei werden die 
konkreten Lebensläufe und einige in der Literatur zu findende Vorstellungen von 
„entrepreneurship“ im Zusammenhang betrachtet. Zwar wird das Leben dreier 
Männer, die einen unterschiedlichen background haben, beschrieben und analy-
siert, sie gelten aber alle drei letztendlich als unangefochtene Führungspersönlich-
keiten ihrer entsprechenden Unternehmensbereiche während der Zwischenkriegs-
zeit. Beim systematischen Vergleich der drei Lebensgeschichten werden sieben 
biografische Faktoren berücksichtigt, und zwar Herkunft, Bildung, Eintritt ins 
Geschäftsleben, Familie, Karriere, Gipfel des Erfolgs und möglicher Niedergang 
oder Ruin.

Bei der Untersuchung wird ein spezifischer psychologischer Moment erkenn-
bar, der den unternehmerischen Elan erklären könnte. Dies ist nicht als „billige“ 
Psychologie zu verstehen, sondern vielmehr als ein Versuch die charakteristischen 
Wendungen in den Lebensläufen genau zu bestimmen und zu erklären. Trotz  allen 
großen Unterschieden der drei Männer in ihren persönlichen Präferenzen und 
 politischen Vorlieben werden in dem Artikel wichtige Ähnlichkeiten beziehungs-
weise Übereinstimmungen zwischen ihnen aufgezeigt: Alle drei wurden Führungs-
persönlichkeiten in Firmen, die sich zu großen, bürokratischen Unternehmen im 
Sinne Chandlers entwickelten. Sie waren Teil des Transformationsprozesses, bei 
dem sich der Gründungsunternehmer-Kapitalismus zum Manager-Kapitalismus 
wandelte und die Unternehmensführung, so Alfred Chandler, zu einem kollekti-
ven Prozess wurde. Alle drei führenden Industriellen waren eng mit dem Wachs-
tum ihrer Großkonzerne verbunden. Ihre individuelle Unternehmensführung 
war, im Sinne Schumpeters, für das Wachstum und die Entwicklung dieser Ma-
nagerfirmen von besonderem Belang. Die untersuchten Unternehmer mussten 
 andere Eigenschaften entwickeln als sie zuvor gefragt waren: administrative, orga-
nisatorische und politische Qualitäten und Innovationsgeist waren bedeutender 
als je zuvor. Die Unternehmer haben buchstäblich und im übertragenen Sinne 
ständig Grenzen überschritten. Der Aufbau und die Leitung der neuen Groß-
konzerne wurden so zu einer neuen menschlichen Erfahrung, die niemals zuvor 
gemacht worden war.

117 Rijkens: Handel (see note 92), pp. 182–185.


