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In 1960, Hermann Ruhe, for mer direc tor of the Ger man  ani mal 
trade com pany Ruhe, looked back on more than a cen tury of 
his com pany’s his tory and was very pleased with its accom
plish ments.1 What had started as a smallscale trade in canary 
birds devel oped into one of the world’s larg est wild life trad ers2 
in the first half of the twen ti eth cen tury. The main busi ness 
model of L. Ruhe KG or Louis Ruhe Inc. was to cap ture ani
mals in var i ous regions and ship them safely mainly to Europe 

1 In his mem oirs 
published in 1960, 
Ruhe details the com
pany’s devel op ment, 
con sis tently prais ing 
his grand fa ther and 
father as well as him
self. He reflects on 
their work with pride, 
see Hermann Ruhe, 
Wilde Tiere frei Haus 
(Munich, 1960), 16.

2 The dichot omy 
of “humans” and 
“ani mals” has been 
right fully crit i cized 
in HumanAnimal 
Studies (see Chi
mairaArbeitskreis, 
“Eine Einführung in 
Gesellschaftliche 
TierMenschVerhält
nisse und Human 
Animal Studies,” 
in Human-Animal 
Studies: Über die 
Gesellschaftliche 

Natur von Mensch- 
Tier-Verhältnissen, ed. 
ChimairaArbeitskreis 
(Bielefeld, 2011), 
742). For sim plic ity, I 
will use “humans” and 
“ani mals” in this text, 
though “nonhuman 
ani mals” would be 
more cor rect. Addi
tionally, I am using the 
term “wild” to describe 
the ani mals Ruhe 
traded, though the 
term – just as much as 

“undo mes ti cated” – is 
blurry. Ruhe did not 
only deal in “wild” or 
“undo mes ti cated” ani
mals, he also traded in 
domes ti cated ani mals 
such as cam els or 
cat tle, or those who 
are con sid ered nei ther 
wild nor domes ti cated, 
such as ele phants. I 
refrain from using the 
term “exotic,” mainly 
for its othering qual
ity, but also because 

Ruhe dealt with ani
mals that were not 
per ceived as “exotic” 
either. I chose to use 
mostly the term “wild” 
since the main idea 
the com pany traded 
on was that of ani mals 
that were closer to 
nature than domes ti
cated ones and that 
could be tamed and 
inte grated into cul ti
vated places.
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or North America in order to sell them to inter ested buy ers 
such as zoo log i cal gar dens and circuses. Ludwig Ruhe had es
tablished the enter prise in the small town of Alfeld in North
ern Germany in the 1840s and passed it down to his sons and 
grand sons. Hermann Ruhe described the busi ness as a story of 
con tin u ous suc cess that was achieved – and maintained even 
through times of hard ship – through hard work and exper tise. 
The crowning acco lade, according to him, was the appoint
ment by the Eisenhower admin is tra tion to orga nize the trans
port of two gazelles that the U.S.Amer i can pres i dent had re
ceived from the Tunisian gov ern ment. Only a com pany that 
commanded “expe ri enced staff, global rela tions, and col lec
tion as well as quar an tine sta tions” could exe cute such a task.3

Indeed, in his mem oirs, accounts of his employ ees, and 
stories passed on to this day by cit i zens of Alfeld, Ruhe’s 
devel op ment reads like the prime exam ple of a suc cess ful 
enter prise.4 This is not to say that epi sodes of strug gle and 
set backs are glossed over. Rather, they become an aspect of 
momen tary chaos that is even tu ally con trolled thanks to the 
sta mina and skill ful ness of the peo ple involved in the trade.5 
Essentially, Ruhe’s suc cess is the epit ome of a sup pos edly 
connected world that is so tightly webbed that even untamed, 
wild ani mals can be transported between farflung places. 
In that respect, the Ruhe com pany serves as a prime object 
to inves ti gate through the lens of new impe rial his tory, for 
it com bines two core con cepts on which his to ri og ra phy has 
focused in recent years: mobil ity and net works.6 It also seem

3 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere frei 
Haus, 306. For more 
on the logis tics behind 
the trans port, see 
Smithsonian Institution 
Archives (here af ter: 
SIA): RU 326, Box 80, 
“OAM: Dor cas Gazelle, 
June 1960.” Unless 
otherwise noted, all 
translations from  
German sources are 
the author’s.

4 The Alfeld ani
mal trade was a 
local mem ory space 
(“Erinnerungsraum”), 
pro duc ing many per
sonal accounts, see for 
exam ple Hugo Busch, 
Von Tafelmachern und 
Vogelhändlern: Heimat 
und Elternhaus (Alfeld, 
1993); Stadtarchiv 
Alfeld (here af ter: 
STA): Alfred Glenewin
kel, Zoodirektor Alfred 
Glenewinkel erzählt 
(unpub lished man u
script); or the series 
“Reisen und Abenteuer 
mit Tieren” in Alfelder 
Zeitung, starting May 
14, 1937 and run
ning infre quently until 
August 3, 1937. These 
rem i nis cences per sist 
until today, see also 
“Die Geschichte der 
Tierhandlung Ruhe,” 
alt-alfeld, accessed 
August 31, 2022, https: 
 /  /www  .alt  alfeld  .de  /
gewerbebetriebe  /s  z  /
tierhandlung  ruhe.

5 In many accounts 
they are actu ally  
empha sized, see 
(besides Ruhe’s 
account) Julius Eduard 
Müller, “Reisen und 
Abenteuer mit Tieren,” 
Alfelder Zeitung, July 
13, 1927.

6 For works that trace 
the nature of net works 
and their inter play 
with empires, see for 
exam ple Alan Lester, 
Imperial Networks: 
Creating Identities in 
Nineteenth-Century 
South Africa and Britain 
(London, 2001); Gary 
B. Magee and Andrew 
S. Thompson, Empire 
and Globalisation:  

Networks of People, 
Goods and Capital 
in the Brit ish World, 
c. 1850-1914 (Cam
bridge, 2010); Antoi
nette Burton and Tony 
Ballantyne, eds., Mov-
ing Subjects: Gender, 
Mobility, and Intimacy 
in an Age of Global 
Empire (Urbana, 2009) 
and for a morethan 
human approach: 

James Beattie, Edward 
Melillo and Emily 
O’Gorman, “Rethink
ing the Brit ish Empire 
through EcoCultural 
Networks:  
MaterialistCultural 
Environmental History, 
Relational Connections 
and Agency,” Environ-
ment and History 20, 
no. 4 (2014): 561575.

https://www.alt-alfeld.de/gewerbebetriebe/s-z/tierhandlung-ruhe
https://www.alt-alfeld.de/gewerbebetriebe/s-z/tierhandlung-ruhe
https://www.alt-alfeld.de/gewerbebetriebe/s-z/tierhandlung-ruhe
https://www.alt-alfeld.de/gewerbebetriebe/s-z/tierhandlung-ruhe
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ingly por trays a case of con nec tiv ity that allowed for the trade 
to unfold. Taking the skep ti cism of this spe cial issue towards 
these nar ra tives of con nec tiv ity as a point of depar ture, I want 
to ask what other stories can be extracted from the activ i ties 
surrounding the wild life trade.

Approaching the his tory of Ruhe through key moments of rup
ture, I will zoom in on its busi ness activ i ties in the 1920s. I have 
cho sen this period because it marks the height of the com
pany’s suc cess. Having out posts in var i ous loca tions around 
the globe, it was con sid ered the big gest wild life trader world
wide. Interestingly, this hap pened at a time when the Ger
man Empire had lost polit i cal con trol over its for mer col o nies. 
Thus Ruhe is another exam ple for a businesses’ or indi vid
ual’s inde pen dence from polit i cal power, being  able to draw 
on transimpe rial net works rather than national affil i a tion.7 
A closer look, how ever, reveals var i ous uncertainties and dis
rup tions that the com pany had to react to. Rough ter rain had 
to be nav i gated, com pli cated bureau cratic paper work admin
is tered, and the vul ner a bil ity of the ani mals to dis ease and 
death con sid ered. After cap ture, one of the imme di ate prob
lems was trans port. Moving vastly dif fer ent kinds of ani mals 
over a great dis tance by a vari ety of means, be it their own 
feet, trains, trucks or ships, offered all  kinds of pit falls. First,  
I will look at these chal lenges of movement. Since humans and 
ani mals had to make use of or cross spaces  some of which 
were only cre ated in the con text of the trade, such as spe cially 
designed ship decks or quar an tine sta tions at sea ports 8 – I will 
then exam ine what obsta cles arose from the ani mals’ cross ing 
nat u ral land scapes, national bor ders, or between com pa nies. 
Lastly, I will argue that the big gest rup ture was caused by the 
ani mals them selves. Their phys i cal exis tence and needs posed 
the greatest chal lenges, affect ing their move ment as well as 
the over seas pas sage. It could poten tially dis rupt the entire 
flow. Excavating the fis sures of the trade dur ing a time when 
the com pany argu  ably was most suc cess ful will reveal the lim
its of its con trol and illus trate that the pur ported flow was not 
as steady as it may ret ro spec tively seem.

7 For the impor tance 
of transimpe rial net
works, see Patricia 
Purtschert, Barbara 
Lüthi and Francesca 
Falk, eds., Postkolo
niale Schweiz: Formen 
und Folgen eines Kolo
nialismus ohne Kolo
nien (Bielefeld, 2013); 
Ulrike Kirchberger, 
“Between Transimpe
rial Networking and 
National Antagonism: 
Ger man Scientists 
in the Brit ish Empire 
dur ing the Long Nine
teenth Century,” in 
Routledge Handbook 
of Science and Empire, 
ed. Andrew Gross 
(Abingdon, 2021), 
138147.

8 I under stand space 
as a rela tional, not 
only geo graph i
cal cat e gory, with 
dis cur sive as well as 
mate rial char ac ter
is tics. Humans and 
ani mals often shared 
spaces that were 
cre ated through their 
rela tions, which is why 
both, the rela tional 
char ac ter of the space 
and of the inter ac tion 
between the spe cies, 
needs to be exam ined, 
see André Krebber 
and Mieke Roscher, 
“Spuren suchen, 
Zeichen lesen, Fährten 
finden,” in Den Fährten 
folgen: Methoden 
Interdisziplinärer  
Tierforschung, ed.  
Forschungsschwer
punkt TierMensch
Gesellschaft 
(Bielefeld, 2016), 
1128, 1820.
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I. From Trading Birds to “Human Zoos”

At first glance, it is easy to under stand why the Ruhe busi ness 
is swathed in a nar ra tive of growth, con nec tiv ity and con trol. 
Originating from a small pro vin cial town in Lower Saxony, it 
established branches in the United States as well as the United 
Kingdom and maintained farms and out posts in con ti nen tal 
Europe, in east, west and south ern Africa, India and Indone
sia, and existed for nearly one hun dred and fifty years until 
1993, when the last Ruhe heir had to file for bank ruptcy. Lud
wig Ruhe, the com pany founder, first bred and traded canary 
birds,9 a busi ness he came to through mar riage. His fatherin
law, a worker at the local glass kiln, had been trad ing canar
ies to the east as far as Saint Petersburg.10 The mar ket proved 
lucra tive enough that the fam ily decided to ven ture fur ther. 
In the 1850s, Ruhe and his brotherinlaw took their Ger man
bred canary birds and trav eled to South America in order to 
offer them on the local mar kets in Peru and Brazil, most likely 
to profit from the grow ing min ing indus try.11 Canaries had 
pre dom i nantly been used in mines as an earlywarn ing sys
tem to detect car bon mon ox ide and other toxic gases before 
they became pop u lar as pets. On his return jour ney, Ruhe dis
embarked in New Orleans, deeming the port city on the Gulf 
of Mexico a wellposi tioned loca tion from where to enter the 
bird trade in the United States.12 He established his first North 
Amer i can office in the Louisiana sea port, as New Orleans was 
sup posed to serve as the gate way to trans port the canar ies in
land to the min ing com mu ni ties in Alabama and Mississippi. 
The actual hub, how ever, was located on the East Coast in New 
York City, where Ger man bird trad ers dom i nated the grow ing 
import of canar ies.13 Ruhe followed suit and set up a sec ond 
office in Manhattan while maintaining the one in New Orleans.

9 The Harz region east 
of Alfeld pos sessed a 
vibrant canary breed
ing scene. The birds 
were closely linked 
to mine work ers and 
their fam i lies, who 
most likely took their 
feath ered com pan ions 
with them when they 
moved to the Kingdom 
of Hannover to work in 
glass kilns, see Busch, 
Von Tafelmachern 
und Vogelhändlern, 
107; Karl August Tolle, 
Lage der Berg- und 
Hüttenarbeiter im 
Oberharze (Berlin, 
1892), 65.

10 Busch, Von Tafel-
machern und Vogel-
händlern, 101105.

12 Passenger lists 
show that Ludwig Ruhe 
reached New Orleans 
on March 31, 1869 (I 
received this infor ma
tion by email on Sep
tem ber 09, 2021 from 
Mary Lou Eichhorn, 
archi vist at Historic 
New Orleans Collec
tions). The branch 
he con sec u tively 
established existed 
as late as 1909, when 
he still had a shop at 
117 Chartres Street 
in New Orleans (“Loss 
in Chameleons: New 
York’s Rigid Law Cut 
Off Demand Here”, 
Times Picayune, July 
18, 1909).

11 For the men tion ing 
of this trip, see Ruhe, 
Wilde Tiere frei Haus, 
14; Busch, Von Tafel-
machern und Vogel-
händlern, 289. Ludwig 
Ruhe’s brotherinlaw, 
Hermann Müller, died 
in Peru.

13 Katherine C. Grier, 
Pets in America: A 
History (Chapel Hill, 
2006), 240. The most 
dom i nant bird deal
ers were the Ger man 

broth ers Charles and 
Henry Reiche, who 
were well known to 
Ruhe. They, too, orig i
nated from Alfeld and 
started to mar ket their 

birds in the United 
States already in 1844, 
branching out to New 
York City and Bos ton, 
con tin u ously grow ing 
their busi ness.
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Soon, Ruhe started to trans port larger ani mals cap tured 
in the wild, although it is unclear when exactly he first 
dab bled in this trade. A chron i cler of the munic i pal his
tory of Alfeld reported that the idea was born out of the 
“unused” return trip. As the han dlers who had accom
pa nied the birds to the United States had to travel back 
“empty handed,” hav ing them bring back ani mals on their 
return trip would make use of their time and the costs.14 
This the ory dis re gards the fact that transporting this kind 
of cargo, espe cially larger ani mals, required par tic u lar 
logis ti cal as well as finan cial efforts. Consequently, cap
tur ing and transporting wild ani mals demanded an invest
ment sev eral weeks before they could be “cashed in,” and it 
posed a con sid er able risk of los ing money, since they often 
died on the way.15 The wild life trade was essen tially a high
cap i tal and highrisk under tak ing that Ruhe could par tic i
pate in thanks to his lucra tive bird sales. Despite the risks, 
the trade prom ised gains that outweighed the inev i ta bly 
occur ring losses.16 Ruhe had seen its prof it abil ity in his 
Alfeld rival Charles Reiche, another bird trader who had 
entered the wild life trade. Reiche’s exam ple rather than 
just an unused return route most likely moti vated Ruhe to 
start trad ing in wild ani mals. The favored region for ani
mal trad ers such as Reiche and Ruhe became Nubia, which 
encompassed parts of pres entday Sudan and Egypt and 
offered zoo log i cal vari ety as well as existing local trad ing 
struc tures. The route had been established in the early 
1860s by Ger man ani mal trader Carl Hagenbeck and his 
Ital ian busi ness part ner and hunter Lorenzo Casa nova.17

The Ger man Empire became one of the hubs in the inter
na tional wild life trade, with Reiche, Hagenbeck, and Ruhe 

14 Julius Eduard 
Müller, “Reisen und 
Abenteuer mit Tieren,” 
Alfelder Zeitung, May 
19, 1927.

15 Nigel Rothfels, 
Savages and Beasts: 
The Birth of the Mod-
ern Zoo (Baltimore, 
2002), 55. Reports of 
ani mals arriv ing dead 
to the shores or dying 
in quar an tine show 
the high num bers of 
loss on the way. As an 
exam ple of the loss 
that was to expect, 
note the sur prise 
shown by Frank Baker 
Jr. when reporting on 
the suc cess ful trans
port of an ani mal col
lec tion with only one 
ani mal lost (SIA: RU 
74, Box 86, “Acquired 
Animals or Collected 
from Africa, Decem ber 
1909”, Frank Baker Jr. 
to A.B. Duirs, Decem
ber 21, 1909).

16 The expan sion 
of the wild life trade 
makes a good case 
for apply ing Jon a than 
Saha’s approach to 
exam ine these activ i
ties through the lens of 
accu mu la tion. Capital 
had to be invested in 
the hopes of increas
ing its value, while 
new spaces had to be 
con tin u ously incor
po rated, and knowl
edge trans ferred, see 
Jon a than Saha, “On 
Accumulation and 
Empire,” The Journal 
of Imperial and Com-
monwealth History 50, 
no. 3 (2022): 417442, 
42021.

17 Lothar Dittrich and 
Annelore RiekeMüller, 
Löwe brüllt nebenan: 
Die Gründung Zool-
ogischer Gärten im 
Deutschsprachigen 

Raum 1833-1869 
(Köln, 1998), 206. 
Reiche had been in 
Nubia as well, see STA: 
Fa. Reiche  
Verschiedenes, book

let “Reiche’s Karawane 
aus Nubien.“  
Apparently the Ruhe 
fam ily tied in with the 
trade in the region.



72 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 70 | Fall 2022

as dom i nant play ers.18 Although nonEuro pean wild life had 
been brought to Europe before by trad ing com pa nies such 
as the Dutch East India Company or by indi vid ual seamen, 
these ani mals had not been sys tem at i cally cap tured in order 
to be traded. Zoological gar dens, first in Europe and then in 
North America, as well as ris ing demand from their reg u lar 
cus tom ers (such as circuses and pri vate col lec tors) spurred 
the rise of Ruhe and other wild life trad ers.19 With increas
ing fre quency, the trade pro fes sion al ized. Animal catch ers 
began to travel into the regions of ori gin not only to get their 
hands on the ani mals that were offered on the local mar kets, 
but also to mount their own ani mal cap ture expe di tions. As 
Nigel Rothfels has shown, they first worked with local trad ers, 
later tasking them to cap ture cer tain spec i mens, and finally 
began accom pa ny ing these expe di tions, try ing to cap ture the 
desired ani mals them selves.20 This prac tice still relied heavily 
on the knowl edge and phys i cal sup port pro vided by a vari ety 
of nonEuropean actors, whose assis tance con tin ued to play 
a vital rule dur ing the entire exis tence of the Ruhe com pany.21

Starting in NorthEast Africa, Ruhe expanded to other regions, 
among them Australia and Southeast Asia. By all  accounts, the 
com pany con tin u ously grew into the twen ti eth cen tury, until 
its busi ness was interrupted by the out break of the First World 
War.22 Although trade was reduced, it did not cease entirely. 
Having an established branch in the United States proved to be 
a deci sive fac tor in maintaining busi ness flows. Even though 

18 A fourth wild life 
trader, Julius Mohr, 
was also a well
known dealer at the 
turn of the cen tury 
(Bundesarchiv Berlin 
(here af ter: BArch): 
R 1501/117765, 
Abschrift III B.1016, c. 
1900).

19 For the zoo log i
cal gar dens as major 
fac tor in the increase 
of the wild life trade in 
Europe, see Dittrich 
and RiekeMüller, Löwe 
brüllt nebenan, 207. For 
the Amer i can mar ket, 
see Richard W. Flint, 
“Amer i can Show
men and Euro pean 
Dealers: Commerce 
in Wild Animals in 
NineteenthCentury 
America,” in New 
Worlds, New Animals: 
From Menagerie to 
Zoological Park in the 
Nineteenth Century, ed.  
R.J. Hoage and William 
A. Deiss (Baltimore, 
1996), 97108. The 
rise of the wild life 
trade coin cided with 
an upsurge of ani mal 
prod ucts in gen eral, see 
Julia Hauser, “Global 
History,” in Handbook of 
Historical Animal Stud-
ies, ed. Mieke Roscher, 
André Krebber and 
Brett Mizelle (Berlin, 
2021), 213226, 219.

20 Rothfels, Savages 
and Beasts, 5254.

21 Their con tri bu tion 
is seldomly acknowl
edged. While Ruhe 
men tions a vari ety 
of Alfeld employ

Alfeld. For these types 
of knowl edge trans fer 
in gen eral, see Sujit 
Sivasundaram, “Trad
ing Knowledge: The 
East India Company’s 
Elephants in India and 
Britain,” The Histori-
cal Journal 48, no. 1 
(2005): 2763.

22 So much so that 
they were  able to buy 
the com pet ing busi ness 
of Charles Reiche in 
1910, see Felixarchief 
Antwerpen (here af ter: 
FelixA): C 4.4.1, 1 # 
2416, Letter of Charles 
Reiche to the zoo log i
cal gar den in Antwerp, 
June 21, 1910.

ees by name, he only 
 men tions one non
Euro pean employee, 
the Indian Mahut 
Sukla (see Ruhe, Wilde 
Tiere frei Haus, 197). 
Nevertheless, their 
work becomes vis i
ble in pic tures in the 
munic i pal archive in 
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the com pany’s assets in New York City were con fis cated by the 
U.S. gov ern ment, the busi ness itself remained in the hands of 
Bernhard Ruhe, son of Ludwig Ruhe.23 This allowed Hermann 
Ruhe in Germany to keep send ing canar ies to his brother, 
while wild ani mals would also arrive from Indonesia. Coinci
dentally, one of the Alfeld employ ees, an ani mal catcher called 
Karl Kreth, remained in Java dur ing the war years, where he 
had been sur prised by its out break. It allowed him to con tinue 
to col lect ani mals that he would then send to New York City 
as late as 1917.24 Due to the con fis ca tion, the Alfeld and New 
York offices became offi cially sep a rated, a fac tor that turned 
out to be an advan tage after the end of the war. While the finan
cial resources of Ger man zoo log i cal gar dens and circuses to 
acquire new ani mals were dwin dling, the North Amer i can mar
ket recov ered faster, fill ing the void for both Ruhe businesses. 
Already in early 1921, Ruhe shipped 2,700 wild ani mals in one 
cargo to the port of Long Island and more charges followed in 
quick suc ces sion the fol low ing years.25

The close ties with Louis Ruhe Inc. in the United States 
allowed the Ger man com pany L. Ruhe KG to do busi ness 
beyond the Euro pean mar ket. Its com par a tively fast recov ery 
after the plunge dur ing the First World War allowed the Ruhe 
fam ily to sur pass even their main adver sary, Carl Hagen
beck, and to become the big gest wild life trader in Germany 
– and by exten sion the world.26 In effect, the inter war years 
were the hey day of the com pany. It grew in reach as well as 
trade vol ume. Besides the growth in the wild life trade, the 
trade in canar ies remained an impor tant busi ness and con

23 BArch: R 87/8602, 
Letter by Ruhe Octo
ber 30, 1942.

24 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 57. Two of 
the ele phants caught 
in Sumatra most likely 
found their way to the 
Smithsonian National 
Zoo, see SIA: RU 365, 
Box 22, “Elephant, 
Notes and cor re spon
dences, 18911976, 
1978, 19801982,” 
Record card on the 
ele phants acquired by 
Ruhe.

25 Short note on a 
boat arrival in San 
Pedro Daily News, 
Feb ru ary 24, 1921, 7; 
“Modern Ark Brings 
Rare Animals,” Brook-
lyn Daily Eagle, June 
04, 1922. The Louis 
Ruhe Inc. had a firm 
stand ing on the U.S.
Amer i can mar ket, even 
dur ing the two World 
Wars. Having their 
own branch (and not 
only rep re sen ta tives) 
as well as being nat u
ral ized U.S.Amer i can 
cit i zens were clear 
advan tages over Carl 
Hagenbeck’s busi ness. 
(While cor re spon
dence and pay ments 
to Hagenbeck cease 
entirely dur ing the war 
years, the ties with 
Ruhe con tinue, albeit 
in very lim ited fash ion, 
see SIA: RU 74, Box 
70 “Animals Acquired, 
General.”) Moreover, 
the Ruhe busi ness 
was not per ceived as 
“Ger man”, mean ing 
they did not face the 
exclu sion from eco
nomic rela tions like 

26 Their world mar
ket leader posi tion is 
mainly pur ported by 
adver tise ments of the 
busi ness itself, but 
also supported by tes
ti mo nies of contempo
raries. While it is hard 
to check the fig ures, 
Ruhe def i nitely was 

other trad ers such as 
Hagenbeck did, see 
Wildlife Conservation 
Society Libraries & 
Archives, Collection 
1012, Box 33, Letter of 
William Hornaday to 
Lorenz and Heinrich 
Hagenbeck, July 3, 
1919.

one of the bestknown 
ani mal deal ers in 
Europe and North 
America, the two main 
mar kets (see e.g., SIA: 
RU 74, Box 101, Ned 
Hollister to Joseph A. 
Humphreys, Decem
ber 17, 1920).
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tin ued to grow as well. In 1925, one sin gle ship ment of over 
20,000 canary birds arrived in New York, from Hamburg, on 
the liner “Deutschland,” all  cargo of the Ruhe com pany.27 The 
third gen er a tion of Ruhe men, who had grad u ally taken over 
the com pany since 1923, expanded the com pany’s reach even 
fur ther. By the end of the 1920s, the com pany qui etly owned 
socalled Sammellager (col lec tion depots) for ani mals in Cal
cutta, Dakar, Swakopmund and Palembang, and it also owned 
a farm in Dire Dawa in Ethiopia. It had thus extended its influ
ence to impor tant regions in East, South and West Africa as 
well as in Southeast Asia.

Having effec tively installed the busi ness on the North Amer
i can mar ket and established con nec tions and pres ences in 
dif fer ent regions, Ruhe was a stake holder on the Ger man 
mar ket as well. In the upswing of the early 1920s, the com
pany was heavily involved in the reopen ing of the zoo log i cal 
gar den in Hannover, which had closed in 1917 and been liq
ui dated due to finan cial short ages five years later. Initiated 
by its soontobe direc tor, Otto Müller, pub lic and munic
i pal dona tions raised suf fi cient funds for the zoo to reopen 
on April 1, 1924, under the own er ship of the city of Han
nover.28 Ruhe was instru men tal in sup ply ing the ani mals and 
in build ing some of the zoo struc tures. He also aided the zoo 
in other busi ness ven tures. In 1925, Müller decided to gen
er ate atten tion for the newly reopened zoo by arranging a 
socalled Völkerschau (“human zoo”), a com mon prac tice 
of Euro pean zoo log i cal gar dens.29 Since the 1870s, groups of 
humans, mostly from Euro pean col o nies, were “exhibited” in 
order to be observed by an inter ested audi ence. These shows 
were a form of othering par excel lence, where the alleged dif
fer ence between the peo ple “exhibited” and the ones “observ
ing” was an assumed pre req ui site. Völkerschauen oscil lated 
between sci en tific claims, enter tain ment, and selfasser tion 
of supe ri or ity. Highly staged, their orga niz ers claimed to offer 
authen tic ity and to pur sue edu ca tional pur poses. They were 
an extremely pop u lar spec ta cle that was not only displayed 

27 “Ger man Liner 
Brings 20,000 Canary 
Birds,” Brooklyn Daily 
Eagle, Octo ber 19, 
1925, 1. According to 
their own account, the 
sale of canar ies still 
con trib uted 40 per
cent of rev e nue in the 
1920s, see Ruhe, Wilde 
Tiere frei Haus, 164.

28 Lothar Dittrich, 
Hannovers Zoo und 
Seine Tiere (Hannover, 
1965), 14.

29 JanErik  
Steinkrüger, “Kultur  
im Zoo: Von  
Menschenzoos und 
Völkerschauen,“ 
Tierstudien 7 (2015): 
4553.
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in zoo log i cal gar dens, but at fairs, fes tiv i ties, and world exhi
bi tions, too.30 Most impor tantly, they prom ised a high profit 
for the orga niz ers and the venue.31 It is there fore not sur pris
ing that Müller decided to orga nize such a show as one of the 
zoo’s first big ger pro mo tions.

Ruhe was ready to assist Müller in achiev ing his goal. It was 
not the first time the com pany engaged in “exhibiting” peo ple. 
A few years ear lier, the art ist Franz Dubbick had approached 
Ruhe and suggested orga niz ing a show displaying a group of 
Sami from Northern Europe.32 This appar ently started Ruhe’s 
involve ment, and sev eral more of these shows followed, 
among them the “SomaliSchau” that Müller requested.33 It 
was to be first exhibited at the Hannover Zoological Garden 
and then to travel to other places in the Ger manspeak ing 
world. Organized jointly by John Hagenbeck, the nephew of 
Carl Hagenbeck, and Hermann Ruhe Junior, the grand son of 
Ludwig Ruhe and author of the abovemen tioned mem oir, 
they tasked Müller to find a suit able group of per sons to dis
play the “authen tic” way of Somali life. The show’s pur ported 
authen tic ity was to be reinforced by local ani mals: according 
to the leaf let adver tis ing the show, no vil lage of Soma lis could 
be imag ined with out the ani mals they kept.34 Thus, to real ize 
the exhi bi tion of a “Somali” vil lage, a com bi na tion of ani mals 
as well as humans were to make their way from NorthEast 
Africa to Germany.

30 Alexander Honold, 
“Ausstellung des 
Fremden: Menschen 
und Völkerschau um 
1900,” in Das Kaiser-
reich trans na tional: 
Deutschland in der 
Welt 1871-1914, ed. 
Sebastian Conrad 
and Jürgen Oster
hammel (Göttingen, 
2006), 170190; 
Anne Dreesbach, 
Gezähmte Wilde: 
Die Zurschaustellung 
„exotischer“ Menschen 
in Deutschland 1870-
1940 (Frankfurt a. M., 
2005). The shows had 
mainly lost their for
merly pur ported sci en
tific value in the 1920s, 
being deemed too 
“inau then tic” to allow 
any eth no graphic 
knowl edge.

31 Dreesbach, 
Gezähmte Wilde, 13.

32 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 119; “Lap
pländerKarawane 
im Lübecker Hafen,“ 
Vaterstädtische Blätter, 
March 25, 1925, 52.

33 Staatsarchiv Basel 
(here af ter: StArchB): 
PA 1000a (1) R 5.2 
17, L. RuheJohn 
HagenbeckSchau, 
„SomaliDorf aus 
Abessinien“, 1926. 
For an over view, see 
Claudia Andratschke 
and Lars Müller, 
“Menschen, Thiere und 
leblose Gegenstände: 
Die Alfelder Tierhän
dler Reiche und Ruhe 
als Ausstatter von 

Völkerschauen,“ in 
Völkerschau-Objekte, 
ed. Lars Frühsorge, 
Michael Schütte and 
Sonja Riehn (Lübeck, 
2021), 132144. For 
Soma lis involved in 
these types of exhi
bi tions, see Bodhari 
Warsame, “A Brief His
tory of Staging Somali 
Ethnographic Perform
ing Troupes in Europe, 
18851930,” in Staged 
Otherness: Ethnic 

Shows in Central and 
Eastern Europe, 1850-
1939, ed. Dagnoslaw 
Demski and Dominika 
Czarnecka (Budapest, 
2021), 77100.

34 StArchB: PA 
1000a (1) R 5.2 
17, L. RuheJohn 
HagenbeckSchau, 
„SomaliDorf aus 
Abessinien,“ 14. For 
the strong con nec tion 
between exhibiting 

peo ple form the col
o nies next to (though 
not always together 
with) the ani mals from 
the same region, see 
Dreesbach, Gezähmte 
Wilde, 46.
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II. The Infrastructure of the Wildlife Trade

It was no coin ci dence that Ruhe, Hagenbeck, and Müller 
decided to recruit peo ple from Ethiopia35. The coun try had 
become one of the main regions for ani mal cap ture for the 
Ruhe com pany in the 1920s. When Nubia to the North had 
become inac ces si ble after the start of the Mah dist War in 
1882, the com pany’s live sup ply was cut off, so it needed to 
find new areas to cap ture ani mals. The bor der ing regions 
offered a nearby solu tion for the wild life trad ers as they 
prom ised a sim i lar fauna. While Ethiopia had seen regional 
upheav als as well, its sov er eign inde pen dence was rec og
nized by Italy in 1896, and a Ger man embassy was estab
lished in 1904. It is unclear when exactly Ruhe ven tured into 
the region, but by the begin ning of the twen ti eth cen tury the 
com pany fre quently imported Ethi o pian ani mals.36 After the 
First World War, Ethiopia became an even more soughtafter 
export and import area for Ger man businessmen, who were 
par tic u larly inter ested in raw mate ri als.37 Since Egypt, Sudan 
and the for mer col ony of Tanganyika had become tem po rar
ily inac ces si ble for Ger man entre pre neurs, “neu tral Abys
sinia” held prom ise.38 By 1922, the Ruhe ani mal deal er ship, 
too, chose Ethiopia as one of the main bases for its endeav
ors, and acquired a farm in Dire Dawa that they nicknamed 
“AlfeldiaCamp.”39

Apart from mak ing use of a preexisting build ing, the com
pany also built on social struc tures by connecting to Ger man 
com mu ni ties that were already pres ent in Ethiopia. Those ties 
helped to extend busi ness ven tures. The Ger man Legation for 
Abyssinia (Deutsche Gesandtschaft für Abessinien) helped 
Ger man trad ers to con nect on site, supporting them when 
establishing offices in Ethiopia, when looking for suit able 

35 In the Ger man 
sources, the region 
is called “Abessinien” 
(Abyssinia), which con
sists of the north ern 
high lands and the his
tor i cal cen ter con sid
ered part of Ethiopia. 
However, the coun try 
stretched beyond the 
Abyssinia region and 
Ruhe hunted ani mals in 
the south ern parts of 
Ethiopia, too. Further
more, contemporaries 
liv ing within the ter ri
tory called the region 
Ethiopia. See Wolbert 
Smidt, “Geschichte und 
Geschichtserzählung 
in Äthiopien,“ APuZ: 
Äthiopien 70, no.18 
(2020): 2633. Thus, 
I will use “Ethiopia” 
here.

36 SIA: RU 74, Box 85, 
“Animals Acquired or 
Collected from Abys
sinia, 19031904.”

37 Wolbert Smidt, 
Photos as Historical 
Witnesses: The First 
Ethi o pi ans in Germany 
and the First Ger mans in 
Ethiopia, the History of 
a Complex Relationship 
(Münster, 2015), 61.

38 Politisches Archiv 
des Auswärtigen Amts 
(here af ter: PA AA): RZ 
207244282, Rolf Ohm 
to the Foreign Office, 
April 22, 1921; RZ 207
247036, Reichsminister 
für Wiederaufbau to 
the Foreign Office, 
April 24, 1920.

39 They made use  
of a preexisting  

struc ture built by 
another hunter, see 

Ruhe, Wilde Tiere  
frei Haus, 85.
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busi ness part ners, or when ten sions arose.40 Besides the lega
tion, Ruhe worked closely with Hall & Co, a well established 
importexport busi ness that was involved in the cat tle trade, 
thus allowing for overlapping inter ests to be served. It was run 
by David Hall, a Ger manEthi o pian busi ness man with ties 
to the Ethi o pian royal dynasty.41 The sup port seems to have 
been exten sive. When one of Ruhe’s Ger man employ ees died 
of typhus in 1924, Hall & Co. advanced money for the death 
cer tif i cate and assisted with the burial.42 It is likely that they 
also aided in obtaining per mits for weap ons, a pre req ui site 
to hunt ani mals. The com mer cial import of guns had been 
for bid den by the Ethi o pian gov ern ment and was allowed for 
per sonal use only with appro pri ate cer tif i cates.43 These cer tif
i cates required good ties to the royal house, which Ruhe could 
draw on thanks to Hall & Co.44

It was also at the insti ga tion of Hall & Co that, on April 14, 
1925, the North Ger man Lloyd (NDL), one of the big gest Ger
man ship ping com pa nies, sent their steamer “Schlesien” to 
the port of Djibouti. It was the first Ger man ship in 14 years 
to arrive at the most impor tant entry point of access to the 
Ethi o pian mar ket. While the yield turned out to be mea gre 
(only eighty units of deck cargo had been issued), the NDL 
was urged to estab lish reg u lar ser vice between Ger man ports 
and Djibouti.45 Maritime traf fic was one of the foun da tions 
of suc cess ful busi ness trans ac tions – and for Ger man busi
nesses in Ethiopia, the ser vice was lacking. Although the NDL 
started to call on Djibouti from April 1925 onwards, it did so 
uni di rec tion ally and just once a month: only their EastAsian 
lin ers stopped in Djibouti on their return to Europe. For the 

40 When the wild life 
trader Hagenbeck 
encoun tered dif fi
cul ties because the 
Ethi o pian gov ern ment 
for bade the export of 
some ani mals, Hagen
beck approached the 
Ger man Legation for 
help, see PA AA: RZ 
207244284, Ger man 
Legation to the Field 
Office for Hamburg 
and Lübeck, March 16, 
1931.

41 Toby Berger Holtz, 
“The Hall Family and 
Ethiopia: A Century of 
Involvement,” in Pro-
ceedings of the 16th 
International Con-
ference of Ethi o pian 
Studies, ed. Svein Ege, 
Harald Aspen, Birhanu 
Teferra and Shiferaw 
Bekele (Trondheim, 
2009), 109117, 113; 
Smidt, Photos as His-
torical Witnesses, 92.

42 For the cor re
spon dence between 
Hall & Co., Hermann 
Windhorn Junior, and 
the Ger man Lega
tion concerning the 
death cer tif i cate for 
Hermann Windhorn 
Senior, see PA AA: RAV 
2/402, e.g. Hall & Co. 
to the Ger man Consul
ate, August 13, 1924.

43 PA AA: RAV 2/128, 
“Waffenpässe, Jagd
scheine, Inlandspässe, 
Einreiseerlaubnis,“ 
193437.

44 As part of an expe
di tion orga nized in 
1928, employ ees of 
the com pany were 
invited to visit the Ethi
o pian stake hold ers, 

see BArch: B /115713, 
“Im Schatten des  
Goldenen Löwens” 
(film by JAM 
Borgstädt), 1934/35.

45 PA AA: RAV 2/267, 
Letter to the NDL, 
April 24, 1925.
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businessmen this fre quency was too low, but the direct line 
to Germany was nev er the less a wel come starting point. It 
reduced the jour ney to approx i ma tely 28 days and was seen to 
open the mar ket for more export.46 To some extent, this hope 
was met. Two years after the NDL had begun their ser vice, 
the Ger man ship ping line HAPAG mir rored their com pet i tor’s 
approach and started call ing on Djibouti on their return jour
ney from Indian ports.47

To the dis may of the Ger man busi ness com mu nity, how ever, 
the NDL and HAPAG steam ers served the Ethi o pian mar ket 
only from an exporting stand point. A direct access from the 
Ger man Republic to Djibouti, and by exten sion Ethiopia, was 
still miss ing in the 1920s. This was a thorn in the side of the 
Ger man businesses, for it ham pered the poten tial growth of 
their sales so much that the Ger man Legation appealed to the 
Ger man Foreign Office to sup port the estab lish ment of direct 
ship ping lines from Hamburg or Bremen to Djibouti.48 They 
expounded the dis ad van tages that Ger man businesses had to 
face, espe cially com pared to their Euro pean com pet i tors: Ger
man goods had to be shipped via Antwerp, and transshipped 
in Mar seilles or Port Said, thereby pass ing two or some times 
even three ports where the freight had to be reloaded. In con
trast, French freight was directly shipped from Mar seilles to 
Djibouti. The mul ti ple transshipping points not only meant a 
delayed deliv ery but posed a threat of mishandling along the 
way. Therefore, direct lines were not only a neces sity to save 
time, but they also reduced the points where the cargo would 
be inspected and exposed to poten tial dam age.

This issue was impor tant for ani mal trad ers espe cially. Both 
the dura tion of the jour ney and the transshipping points were 
cru cial fac tors in their busi ness. Loading live ani mals onto 
the ship deck was com pli cated and labo ri ous, as can be seen 
in pho to graphs depicting the pro cess.

Technological tools and labor pro vided by sev eral men were 
nec es sary to exe cute the task. All these ser vices had to be 

48 PAAA: RZ 207
244282, Ger man 
Legation to the For
eign Office, March 06, 
1926.

46 PA AA: RAV 2/267, 
Letter to the NDL, 
April 24, 1925.

47 PAAA: RZ 207
244282, Ger man 
Legation to the For
eign Office, Decem ber 
24, 1926.
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avail  able at the stop over, too, where the freight was to be 
loaded onto another ship. Moreover, the crates that contained 
the ani mals had to be han dled with care, and fail ure to do so 
could mean the death of the ani mal – and there fore the loss of 
the entire charge. In addi tion, the ani mals had to be attended 
to and fed dur ing ship ment; since many ani mals were quite 
young, they were par tic u larly vul ner a ble. Caretakers often did 
not know how to ade quately care for them and experimented 
with nutri tion.49 While car ing for wild ani mals was always 
a del i cate issue, it was espe cially dif fi cult dur ing trans port 

Figure 1. Several 
men and a crane were 
nec es sary to unload 
this zebra from a ship. 
Stadtarchiv Alfeld, 
Collection Ruhe, Photo 
Album “Red. Niemey
er“ 34, pho tog ra pher 
unknown, c. 1930.

49 One of these exam
ples is Carl Eiffert, see 
Ruhe, Wilde Tiere frei 
Haus, 128.
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(spe cif i cally while at sea). The lon ger the time on the ship, 
the lon ger they were exposed to the risk of harm. Direct lines 
short ened travel time, and faster jour neys enhanced the like
li hood of the ani mals’ sur vival. The cal cu la tion for wild life 
trad ers was easy: direct lines were highly favored as they min
i mized the fac tors that could endan ger the life of the ani mals.

While the deci sion of HAPAG and NDL to stop at Djibouti 
on their way from Asia to Europe facil i tated eas ier trans port 
oppor tu ni ties, the fre quency was still lim ited. As the ani mals’ 
wellbeing had to be con sid ered when plan ning the trans port, 
ani mals could not as eas ily be adjusted to ship ping times and 
delays as other freight.50 At the same time, ship ping com pa
nies could not eas ily dis miss the demands of ani mal trad ers, 
because liv ing ani mals were a fre quent deck cargo on the 
way to Europe. Consequently, ani mal trad ers were impor tant 
cus tom ers. Even before Ger man lin ers ser viced the region, 
approx i ma tely 6,800 ani mals had been transported by non
Ger man ship ping lines via Djibouti in 1924.51 Aside from live 
ani mals, other ani mal mate rial such as skins and fur were in 
great demand, too. The inter ests of ani mal trad ers were thus 
supporting the argu ments made by the Ger man Legation and 
Hall & Co, who saw fre quent lines as a pre con di tion to help 
increase the share of Ger man businesses on the Ethi o pian 
mar ket.52

Ruhe had an inter est in direct lines from Ger man ports to 
Ethiopia, too. His “goods” only had to leave Ethiopia, but the 
peo ple accom pa ny ing the ani mals did have to make their way 
back. One of them was Issa Moudé, an Oromo who worked on 
the farm in Dire Dawa. He had taken sev eral trips to Europe, 
mak ing sure that the ani mal cargo arrived safely at the Euro
pean ports.53 Obviously, he had to return to Ethiopia to tend 
to his work on the farm and to poten tially care for another 
ship ment. In much the same way, peo ple who were part of 
the “Völkerschau” exhi bi tions had to travel back to the Horn 
of Africa. Indeed, the NDL had sent their liner “Pfalz” to 
“return a num ber of Soma lis to Djibouti,”54 and thus offered 

50 As can be seen in 
the hasty requests for 
export papers, see e.g. 
PA AA: RAV 2/126, 
Steininger to the  
Ger man Legation, 
April 28, 1932.

51 PA AA: RAV 2/267, 
Answers to the  
AKOTECH Survey 
regard ing sea ports, 
c. 1925. Certainly, not 
all  these ani mals were 
wild ones.

52 PAAA: RZ 207
244282, Ger man 
Legation to the  
Foreign Office, 
Decem ber 24, 1926.

53 PA AA: RAV 1/126, 
Carl Steininger to the 
Ger man Legation, 
March 23, 1932.

54 PA AA: RAV 2/267, 
NDL to the Ger man 
Legation, Decem ber 
10, 1926.
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a direct con nec tion this time. However, they decided against 
establishing a per ma nent direct route because the requested 
capac ity had been too low, so they did not see a profit poten
tial. These infre quent con nec tions com pli cated the wild life 
trade. Moudé or the group of the “SomaliSchau” were not the 
only ones who had to return to the hunt ing regions. As sev eral 
con tem po rary pho to graphs illus trate, nonEuro pean actors 
fre quently trav eled to the Ger man Republic and cared for the 
ani mals while stay ing in Alfeld.55

They were instru men tal in the deliv ery and sur vival of the 
ani mals. Together with the Ger man employ ees, they had to 
return to the region of cap ture, for which a reg u lar ship ping 
line in both direc tions was nec es sary.

Evidently, the needs of the trad ers did not always res o nate 
with the ship ping com pa nies. They did not increase the fre
quency, nor did they estab lish a per ma nent line from Ger man 
ports to Djibouti. The pleas of the businessmen remained 
unanswered. In the early 1930s, David Hall made another 
attempt. He urged sev eral ship ping com pa nies to increase the 
fre quency of their jour ney to Djibouti, to no avail. Some could 
not iden tify a need to do so, oth ers even reduced the ser vice: 
pas sen ger ships would now only ser vice Djibouti in case of a 
preannounced need, and a guaranteed min i mal pas sen ger 
rev e nue.56 Instead of advanc ing the pro jects of the Ger man 
com mu ni ties in Ethiopia, the mar ket had become even more 
dis con nected.

Figure 2. Mahuts 
accom pa nied ele
phants to Germany 
and kept train ing them 
in Alfeld. Sammlung/ 
Archiv altalfeld, Ruhe 
Photo Collection 
 „Elefanten,“  
pho tog ra pher and 
date unknown.

55 Several pho to
graphs in the col lec
tion of the munic i pal 
archive in Alfeld doc
u ment the pres ence 
of these care tak ers in 
Alfeld.

56 PA AA: RAV 2/267, 
WoermannLinie to 
Hans B. W. Bohnen
berger, March 07, 
1933; RAV 2/267, 
Transcript of the let ter 
by NDL, May 04, 1933; 
RAV 2/267, Associa
tion of Ger man Ship
owners to the Imperial 
Minster of Transport, 
August 07, 1934.
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Sea trans port was not the only chal lenge. Moving ani mals 
over land was just as impor tant, with trains becom ing one of 
the main means of trans port. It had already been a sig nif i cant 
fac tor in the early days of the canary trade. With the exten
sion of the rail way net work in the Kingdom of Hanover, Ruhe 
was  able to con sid er ably shorten the jour ney to the ports 
in Hamburg or Bremen. This mode of trans port was gen tle 
enough on the frag ile ani mal cargo, and com bined with the 
increas ing usage of steam ships, trans port time was sig nif i
cantly reduced.57 Just like ship ping lines, rail way com pa nies 
became impor tant part ners for wild life trad ers. However, 
they also were addi tional var i ables that had the poten tial to 
cause dis rup tion. As trans na tional trans port of ani mals to 
zoo log i cal gar dens in Europe became fre quent, the Austrian 
rail way ser vice allowed for car riage paid trans port of ani mals 
who were des tined for the Tiergarten Schönbrunn in Vienna 
– pro vided a way bill was requested and attached at least a 
week before hand.58 Following proper pro ce dure and adher
ing to the admin is tra tive require ments was a recur rent strug
gle for Ruhe. While sav ing costs was impor tant, the ship ping 
of ani mals often hap pened hast ily, as space in hold ing pens 
was needed for new arriv als or the accom pa ny ing care taker 
was only avail  able in a cer tain time period, or the health of an 
ani mal seemed sta ble only in a cer tain time win dow. Much to 
the dis may of Schönbrunn’s direc tor, Ruhe often cabled that 
an ani mal was on the way with out hav ing requested a way bill 
before hand.59

Railroad net works were equally impor tant in the hunt ing 
regions and one of the rea sons why Ruhe based their farm in 
the recently built town of Dire Dawa. Since 1917 a rail line 
connected the town with the port in Djibouti as well as with 
the cap i tal Addis Ababa.60 While these con nec tions were 
impor tant, they were not exten sive enough to cover all  move
ment. The DjiboutiAddis Ababa rail way line cer tainly con
nected impor tant points with sea trans port, but the ani mals 
still had to be caught fur ther inland in areas that were located 

57 While in 1844 the 
jour ney from Alfeld to 
Hamburg alone had 
taken the bird deal ers 
twelve days by foot, by 
the turn of the cen tury 
the entire jour ney from 
Alfeld to New York 
was cov ered within 
a fort night. Before, 
the birds had to be 
car ried to the port in 
socalled Reffs on the 
back of tradesmen 
and women; a method 
that took sev eral days 
and lim ited the num
ber of birds that could 
be transported. For 
all  these, see Charles 
Reiche’s account cited 
in Busch, Von  
Tafelmachern und 
Vogelhändlern, 105.

58 Österreichisches 
Staatsarchiv (here
af ter: OeStA): AdR, 
HBbBuT, Schönbrunn 
1Rep, Tieranbote 
1932, Letter to Ruhe, 
Novem ber 17, 1932.

59 OeStA: AdR,  
HBbBuT, Schönbrunn 
1Rep, Tieranbote 
1932, Letter to Ruhe,  
Octo ber 25, 1932.

60 Dire Dawa was 
already connected to 
the port in Djibouti 
before (Smidt, Photos 
as Historical  
Witnesses, 30), but  
the rail way line was 
com pleted in 1917, 
when it connected 
Addis Ababa to the 
port (via Dire Dawa) 
as well.
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a multiday trip away from the nearest rail way sta tion. Tar
geted hunt ing had addi tion ally pushed the wild life back into 
regions fur ther south, requir ing that Ruhe’s ani mal catch ers 
cover even larger dis tances.61 As there was no avail  able trans
port imme di ately after cap ture, the restrained ani mals had to 
be herded over long dis tances to the next hub. This mir rored 
nineteenthcen tury prac tice, where hunt ers and cap tured 
ani mals had to walk the entire dis tance to the port.62 As I will 
detail below, the exhausting marches were one of the big gest 
threats to the busi ness of wild life trad ers.

III. Border Crossings and Bureaucracy

In addi tion to the preexisting farm struc ture and rail way sta
tion, there was another advan tage to establishing the com
pany’s base at Dire Dawa. The town was situated mid way 
between two impor tant points. To the east, the port of Dji
bouti was easy to reach, while the cap i tal Addis Ababa lay a 
sim i lar dis tance to the west. If it were only for the prox im ity 
to sea trans port, a loca tion closer to the port would have been 
more favor able. However, wild life trad ers had to fac tor in that 
most of the paper work (for exam ple export per mis sions and 
hunt ing licenses) had to be approved in Addis Ababa, where 
many impor tant busi ness con nec tions such as Hall & Co and 
the Ger man Legation were located, too. The posi tion of the 
farm under lines that not only transportation, but also per
mits were nec es sary to facil i tate move ment. Some of these 
require ments were set nei ther by the Ethi o pian nor the Ger
man gov ern ment since France con trolled the port of Djibouti 
from 1896 on and was there fore one of the author i ties that 
wild life trad ers had to nego ti ate with as Ethiopia did not have 
its own sea access. Although Djibouti’s port was not the only 
one in the area (oth ers being Zeila in Brit ish Somaliland or 
Assab in the Ital ian col ony of Eritrea), its direct con nec tion to 
the rail way made it the most con ve nient. Trying to main tain 
good busi ness rela tions, the Ger man com mu nity reassured 

61 Steven Kaplan, 
“Hunting,” in Encyclo-
paedia Aethiopica, 
91. In the hunt ing 
expe di tions that the 
com pany com mis
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ten des Goldenen 
Löwens” (film by JAM 
Borgstädt)).

62 „Hunting Beasts in 
Africa,” San Marco’s 
Free Press, Octo ber 26, 
1878.
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inter ested businesses that they did not have to fear any dis ad
van tages from the French author i ties.63

Yet Ger man businesses complained about delays in admin is
tra tive pro cesses and arbi trary treat ment by French offi cials, 
which they saw as designed to poten tially harm their pros
pects.64 One Ger man engi neer wrote to the Ger man Legation 
that he had to pro cure sev eral doc u ments, among them finan
cial guar an tees and health cer tif i cates, to access the port of 
Djibouti while his accom pa ny ing Ethi o pian employee could 
enter with out any papers.65 This dif fer ence in treat ment was 
con sid ered an affront and interpreted as humil i a tion, inten
si fied by the depen dence on French good will. It may have 
espe cially hurt Ger man colo nial ists, who felt that the sei zure 
of Germany’s for mer col o nies after the First World War had 
been a delib er ate move to expel the Ger man Empire from the 
ranks of “civ i lized” nations and erode its power by exclud ing 
it form impe rial pro jects.66 Being treated dis ad van ta geously 
com pared to Ethi o pi ans added insult to injury. Certainly, it 
did not sim plify mat ters for Ger man export ers.

The wild life trad ers, too, had to deal with French author i
ties. Once obtained, a French visa was an asset, as it allowed 
repeated entry of the port with out hav ing to request new per
mis sions, thus sav ing time. A new pass port also required a 
renewal of the visa, mean ing more timecon sum ing paper
work had to be dealt with.67 When Issa Moudé was set to 
accom pany a ship ment of ani mals to Europe in 1932, Carl 
Steininger, who man aged the Dire Dawa farm, requested a 
pass port for Moudé at the Ger man Legation in Addis Ababa.68 
He was in a hurry: the steamer that Moudé and Steininger 
wanted to catch was leav ing in two weeks. And just as with 
the Austrian way bills, the com pany strug gled to obtain the 
nec es sary doc u ments in time. Steininger was admonished for  
hav ing requested them too late, and the pass port was not 
issued in time. Steininger and Moudé did not wait; the lat ter 
set off on the NDL steamer “Aller” towards Europe with out a 
pass port, and Steininger asked for it to be issued ex post.69 In 

63 PA AA: RZ 
207/244282, Ger man 
Legation to the  
Ger man Foreign 
Office, March 6, 1926.

64 PA AA: RAV 2/124, 
Copy of Letter to the 
Foreign Office, June 
17, 1922.
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this case, the reg u la tions of the French gov ern ment in Djibouti 
worked in their favor. Moudé was  able to enter the French
con trolled ter ri tory and board the ship with out any pass port, 
and he did not need a visa to enter the Ger man Republic.70

In addi tion to entry per mits for human care tak ers, wild life 
trad ers had to obtain the required doc u ments for importing 
ani mals. Unlike other cargo, these were not lim ited to cus toms 
duties and quo tas. They also had to be greenlighted by vet
er i nary author i ties. When the zoo log i cal gar den in Hannover 
requested the import per mits for the ani mals that were to be 
part of the afore men tioned “SomaliSchau” in 1926, they had 
a rude awak en ing. Among the ani mals were zebus, a spe cies 
of domes tic cat tle that had been col lected in Ethiopia. Their 
entry was denied.71 The Hannover city coun cil, who supported 
the exhi bi tion, was alarmed. If the zebus could not be dis
played, “the effect of the show, which the direc tor wants to 
pres ent together with these ani mals, [would be] sig nif i cantly 
impaired.”72 On top of these con cerns, their slaugh ter at the 
port would also have meant a dev as tat ing finan cial loss. Since 
Ruhe offered to give the zoo log i cal gar den 5,000 Reichsmark 
from sales prof its after the show, this was the min i mum loss 
that the zoo log i cal gar den had to face. Consequently, two sen
a tors trav elled to Berlin to per suade the min is ter for agri cul ture 
to per mit the import of the zebus, nev er the less. Their plea was 
unsuc cess ful. The rep re sen ta tive of the min is ter explained that 
“it was quite impos si ble to grant per mis sion, since pneu monic 
plague was rag ing among the cat tle herds in Abyssinia, and the 
ani mals, even if found healthy on exam i na tion, were still car ri
ers of the bacil lus.”73 The min is try wor ried that the zebus could 
trans mit the dis ease as late as two years after import. Evidently, 
the fear of con ta gion was great. Authorities in both Europe and 
the Afri can col o nies cer tainly still remem bered the dev as ta tion 
the Rinderpest dis ease had caused.74

Quarantine reg u la tions were a con sis tent head ache for 
import ers of both wild and domes tic ani mals. The ani mals 
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had to be subjected to an exam i na tion when leav ing Ethiopia, 
and all  ani mals – whether dead or alive – had to be issued an 
offi cial cer tif i cate before export.75 These doc u ments were in 
turn requested at the incom ing ports as well, where another 
exam i na tion was due. Animals that were sup posed to travel 
onwards to North America under went another period of 
quar an tine.76 In fact, the live stock trade was far more affected 
by rules of export and bans of import. As the zebus were cat
e go rized as cat tle and thus as pro duc tive live stock, this case 
was no dif fer ent. By con trast, ani mals that were des tined for 
zoo log i cal gar dens were not sub ject to con fi ne ment at the 
port.77 When contained in crates and sep a rated from all  other 
ani mals, they could be moved straight to the zoo log i cal gar
dens or the prem ises of the wild life trad ers, where they had 
to be quar an tined. When this law was intro duced, in addi tion 
to rec og nized zoo log i cal gar dens, only four ani mal trad ers – 
Ruhe among them – were allowed to side step the quar an tine 
at the ports.78 This exemp tion gave them a com pet i tive edge 
over other trad ers and the seal of exper tise.

In 1926, Ruhe was still allowed to trans port ani mals from the 
port straight to their des ti na tion, where they then had to be 
quar an tined. Sheep and goats had trav elled with the zebus 
from Djibouti to Hannover and were also meant to appear in 
the exhi bi tion of “Somali life”. Unlike their travel com pan ions, 
their import was per mit ted, and they were allowed to enter 
Ger man ter ri tory as long as it could be ensured that they did 
not come into con tact with another clo venhooved ani mal 
dur ing train trans port. Isolation had to be strictly observed. 
When unloaded in Hannover, they con tin ued their jour ney 
by truck to the zoo, where they had to remain in quar an tine 
for 14 days. After that, a vet er i nar ian was to check them once 
more. If they proved to be with out dis ease, any quar an tine 
mea sures could be lifted.79

The crates the ani mals were con fined in played an inte gral 
part in these trans ports and exemp tions. At first glance, they 
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seemed to serve mainly one func tion: to limit the abil ity of 
the ani mal to move. Additionally, they offered another mea
sure of con trol: that of con ta gion by means of keep ing them 
sep a rated from their con spe cif ics. These crates were spaces 
cre ated through the humanani mal rela tion, and the ani mal 
trade in the first place. In the eyes of the min is te rial reg u
la tors, they were an impor tant tool to pre vent the spread of 
dis eases. For the wild life trad ers they meant that the ani mals 
would reach their des ti na tion faster. Just like direct lines that 
avoided transshipping, the crates made it pos si ble to elim i
nate another trans fer point. Instead of spend ing weeks in the 
pro vi sional quar an tine sta bles at the port, the ani mals could 
be kept in the new envi ron ment they were sup posed to get 
used to. Serving such an impor tant func tion in the trade, the 
crates were valu able objects and it was usu ally requested that 
they be returned to sender. Especially in times of scar city, 
com mu ni ca tion over their own er ship often ensued.80 Having 
the crates and being  able to reuse them not only reduced costs 
but enabled the exchange to take place at all . For the ani mals, 
how ever, the crates meant a crass restric tion of move ment. It 
blocked their abil ity to see their envi ron ment and con fined 
them to a lim ited space, often for long stretches of time. In 

Figure 3. Animals 
fought against their 
cap ture, as can be 
seen by the dam age 
done to this freight 
car, which was caused 
by an ele phant. 
Stadtarchiv Alfeld, 
Collection Ruhe, Photo 
Album “Darnedde,“ 
pho tog ra pher pre sum
ably Carl Darnedde, c. 
19251935.
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con se quence, they fought against their con fi ne ment, which 
often resulted in dam age to the crates.

As for the zebus, no crate was big enough to allow them  
to enter the Ger man Republic. The min is try of agri cul ture 
decided that their jour ney was to end before arrival. According 
to the city coun cil ors, the Ruhe com pany was informed about 
the import ban and would try to mar ket them else where.81 
Either this infor ma tion never reached Ruhe, the coun cil ors 
mis un der stood, or Ruhe actively decided to ignore it. Ruhe 
imported the zebus despite lacking the required per mit. Two 
months after the ini tial cor re spon dence, the Hannover Zoo 
received another let ter from the min is try of agri cul ture. It 
contained the infor ma tion that the min is try, not very amused 
by the cir cum stances, nev er the less had decided to desist from 
culling the zebus that had been ille gally imported. The min is
try was confronted with a sit u a tion that it had tried to avoid, 
how ever, now that the ani mals were already in Hannover, it 
granted their sur vival. The zebus had to be closely observed 
for over eight weeks before a super vised con tact between two 
Ger man cows was arranged. The group then had to quar an
tine for another few weeks. If any of the imported or exposed 
indi vid u als were to show symp toms of dis ease, they had to be 
put down. The costs of the entire pro ce dure had to be borne 
by the zoo log i cal gar den and, as the let ter informs, legal pro
ceed ings against Ruhe were ini ti ated in Karlsruhe.82

While it is unclear what came of the legal case, it is sig nif i cant 
that Ruhe ignored the import ban. By vio lat ing health reg u
la tions, Ruhe cre ated a real ity that could poten tially prove 
finan cially ben e fi cial for him. If the zebus remained healthy, 
not only could they par tic i pate in the Völkerschau, but also be 
sold later. And indeed, they were. Just like the zoo’s  direc tor, 
Müller, had envisioned, zebus, goats and sheep were exhib
ited together with a group of peo ple, forming a (highly staged) 
image of “Somali” life.83 At the same time that Ruhe benefit
ted from the ille gal import, the min is try tried to fol low their 
own inter ests in an orig i nally unwanted sit u a tion. As the cat
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tle were now in Hannover, they took the oppor tu nity to cre
ate an exper i men tal set ting. Exposing Ger man cows to the 
zebus and observ ing the group after wards could poten tially 
cre ate fur ther vet er i nary knowl edge, while their exhi bi tion at 
the Hannover Zoo and at other places in Germany served the 
inter ests of enter tain ment and edu ca tion for the pub lic.84

IV. Impasses and Ruptures in the Wildlife Trade

As the exam ple of the zebus illus trates, health reg u la tions 
were a hur dle, but, as in this case, they did not always stop 
the flow of trade. Yet, ani mals are not inor ganic mate rial com
mod i ties, but somatic crea tures. Precisely their cor po ral ity 
presented a busi ness risk to Ruhe, for exam ple when their 
entry was denied by author i ties due to their abil ity to carry 
dis eases. Moreover, the above men tioned fight against cap
ture, con fi ne ment, and trans port doc u ment the agency that 
ani mals had in their inter ac tions with humans, which also 
influ enced prac tices and out comes of the trade. Indeed, the 
embod ied agency of the ani mals thwarted many attempts to 
turn them into com mod i ties.85 Their reac tions had to be fac
tored into the logis tics of the trade and affected move ment 
as well as reg u la tions. If an ani mal eluded the con trol of the 
wild life trad ers by break ing free, dying or behav ing aggres
sively, the entire trans fer came to an end. Keeping ani mals 
alive and well was the main as well as the most chal leng ing 
task of the wild life trad ers.

Great efforts were made to ensure their sur vival. The ani
mals usu ally tried to escape cap ture by flight, and hunt ing 
them down some times raced them to death. Consequently, 
other meth ods had to be devel oped, in which they were out
flanked or cor nered.86 Another seri ous prob lem were the long 
marches to the trans port sta tions that were a strain on the 
cap tive ani mals. Even though a more com pre hen sive rail way 
net work connected impor tant urban dwell ings to the ports in 
the 1920s, it unsur pris ingly did not con nect to wild life hab i
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men tal prac tices, 
see Joanna Swabe, 
Animals, Disease 
and Human Society: 
Human-ani mal  
Relations and the Rise 
of Veterinary Medicine 
(London, 2002); for the 
com bi na tion of edu ca
tion and enter tain ment 
of colo nialthemed 
events, espe cially with 
regards to the inter war 
years in Germany, see 
Heyn, Kolonial bewe-
gte Jugend, 101108.

85 For this under
stand ing of „embod ied 
agency,” see Gesine 
Krüger, Aline Stein
brecher and Clemens 
Wischermann, “Ani
mate History: Zugänge 
und Konzepte einer 
Geschichte zwischen 
Menschen und Tieren,” 
in Tiere und Ges-
chichte: Konturen einer 
“Animate History”, ed. 
Gesine Krüger, Aline 
Steinbrecher and 
Clemens Wischermann 
(Stuttgart, 2015), 31. 
Agency here does not 
entail inten tion ally 
moti vated agency, 
but rather the abil ity 
to fulfil pur pose ful 
actions as well as to 
inter act with humans 
and envi ron ments and 
thereby influ ence the 
out comes of his tor i cal 
events.

86 As described by 
Ruhe, for exam ple: 
Wilde Tiere frei Haus, 
128; and Julius Eduard 
Müller, “Reisen und 
Abenteuer mit Tieren,” 
Alfelder Zeitung, May 
25, 1927.



90 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 70 | Fall 2022

tats. Thus, the expe di tions had to ven ture inland in very much 
the same way as in ear lier decades. In the nineteenth cen tury, 
the cap tured ani mals were mainly young ones who often did 
not sur vive the jour ney to the port, dying of a com bi na tion of 
exhaus tion, fre quent mishandling, and mal nu tri tion.87 While 
Ruhe’s ani mal catch ers some times succeeded in cap tur ing 
adult indi vid u als, their main catches were still young ones, 
who con tin ued to be prone to exhaus tion due to the jour ney 
in often harsh weather con di tions. Feeding the cap tured ani
mals remained a rather exper i men tal under tak ing, too, with 
han dlers try ing to make use of what was avail  able dur ing the 
expe di tion as well as on the ships.88 Regardless of the age of 
the caught ani mal, the risk of their health suf fer ing due to the 
dis tances tra versed was still real, and ide ally, the marches 
were sup posed to be kept to a min i mum.

An epi sode in Southern Africa high lights the grav ity of the 
prob lem. At the same time as Müller tried to find ani mals and 
humans that were to par tic i pate in the “Somali” show in Ethi
opia, another Ruhe employee, Carl Eiffert, had caught an adult 
giraffe in Transvaal, today’s Limpopo prov ince. The loca tion of 
cap ture lay a con sid er able dis tance away from the clos est rail
way line. Instead of wran gling the giraffe there, she was con
fined in a crate which then was moved to the train tracks by 
rolling it over roundground logs that were repeat edly placed 
in front. Over 120 peo ple – who had pre vi ously par tic i pated in 
cornering her – were nec es sary for this endeavor, which took 
them over two weeks.89 As this story strik ingly illus trates, even 
more impor tant than a speedy trans port was min i miz ing the 
strain on the ani mal. To achieve this, major phys i cal exer tion 
was required – in this case by humans. This was car ried out 
by work ers who were employed on site. Euro pean employ ees, 
much lower in num ber, mainly reserved man ag ing tasks for 
them selves or posed as hunt ers. Physically tax ing work was car
ried out by Afri can actors, who took part in the expe di tions as 
guides, car ri ers, trans la tors or hunt ers.90 Their labor was also 
instru men tal in load ing the ani mals onto trains and ships.

87 “Hunting Beasts in 
Africa.”

89 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 128.

90 Ruhe barely men
tions them in his 
mem oirs. If he does, 
they remain name
less except for Sukla, 
an Indian Mahut who 
worked for Ruhe and 
died in an ele phant 
attack in the Hannover 
Zoo (Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 197). In Ethi
opia, Müller needed 
the help of a trans la
tor and guide named 
Ahmed, who would 
bring him to the towns 
and vil lages where he 
tried to hire peo ple for 
the Völkerschau, see 
Otto Müller, Ringsum 
den Tschertscher: 
Wanderfahrten in 
Abessinien (Hannover, 
1926), 86.

88 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 86; Julius 
Eduard Müller, “Reisen 
und Abenteuer mit  
Tieren,” Alfelder  
Zeitung, June 06, 
1927.



91Charlotte Marlene Hoes | Live Cargo, Dead Ends

While extreme efforts were made to ensure the wellbeing of 
some ani mals, the lives of oth ers were not deemed valu able. On 
the con trary, most ani mals that the Ruhe expe di tions encoun
tered were likely to be killed. Since catch ers only cap tured 
the youn gest indi vid u als of a group, they killed all  the oth
ers to avoid par ent ani mals inter fer ing with the abduction of  
the juve niles. This could mean that while four off spring were 
taken alive, forty adult indi vid u als were killed.91 This prac tice 
was crit i cized by ani mal pro tec tion groups and media out lets 
at the turn of the cen tury, and demands to save ani mals only 
increased in the twen ti eth cen tury.92 In 1926, Bernhard Ruhe, 
son of the founder and respon si ble for the branch in New York 
City, proclaimed that hunt ers “wait nearby [the dens] until 
the mother goes away in search of food. They then kid nap the 
lit tle ones. [. . .  The moth ers] prob a bly would [fol low] if they 
could trace the kid nap pers, but they never can.”93 While it is 
highly unlikely that cap tures hap pened as Ruhe portrayed 

Figure 4. Loading the 
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ships and trains was a 
stren u ous task and  
required the help of 
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Darnedde, c. 1925
1935.
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them, wild life trad ers were care ful to paint a pic ture of care 
and con cern for the wellbeing of their catch.

Yet kill ing ani mals was a big part of their busi ness. As pic tures 
show, white Euro pean mem bers of the expe di tion con tin ued 
to engage in big game hunt ing.94

The lives of domes tic ani mals were sac ri ficed as well. The wild
life hunt ers were accom pa nied by sev eral ani mals that all  had 
roles assigned to them. While don keys or horses were used to 
carry humans or bag gage, other ani mals such as sheep were 
taken along as future food sup ply for humans as well as for 
the cap tured ani mals.95 Animal catch ers made clear dis tinc
tions about which spe cies were deemed wor thy of sav ing and 
their value was cal cu lated according to their use ful ness for the 
trade. As much as Ruhe employ ees, and espe cially Ruhe fam ily 
mem bers, pur ported their love for ani mals, which ones were 
deserv ing of pro tec tion was highly sub jec tive and depended 
on the use assigned to them.96 For many of them, their sur vival 
was never intended. This holds true not only for the spe cies 
that were never of inter est for the Euro pean mar ket, but even 
for the ones that were sup posed to become com mod i ties.

One of the func tions of the farm in Dire Dawa and the other 
col lec tion depots was to win now the ani mals that were “unfit” 
for sale. As the cap ture and marches were extremely tir ing for 
the ani mals, they often did not recover or showed signs that 
they would not sur vive fur ther trans port. It is unclear what 
exactly hap pened to them if they were deemed unsuit able 
for sale.97 Their health or like li hood of sur vival dur ing trans
port were not the only rea sons for rejecting them. A surge 
in trade and the con se quent grow ing sup ply of wild ani mals 
allowed zoo log i cal gar dens to become ever more selec tive. 
Those spe cies that were no lon ger scarce on the mar ket had 
to be “immac u late” to gen er ate a profit.98 Their phys i cal char

94 As can be seen 
on pho to graphs, 
their ani mal cap tur
ing expe di tions were 
accom pa nied by hunt
ing prac tices (STA: 
Collection Ruhe, Photo 
albums, espe cially 
the one made by JAM 
Borgstädt, 1928; and 
the one titled “Tschad,” 
1930).

95 BArch: B /115713, 
“Im Schatten des  
Goldenen Löwens” 
(film by JAM 
Borgstädt), 1934/35; 
STA: Collection Ruhe, 
Photo albums, the 
one made by JAM 
Borgstädt Ruhe, 1928.

96 The love for  
ani mals is a fre
quent claim made by 
mem bers of the Ruhe 
fam ily, espe cially in 
the sec ond half of the 
twen ti eth cen tury, see 
for exam ple “Die Firma 
Ruhe gab Alfeld das 
Gepräge,” Alfelder 
Zeitung, June 4, 1960, 
13.

97 It seems likely 
that they were killed, 
though Ruhe claims 
they were released. 
However, this may not 
mean that they lived 
much lon ger since their 
exhaus tion may very 
well have meant that 
they would not sur vive 
in the wild again.

98 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 275. This 
was true for ani mals 
that had already 
been imported and a 
greater num ber was 
avail  able in Europe. 

For very rare spec i
mens, e.g. Okapis, the 
state of the ani mal 

became less impor
tant (FelixA: C 4.6, 1 # 
3211, “Le sec ond okapi 

actuellement au Jardin 
Zoologique d’Anvers,” 
c. 1954).
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Figure 5. Though 
the main task of the 
wild life trad ers was 
to keep ani mals alive, 
there was great var
i a tion as to which 
ani mals’ lives were 
deemed valu able. 
Some ani mals were 
never intended to stay 
alive. Stadtarchiv Al
feld, Collection Ruhe, 
Photo Album “Tschad,“ 
pho tog ra pher un
known, c. 1930.

ac ter is tics could thus also become a rea son that prevented 
them from being sold. Others would sim ply resist inte gra tion 
into their des ig nated places. Elephants espe cially repeat
edly proved trou ble some to ani mal trad ers, vio lently attack
ing their han dlers and some times even kill ing them. In most 
cases, the ele phants them selves were then killed.99

All these exam ples show that the live ani mals that con sti tuted the 
Ruhe com pany’s trade also had the poten tial to bring this trade 
to an end. Their very cor po ral ity could be cause for the most 
dra matic dis rup tions. The indi vid ual ani mal was dis pens able 
to Ruhe, since it was viewed as a trad ing good that had to meet 
the cus tomer’s expec ta tions. As such, they were exchange able, 
but as liv ing indi vid u als, they still affected the com pany’s plans. 
The ani mals’ action or death meant a very real dis rup tion –  
the chain of prac tices ended with their phys i cal end, and time 
and money invested were lost.100 Finally, their abil ity to pro
cre ate affected the trade in an entirely new way, requir ing it 
to restruc ture. The suc cess of breed ing pro grams neces si tated 
less restocking. Animals no lon ger came from their hab i tat in 
colo nial spaces but were moved from one zoo log i cal gar den 
to another – and attempts were some times made for them to 
be resettled in the wild.101 These changes emerged even before 

99 Ruhe, Wilde Tiere 
frei Haus, 219.

100 Dead ani mal bod
ies could be turned 
into taxi dermy spec
i mens, which some
times allowed trad ers 
to profit even if the 
ani mal did not sur vive. 
Indeed, the num ber 
of deceased ani mals 
that found their way to 
muse ums is espe cially 
strik ing in the case 
of the Smithsonian’s 
National Zoo (see 
SIA: RU74, Box 94, 
Acknowledgements of 
recep tion of spec i
men). Ruhe, too, sold 
dead ani mals to taxi
der mists, for exam
ple in Alfeld, where a 
col lec tion of taxider
mized nonEuro pean 
ani mals is exhibited in 
the town’s munic i pal 
museum today.

101 For one of these 
attempts, coor di
nated by Bernhard 
Grzimek, see Felix 
Schürmann, “Heimkehr 
ins Neuland: Die erste 
Auswilderung von 
Schimpansen und ihre 
Kontexte im postkolo

nialen Tansania, 1965
1966,“ in Vielfältig 
Verflochten: Inter-
disziplinäre Beiträge 

zur Tier-Mensch- 
Relationalität, ed.  
Forschungsschwer
punkt TierMensch 

Gesellschaft (Biele
feld, 2017), 275292.
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inter na tional reg i men ta tion lim ited the trade and pres sured 
wild life trad ers to reor ga nize their businesses, offer ing admin
is tra tive and logis ti cal ser vices rather than live ani mals.102

Conclusion

Having traced all  the obsta cles, diver sions, and dis rup tions 
that the Ruhe com pany had to deal with, it is remark able that 
the busi ness thrived despite these chal lenges. For the bet
ter part of the com pany’s exis tence, its suc cess outweighed 
the adversities it faced. The exam ple of the zebus shows how 
Ruhe flouted the gov ern ment’s import ban and man aged 
to shape the sit u a tion according to their advan tage. Even 
though the min is try had strictly prohibited the import, port 
and vet er i nar ian con trol mea sures were per me able enough 
for the cat tle to pass. Although thou sands of ani mals lost their 
lives in the trade, Ruhe was still  able to sell enough to run 
their busi ness suc cess fully. The rup tures often appear to be 
obsta cles that they could shift by cre at ing new real i ties – for 
instance when the zebus arrived in Europe regard less of the 
import ban. While ani mals some times actively resisted their 
cap ture or died, a large num ber were transported and sold. In 
effect, the Ruhe com pany benefit ted from the impe rial struc
tures, albeit porous, that allowed them to profit from the lives 
of thou sands of ani mals that they per ma nently extracted.

At first glance, the Ruhe com pany might appear as the embodi
ment of a connected, tightknit world that is increas ingly 
grow ing together. Yet, its unde ni able suc cess did not mean 
that the trade ran with out fric tion. Closely fol low ing Ruhe’s 
busi ness deal ings dur ing its hey day in the 1920s, the mul ti
fac eted fac tors that seri ously inter fered with their objec tives 
become appar ent. Growth and expan sion were interrupted by 
momen tary dis con nec tions and the need to adapt. Available 
means of transportation were a major cause of dis rup tion. 
Despite the pres sure of global play ers such as Ruhe, ship ping 
com pa nies did not estab lish a per ma nent route from Ham

102 Effectively, the 
inter na tional agree
ment CITES heavily 
restricted the trade in 
wild life from the 1970s 
on. Animal deal ers 
had to reor ga nize 
their businesses even 
before that. In Ruhe’s 
case, the com pany 
increas ingly became a 
trans port and logis ti
cal part ner, who also 
added tour is tic attrac
tions such as safari 
tours to their port fo lio.
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burg to Djibouti. Railway net works never spanned the whole 
of Ethiopia, and areas that were cru cial for the cap ture of ani
mals remained cut off. Consequently, even in the 1920s wild
life trad ers had to walk the cap tured ani mals on long marches 
to the next trans port hub, which in turn increased the strain on 
the ani mals and jeop ar dized prof its. Administrative require
ments con tin u ously chal lenged wild life trad ers, be they extra 
costs because of absent way bills, delays in depar ture due to 
miss ing pass ports or strict quar an tine rules and requested 
exam i na tions by vet er i nar i ans that interrupted the flow. Argu
ably, the lat ter weighed most heavily. All these reg u la tions had 
to be met – or circumvented – but the vet er i nar ian reg u la tions 
were designed to con tain dis easecaus ing path o gens, them
selves liv ing organ isms which were hard to con trol.

The ani mals as liv ing organ isms that brought their own 
agency were the big gest unpre dict abil ity. By either resist
ing their cap ture or refus ing to set tle into cap tive life, their 
actions could derail the com pany’s plan to sell them.

Perhaps the big gest rup ture occurred when ani mals fell sick 
or died, per ma nently thwarting any effort to turn them into 
com mod i ties. Precisely for that rea son, sig nif i cant yet often 
unin formed efforts were made to ensure their health – often 
in vain. In the eyes of the trad ers, it was not the indi vid ual 

Figure 6. Even after 
cap ture, ani mals such 
as this giraffe actively 
tried to resist their 
han dling. Sammlu
ng/Archiv altalfeld, 
Ruhe Photo Collection 
“Tierfänger Krüger,“ 
pho tog ra pher unkown, 
c. 1900.
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ani mal life that deserved pro tec tion, but rather their assigned 
sale and exchange value. Animals were always a means, never 
the end. They were of inter est to the wild life trad ers as long as 
they fulfilled the pur pose com pli ant to the trade, that is either 
to carry bur dens, yield their own body as food, or be sold. Yet 
these indi vid u als brought in their own abil ity to act that often 
ran against the aims of the trad ers.

Examining the prac tices and rela tions of the global wild life 
trade, it becomes clear that grow ing con nec tions were simul
ta neously accom pa nied by dis rup tions, and the trade itself 
rid dled with frac tures and unpre dict abil ity. Thus the wild life 
trade as a widerang ing net work is an excel lent way to illus
trate the com plex ity and multilay ered nature of glob al iza tion 
pro cesses and to think about them as frag ile and frac tured 
path ways rather than lin ear tra jec to ries.
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