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A Brief Introduction to Norwegian
Shipping

For the past 15 years, Norway has topped the Human Development Index,
a world ranking of the standard of life in different countries reported by
the United Nations Development Programme." The ranking takes into
account factors such as health, education and income.

Norway’s high Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita and a far-
reaching—but expensive—welfare state, explain the pole position.
Norwegians have practically free access to health provisions and educa-
tion, financed through a high level of taxation. Although the per capita
GDP is boosted by substantial revenues from petroleum exploration, the
country was a high-income economy—with a standard of life that was
above average in a European context—even before the discovery of oil.
However, Norway had an economic structure that differed from practi-
cally all other “developed” economies.

'In twelve of the fourteen reports published after 2001, the country was number one, toppled only
by Iceland in 2007 and 2008; see UNDP (2014), Table 2, 164. Based on revised figures, following
a 2010 reformulation of the equation used to calculate the Human Development Index, Norway
ended up at the top in 2007 and 2008 as well.

*For a discussion of the atypical Norwegian development, see for instance Sejersted (2002) or Brox
(2016). The best English-language presentation of its economic development is still the slightly
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Given that Norway is a small economy, relations with other countries
are particularly important for economic welfare. Unlike other wealthy
nations, the Norwegian economy was not built on the production or
exports of manufactured goods. The high living standards in the latter
half of the 20th century were primarily the result of a combination of
exports of staples—petroleum and fish—and services. As such, the devel-
opment followed an already established pattern.

The modern Norwegian economy took shape in the second half of the
19th century. It was built on three export pillars; wood, fish and shipping
services. These continued to be the major exports until the large-scale
exploitation of offshore oil and gas reserves from the 1970s onwards. By
far the most important of these three was the seaborne transport of
goods—shipping—which typically made up between a third and half of
the export revenues. Norwegian shipowners and seafarers sold their ship-
ping services all over the world, ensuring revenues that were necessary to
finance the imports of essential foodstuffs, raw materials and manufac-
tured goods.

An Important Maritime Nation

Seaborne transport is the lifeblood of the world economy. Shipping ties
countries together in a system of production where raw materials, inter-
mediate goods and finished products are efficiently moved between coun-
tries and continents. Reductions in transport costs have encouraged
specialization and division of labour on a global scale, ensuring a massive
growth in production and income. World welfare increased as economic
relationships between nations tightened, and more and more countries
became involved in the development of a truly international economy.
Seafarers, shipping companies and shipbuilders have thus made our
increased standards of living possible.

Throughout the 20th century, Norway was one of the world’s leading
maritime nations. This small country, situated in the north-western

outdated Hodne (1983), but see also Moses (2005). A new and convincing story, unfortunately
only in Norwegian, is Sandvik (2018).
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corner of Europe, at times carried more than 10 per cent of all cargoes
that were transported by sea. When manufacturing production spread,
first within Europe, then to North America and onwards to Japan and
other countries in Asia, Norwegian ships and seafarers ensured safe and
efficient transports of inputs and outputs within an increasingly complex
system of production. Moreover, the merchant marine played a particu-
larly important role during the two world wars, aiding the Allied cause
and ensuring the supply of vital goods at high economic and personal
costs.

Shipping is the most global of all industries. The main means of pro-
duction—the ship—usually operates outside national boundaries.
Therefore, the rules are different in shipping than in other types of busi-
ness. The international character of the industry makes it possible to
combine inputs from different countries to a much larger extent than in
other types of production. The 20th century saw Norway develop into
one of the world’s wealthiest countries, with a high standard of living and
matching wage levels. Still, Norwegian shipping companies remained
competitive in the cutthroat international shipping industry. This posi-
tion is testament to a favourable starting point, as well as skilful adapta-
tion to new technologies, markets and conditions.

The country’s important role in the maritime industry was a source of
pride already at the start of the century. In the official Norwegian publi-
cation for the 1900 Exposition Universelle World Fair in Paris, the mari-
time heritage is explained in the long-winded flowery prose of the time:
“The geographical position and physical condition of Norway and the
natural disposition of the Norwegian people, have always caused their
intercourse with other nations, through commerce and shipping, to be of
the greatest importance to the country, both as regards the economic and
industrial life of the people and the whole national and cultural develop-
ment [...] The long coast-line, with its many well-protected harbours,
renders shipping a livelihood especially adapted for our country; and the
Norwegians have at all times excelled in their inclination and ability for
this occupation.”

?Kieer (1900, 403). As the following discussion will show, the term “at all times” should be taken
with a small shipload of salt.
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Therefore, at the very beginning of the 20th century, Norway tried to
project an image of a major maritime nation, where the close relationship
to the sea was an inevitable, instinctive inclination. There is undoubtedly
an element of truth in this; Norwegians—primarily men—were drawn to
the sea in large numbers. However, this “destiny-based” explanation
undermines an important aspect of the development: the pragmatic
explanation. Seafarers took to the sea out of necessity, not because it was
in their nature. Shipowners invested in shipping because it was profit-
able, not to facilitate their compatriots’ desire to sail the world.

The aim of this book is to explain how Norway managed to maintain
its position as a leading maritime nation throughout the 20th century,
despite fierce international competition and a series of technological and
institutional changes. It is a story about a small country and its increas-
ingly close economic relations with the rest of the world—a country that
has benefitted greatly from, but also been challenged by, economic
“globalization.”* We will follow the development in four different are-
nas—or, rather—one arena, where our focus varies between four inter-
related perspectives; the international, the national, the regional and the
company perspective.

The International Shipping Industry

In order to see the complete picture, we have to start at the international
stage. Here, Norwegian shipping companies found a demand for trans-
port that they could satisfy, as well as significant competition from for-
eign shipowners. It is difficult to explain the development of Norwegian
shipping without paying close attention to the underlying basis: the
international economy, with its ebbs and flows and with the associated
fluctuations in shipping demand and supply. Norwegian and interna-
tional shipping went hand in hand, and it is impossible to understand
one, without also taking into account the other.

“For extensive discussions of history and globalization, see Osterhammel and Petersson (2005) and
O’Rourke and Williamson (1999). Starkey and Harlaftis (1998), contains a series of papers on vari-
ous aspects of shipping and globalization.
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The shipping industry has changed tremendously during the 20th cen-
tury—technologically, commercially and institutionally. The first decades
are typically associated with the emergence of the large luxurious ocean
liners that steamed across the North Atlantic. Ships such as Deutschland,
Kronprinz Wilhelm, Vaterland, Lusitania and the iconic Titanic repre-
sented Anglo-German rivalry in the quest for the Blue Riband—the speed
record across the Atlantic—for size records and for market dominance.
Still, this was the high-end of international shipping. For the Norwegians,
the starting point was very different and much less glorious.

Norway—not even a fully independent nation until 1905—was a
minor in world politics. Similarly, the country did not have the resources
to participate in the bells and whistles race for the domination of the
Atlantic liner trade. Instead, most of the ships plied the world’s oceans,
looking for business opportunities and using the skilful seamanship of
their captains and crews as their main selling point. Norwegian ships
handled transport needs all over the world. As the European dominance
of international trade and world politics declined later in the century, this
global approach turned out to be a fortunate strategy.

In 1900 Norway had a substantial, but increasingly uncompetitive,
sail-dominated fleet, much of which had been bought second-hand
from countries that had modernized their merchant marines. According
to some, Norway was at the time known for its “excellent sailors and
rotten ships.” Nevertheless, the country’s shipowners had managed to
establish a number of profitable niche markets, where ships and seafar-
ers could be put to good use. These were usually not in the liner trades—
the regular “bus services” of the sea—but in the so-called tramp trades,
where the Norwegians would offer to “transport anything, anytime and
anywhere.”

This vast international arena will be the backdrop of our story, the
stage on which the players perform. The international arena restricts the
room to manoeuvre and influences development. However, a book about
Norwegian shipping clearly has to have a national dimension. Within this
national setting, we find the pre-conditions for the sector’s growth; the
entrepreneurs, the resources, the networks, the skills, the traditions, the

>Hovde (1948, 259).
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values and the policies. Thus, with regard to the national level, we will
have to answer two crucial questions:

e If we want to learn about the development of the shipping industry in
the 20th century, why is Norwegian shipping more relevant than, say,
Swedish, Italian, Nigerian or Argentinian shipping?

* Which factors—specific to Norway, either alone or in combination—
can explain the country’s leading role in international shipping
throughout the 20th century?

Finding the answer to the first question is relatively easy: the Norwegian
influence on world shipping was simply greater than that of most other
nations, which makes the country’s role more relevant. Figure 1.1 is an
illustration of the size of the Norwegian merchant marine and its share
of the world fleet. This is a far from straightforward measure, and over
time both the sources and the manner in which the share is calculated
has changed. Still, as a rough indication, the pattern in Fig. 1.1 is useful.

30000 12

== 1000 gross tons - left axis

25000

- Percentage of world fleet - right axis

e
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Fig. 1.1 Norway’s merchant marine (1000 grt) and share of the world fleet,
per cent, 1900-2000. (Source: Statistics Norway (2000), Table 417, 348-350. See
footnote)
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On average, for all of the 20th century, almost 6 per cent of the world’s
fleet was in Norwegian hands. And—for comparison purposes—the
Norwegian share of world population in the period declined from around
1.3 per cent to less than 0.8 per cent, illustrating the disproportionate
Norwegian participation in world shipping.

Figure 1.1, shows the development of the Norwegian fleet, and the
country’s market share, throughout the 20th century.® The fleet grew
slowly around the start of the century, though the ongoing transition
from sail to steam provided a structural quality improvement that is
obscured in the data, and thus also in the figure. The losses of the First
World War led to a temporary decline in the fleet, before an interwar
growth that was atypical in an international perspective and led to a
growing share of the international market.

The Second World War led to massive losses, and the pre-war tonnage
volume was not recovered until 1949. From then on, the Norwegian fleet
increased at an enormous pace—doubling in the 1950s and doubling
again in the 1960s—before the market crashed spectacularly during the
great shipping crises of the 1970s and 1980s. The subsequent reduction
of the fleet was unprecedented—Dby some measures, the decline amounted
to more than 75 per cent from 1977 to 1987—but in the late 1980s, a
policy shift gave the Norwegian merchant marine a new lease of life.

®Figure 1.1: Data on the Norwegian fleet from Statistics Norway (2000), Table 417, 348-350.
Based on sailing ships larger than 50 gross register tons (grt) and steamships and motorships larger
than 25 tons. In order to get a consistent series, the following conversions have been made for the
period 1900-1909: Conversion from net to gross tonnage by adding 8.6 per cent for sailing vessels
and 65 per cent for steamships and motorships. Reduction by 10.9 per cent for sailing vessels and
0.8 per cent for steamships and motorships in order to neutralize the inclusion of vessels smaller
than 50 tons (sailing ships) and 25 tons (steamships and motorships). Conversion factors estimated
on the basis of 1909 data. Data from 1987 onwards include the Norwegian Ordinary Register and
the Norwegian International Ship Register. Share of world fleet estimated on the basis of data for
steamships and motor vessels in Lloyds Register, various issues; OECD, Maritime Transport, various
issues; and UNCTAD, Review of Maritime Transport, various issues. Estimates before 1907 are
based on data from Statistics Norway. Given the late transition from sail to steam in Norway, the
share of the world fleet is more than one percentage point lower in 1900 than if sailing vessels were
included, but the discrepancy decreased as sailing ships were phased out in Norway as well. Due to
changes in definitions across time, the series should be seen as an approximation. For instance, if
we include Norwegian ships flying foreign flags, and use deadweight tonnage as the basis for the
comparison, the Norwegian share in the year 2000 would almost be double the 4 per cent shown
in the figure.
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The bounce-back was spectacular, with the fleet multiplying by a
factor of three over a four-year period. The introduction of the
Norwegian International Ship Register (NIS), which enabled the use
of low-cost foreign seafarers on Norwegian-flagged vessels, was the
most important reason for this strong influx of new tonnage. Even
though the pre-crisis position was never regained, the country remained
one of the most important players in the international shipping
industry.

Norway’s significant position in international shipping at the start of
the 20th century reflected the prominent role that shipping played in the
Norwegian economy. In an article published in the prestigious Journal of
Political Economy in 1893, Anders Nikolai Kier, Director of Statistics
Norway and the leading international maritime statistician at the time,
presented data on tonnage per capita in the leading maritime nations in
1890. Norway’s 1100 tons per 1000 inhabitants was more than double
that of the second-ranked “Great Britain and Ireland.”

The fact that the average Norwegian “controlled” more than a ton of
shipping capacity is a good illustration of how much of the country’s
resources must have gone into this sector. Such per capita calculations
are “statistical doping,” though. Relative measures might be mislead-
ing, and they can give small countries an appearance of importance
that is not necessarily warranted. However, in the case of shipping, the
Norwegian position shines even without such trickery—the country
established its position among the five leading maritime nations in the
1870s, and largely maintained such a rank over the subsequent
century.

So, clearly a book about the Norwegian merchant marine can tell us
a lot about the development of the international shipping industry in
the 20th century. The crucial roles played by Norwegian ships, ship-
ping companies and sailors make their experiences relevant. The
answer to the second question above—about how Norway’s leading
role can be explained—is not as straightforward. It will take a book to
answer.

7Kizr (1893, 361).
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What Is “Norwegian Shipping”?

There is one major challenge, however. As suggested in connection with
Fig. 1.1, the national dimension is evasive, and even more so as we move
closer towards today. At the start of our period, it was relatively evident
and uncontroversial to define what “Norwegian shipping” implied and
what a “Norwegian ship” was. The flag, the crew and the ownership all
pointed in the same direction. Subsequently, and particularly in the past
decades, this link between the industry, the nation, the workforce and the
assets—or capital—became eroded. Consequently, one of the things to
address in this book is the manner in which the concept of “Norwegian-
ness” has changed. Gradually the ties between the home country and the
ship have been transformed, or in some cases even severed.

A related question is whether it is possible to distinguish a “Norwegian
way of doing shipping”, what we could call a “typical” Norwegian busi-
ness strategy. There are undoubtedly some strategic elements—for
instance related to the organization of ownership and investments, the
market orientation, the choice of technology, etc.—that have distin-
guished Norwegian shipping companies from those in other countries.
At the same time, even these strategic elements have changed across time,
influenced by technological possibilities, market developments, policies
and domestic and international conditions.

Differences in strategy among shipowners in different countries led to
a variation in the type and condition of ships, and these national prefer-
ences were even evident to outsiders. In his book Fish Story—"“regularly
described as a seminal work on the theme of globalization”—the American
photographer and critic, Allan Sekula, refers to what he called “a biased
national physiognomy of vessels.” In his scheme, at a point in time that
he imprecisely refers to as “in the past,” Norwegian ships were “neat,”
while the ships that belonged to their Greek competitors were “grimy.”®

However, neither the strategies nor the “national physiognomy” were
static. Today, there is little reason to expect that there will be such

8Roberts (2012, 3) and Sekula (1995, 12). This phenomenon—why Norwegian ships were more
modern and well-kept than Greek vessels—had a relatively simple economic explanation; see the
analysis of the differing strategies of the two countries’ shipping companies in Tenold and Theotokas
(2013).
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variations between Greek-owned and Norwegian-owned ships. Greek
ships are no longer generally grimy, Norwegian ships are not necessarily
neat. Vessels from these two nations might in fact be indistinguishable—
identical down to the ensign flown at the stern of the ship, which could
belong to Panama, Liberia or the Marshall Islands.

Shipping changed, ships changed and Norway changed. In broad
terms, Norwegian shipowners entered the last century with a fleet that
consisted of a high share of outdated sailing vessels, went through periods
with investments in relatively modern and large ships, in particular oil
tankers, before finishing the century with a fleet that was known for
being expensive, technologically advanced and geared towards certain
smaller niche segments. Yet, while this broad pattern represents the typi-
cal Norwegian development, it clouds the diversity of the country’s ship-
ping sector.

There have been substantial strategic differences among Norwegian
shipping companies, and some of these differences also follow a geo-
graphical pattern. With regard to the level of activity and the interna-
tional orientation, the sector has been much more important in the
southern part of the country than in the northern part. Moreover, it is
possible to identify a traditional East Coast/West Coast dichotomy—a
tool favoured by everyone from marine biologists to poets and rappers.
This difference between the east and the west has been evident when it
comes to investments, networks and market orientation. It becomes
clear by looking at the fleets and how the ships are employed, and anec-
dotal evidence and interviews with industry participants underscore
the contrasting attitudes between the eastern and western parts of
Norway.

Regional Differences

Although their markets were found all over the world, the Norwegian
shipping companies used to have strong links to their home base in a
specific city or region. At the start of the 20th century, these companies
were usually local businesses, with workers and funding often found in

the neighbourhood—but used globally. Gradually labour and capital
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would be sourced from locations further away—even crossing interna-
tional borders in the last quarter of the 20th century. Some of the older
Norwegian shipping companies successfully managed this transition,
from local ventures to multinationals, while others were unable to trans-
form their business models and disappeared.

The aggregate company developments—the business histories—make
up the whole. Here we find the reasons for the growth and demise of
individual businesses and of maritime cities and regions; the latter often
referred to in political parlance as “maritime clusters.” There is a tendency
for companies in the same environment to act in a similar manner—
either because of identical stimuli or due to a common mind-set. Local
fortunes depend upon the success or failure of individual companies, and
when these act in the same manner, the whole region becomes affected by
their development.

An example of such a regional paradigm is the Agder-region, on the
south coast of Norway. In the late 1870s, Agder shipowners controlled
around a third of the Norwegian fleet. Given that Norway at the time was
the world’s third largest shipping nation, with around 6 per cent of the
world fleet, investors in the Agder-region owned around 2 per cent of the
world’s merchant marine. This was a spectacular share for a region with
only 150,000 people. In the middle of the 1870s, Agder controlled more
sailing ship tonnage than did Russia, Sweden, the Netherlands or Greece.’

The position was not sustainable. The shipping hegemony in Agder
was based on a business and ownership structure that initially had been
associated with the building of wooden ships at local yards. This implied
that the investments were closely linked to the increasingly uncompeti-
tive sailing ship technology, as was the regions subsequent demise.
Shipping companies in Agder—many of them organized as part owner-
ships in possession of only one sailing ship—followed their vessels on the
path to extinction. When the ships were demolished—or perished at
sea—there were seldom sufficient funds to reinvest in new tonnage."

?Computed on the basis of data in Jeula, 1875. If we count “a ton as a ton”, and consider both
sailing ships and steamships, the Agder fleet would be marginally larger than the fleets of Sweden
and Russia.

'%In this instance, “shipping company” refers to the part ownerships that were the formal owners

of the ships; a corresponding owner might manage a larger fleet and have interests in more than one
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By 1925, the Norwegian share of the world merchant marine had been
reduced to 4.5 per cent, and Agder’s share of the Norwegian fleet had
plummeted to 5 per cent. Therefore, within the span of two generations,
ownership in the Agder-region had gone from 2 per cent to 0.2 per cent
of the world fleet."!

The Agder example is extreme, but it illustrates the fact that local dis-
tinctions are important. Based on the pattern of ownership in 1900, we
can identify a set of broad geographical typologies that had developed
over the previous decades. The capital, Kristiania (now Oslo), was big,
but unsophisticated. Kristiania had the largest tonnage, measured in sim-
ple terms, but was surpassed by Bergen when we take into account the
quality of the ships, specifically the fact that steam vessels were more
advanced and could transport larger amounts of goods due to their higher
efficiency.

Bergen had a distinct lead in the transition from sail to steam, with a
diffusion that very much mimics the British experience. Steam tonnage
surpassed sail tonnage in Bergen in 1884—an impressive 25 years before
the same thing happened for the fleet registered in the rest of the coun-
try.'? While Kristiania and the homeports around the Oslofjord held an
intermediate position in the transition, the South Coast was clearly the
home of the traditional sailing ships. As the subsequent development
would show, by 1900 these sails represented a dying technology that lost
out in one market segment after another.

Norway is a long country, stretching from the 57th parallel to the 71st
parallel north. Most of the population, as well as the cultural, political
and economic centres, are situated in the southernmost quarter of the
country. This imbalance has characterized the shipping industry as well—
in 1900 more than 95 per cent of the Norwegian fleet was owned in this
part of the country.

ship. However, the part ownership functioned like today’s project investments. After the end of the
project, the remaining capital—the sales price, the demolition price or insurance money—was paid
out to investors.

! See Johnsen (2001) for an analysis of the development. Agder shipping was subsequently rejuve-
nated, before another spectacular haemorrhage during the shipping crises of the 1970s and 1980s.

12 Pettersen (1981, 45).
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Fig. 1.2 The Norwegian foreign-going fleet, share of total by region, 1900,
per cent. (Source: Statistics Norway (1902), Table 1d, 9-10. See footnote)

Figure 1.2 illustrates the large geographical differences in the owner-
ship of the Norwegian fleet at the start of the 20th century. The figure
shows Norway divided into five regions, with their respective shares of
the country’s sail and steam tonnage.' The differences between the west
of Norway, which includes Bergen, and the south, are striking. Data for
the ships engaged in foreign trade show that South Coast shipowners
owned more than a third of the country’s sailing tonnage, but only slightly
more than 5 per cent of the steamships. Shipowners in the western part
of Norway owned almost half the foreign-going steam fleet, but only
slightly more than 10 per cent of the sailing ship fleet.

P Figure 1.2: Statistics Norway (1902), Table 1d, 9-10. Based on ships of all sizes engaged in the
foreign-going fleet. Vessels engaged in domestic coastal trade and sealing and whaling (including
walrus hunting) are excluded. The categories include the home ports in the following regions:

Oslofjord East: Smélenene, Akershus, Kristiania

Oslofjord West: Buskerud, Jarlsberg and Larvik, Bratsberg

South: Nedenes, Lister and Mandal

West: Stavanger, Bergen, Sondre Bergenhus, Nordre Bergenhus

North: Romsdal, Sendre Trondhjem, Nordre Trondhjem, Nordland, Tromsg, Finnmarken.
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This geographical division becomes even more striking if we look at
individual ports. By 1900, steamships made up almost 97 per cent of the
Bergen fleet—even when we count “a ton as a ton” and disregard the fact
that a ton of steam capacity was much more eflicient than a sailing ship
ton.' In southerly Arendal, on the other hand, the white sails still ruled—
sailing ships made up around 90 per cent of the city’s tonnage."”” Other
ports on the South Coast were clinging even harder to the old technol-
ogy. The home port of Lillesand housed only one steamship—68 tons of
modernity—but in excess of 40 sailing ships, amounting to more than
21,000 gross tons. Moreover, seven other towns, mainly on the South
Coast, had substantial sailing ship fleets, but not a single steamship above
50 tons.

Shipping’s important economic role was of course reflected at the local
level—in investment and employment, naturally, but also in status and
politics. In a country where nobility had been abolished by law at the
start of the 19th century, wealthy shipowners came to play crucial roles in
their communities. When the playwright Henrik Ibsen wrote about 7he
Pillars of Society, the main character was an impatient businessman
involved in shipping and shipbuilding.'® This is a literary example of the
privileged positions that shipowners had in towns and cities along the
coast—and art imitated life. The maritime men were important at the
national level as well—three of the first five Prime Ministers in “indepen-
dent Norway” were shipowners. Egeland points out the remarkable fact
that Michelsen, Mowinckel and Knudsen, “the three dominating
Norwegian politicians — one should indeed use the word ‘statesmen’ — in
the first four decades [of the 20th century] came from the shipowning

profession.”"’

14This and subsequent calculations based on vessels above 50 tons in Statistics Norway (1902); see
Fig. 1.2 for an explanation.

1> Though, to be fair, the sails were far from as white as they are usually depicted, and they were also
substantially more patched. Perhaps a better description would be “sails in 25 shades of white and
another 25 shades of black.”

16

An alternative title, favoured by the Royal Shakespeare Company, is 7he Pillars of the Community,
which perhaps better reflects the local dimension. The main character of the play, Karsten Bernick,
was allegedly modelled by Henrik Ibsen on Morten Smith-Petersen, a Grimstad shipowner who
was married to the author’s second cousin.

'7Egeland (1973, 73).
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Shipping Companies

The skilled and lucky ones could make a fortune from shipping, but it
was also a risky undertaking. Compared with other countries and other
Norwegian industries, the “turnover” of shipping companies was very
high. Throughout the 20th century, in booms as well as crises, established
companies went bankrupt or ceased operations for other reasons—bro-
ken partnerships, deaths, succession challenges, low profits or high com-
petition. However, the businesses that disappeared were usually replaced
by new companies—with the exception of one particularly violent period,
during the crisis of the 1970s and 1980s.

This turbulence was not all negative. In fact, to a large extent the mod-
ernization of Norwegian shipping took place through the establishment
of new companies—and removal of old ones—rather than as a result of
transformation within existing organizations. Out with the old and in
with the new. This does not mean that there are no shipping companies
with long traditions in Norway. Among the largest shipping companies
in Norway at the start of the 21st century, we find quite a number of “old
timers”; of the 30 largest shipping companies in Norway in 2003, 18
were established before 1960, and another three had links—though not
unbroken ones—to companies that existed in 1960. However, an inter-
national comparison reveals that the turnover was substantially higher
than, for instance, in neighbouring Denmark.'®

Just like the shipping sector itself was transformed, the shipping com-
panies’ business models changed dramatically during the 20th century.
Shipping companies have faced major shifts in markets, technology,
infrastructure, capital, competence and policies—shifts that have been so
dramatic that, in current management consultancy lingo, they would be
labelled “disruptions.” To prosper and survive, the companies had to
adapt their business models and long-term strategies to the new circum-
stances. Those that did not, lost out in the competition and ultimately
failed, replaced by entrepreneurs that understood the new regimes.

The 20th century saw the shipping companies’ business models develop
from single vessel partnerships based on local factors of production, to

'8 Compare the developments in Tenold (2012) and Sornn-Friese, Poulsen and Iversen (2012).
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stock exchange-listed multinational conglomerates that drew labour and
investment funds from a global pool. This development took place against
the backdrop of a series of technological “revolutions” that changed the
manner in which shipping companies went about their business. The
transformations that first spring to mind are the changes in shipping
technology. New building materials and shifts in the means of propul-
sion—from wood and sail, to iron and steel, steam and diesel—changed
the skill set necessary to build, operate and commercially manage ships.
Moreover, as ships became more expensive, the need for financing and
insurance changed, as did the competence necessary to manage a ship-
ping company.

Likewise, innovations that were not directly related to shipping also
played important roles. Knowledge—often determined by access to
information—is essential to make good decisions in shipping, as in most
other industries. However, shipping companies have to base many of
their decisions on information from markets that are far away. In the
19th century, sailing vessels often had very little contact with the “head-
quarters” on land, making the ship’s master particularly important for
decision-making.

During the 20th century—with the exception of the two major wars—
the access to and quality of information constantly improved. As a resul,
the fabric of the shipping industry changed. Innovations in communica-
tions technology—first from the telegram to the telephone, then from
the telex to the telefax, finally to the internet and satellite links to ships at
sea—muted the effect of distance. The technological improvements
changed how decisions were made and who made them.

The changes in the business model also had ramifications for the spa-
tial distribution of shipping companies—a process sometimes referred to
as “a dislocation of the comparative advantages.”” As the infrastructure
changed and the need for capital and managerial competence increased,
Norwegian shipping became increasingly centralized. Proximity to infor-
mation sources—and to other shipping industry participants—became
more important. The captains, far from home, were no longer the main
decision-makers. Now the shipowners, with improved access to

Y Fritz (1980, 148).
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information, increasingly decided the business and instructed the cap-
tains by means of telegraph.

While the ownership of sailing vessels had been extremely dispersed at
the start of the 20th century, now the large towns and cities gained a clear
advantage. Most shipping company headquarters were located in the
larger cities by the second half of the 20th century. Still, the industry
continued to play an important economic role in more remote areas.
With regard to employment, in particular, the shipping industry pro-
vided job opportunities for people based in rural districts and in sparsely
populated parts of the country.

The number of Norwegian seafarers reached a post-war peak in 1960.
That year, more than 53,000 seamen paid tax in bygder [non-urban
municipalities]. In fact, the proportion of seamen in such rural areas was
almost twice as high as the proportion of seamen in the cities.*’
Consequently, due to the employment opportunities in the merchant
marine, Norway could maintain a relatively scattered population, partly
neutralizing the trend towards urbanization. Country boys did not have
to go to the city to find work—they could go to sea.

Another long-term effect is through family life and gender relations.
Norway is known for being a country with gender equality in most areas,
and the shipping industry might have influenced this. In many families,
the male breadwinner would be at sea for long periods. As a result, many
Norwegian women were given organizational and economic responsibili-
ties that would be uncommon in other countries.?! Moreover, towards
the end of the 20th century, when seafarers’ journeys home were more
frequent, it was often expected that men would take care of the house and
the children. Both of these factors might have contributed to the lauded
Norwegian gender balance.

These two examples illustrate how activities in foreign waters have had
profound implications for the development of Norwegian society on
land. Shipping has influenced the nation and the population in ways that
are neither intuitive nor obvious.

0 Statistics Norway, Tax Statistics (1961, 74). Not all of these seafarers were engaged in foreign-
going shipping.
1 See Lonnd (2010), for a number of examples.
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Norwegian Maritime History: An Update

The standard work on Norwegian shipping, Den norske sjofarts historie
[The history of Norwegian shipping], was 40 years in the making.
Originally intended to be one 560-page volume, in the end it counted
more than 3000 pages across six large books.?” One reviewer acerbically
remarked that no detail was considered sufficiently insignificant to be left
out, and “glimpses of genius” were marred by “free-hand drawing” where
“the imagination was given free rein.”?

The scope of this book is more modest, just like the period under
investigation is more concise. The book is structured as a chronological
voyage through Norwegian shipping in the 20th century. It is not an all-
embracing or definitive history, and that has never been the intention.
Rather, it is an attempt at describing the major long-term trends, while at
the same time analysing how Norwegian actors—authorities, shipping
companies and seafarers—have adapted to the challenges and opportuni-
ties in one of the world’s most competitive industries.
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The Starting Point: A Small Country,
but a Major Maritime Nation

Norway is larger than anyone knows:
Every ship, under the waving flag,
On the endlessly empty sea

Is a new part of Norway adrift'

At the start of the 20th century, the sentiment of the Nordahl Grieg
poem quoted above undoubtedly rang true: Norway and its flag was
everywhere. The country’s ships were anchored in or voyaging between
ports all over the world, facilitating the growth of commerce and enabling
the formation of a truly international economy. Through ships, sailors
and shipowners, this small country on the outskirts of Europe reached
very far.

Norway had the world’s fourth largest merchant marine, trailing only
supremely dominant Great Britain—with around half of the world’s sea-
borne transport capacity—Germany and The United States. Around 6.6
per cent of the sailing fleet and 3.6 per cent of the steamship fleet were
flying the Norwegian flag.

' Grieg 1922, “The Flag” from Rundt Kap det gode Haab, author’s translation.
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Shipping had continued to increase in importance after Kizr made his
international comparison a decade earlier. Norway’s merchant marine
amounted to 1227 tons per 1000 inhabitants—so the “average”
Norwegian actually owned more than one ton of shipping tonnage.
Consequently, the shipping capacity per capita was high—much higher
than the UK in second place, more than three times higher than Denmark
in third place and more than four times higher than fourth-placed Greece.
In other words, no country had put such a large share of its investments
in ships.? No country depended as much on shipping.

Table 2.1 provides an overview of the world’s merchant marine and the
seaborne trade volume of the most important participants in the interna-
tional economy in 1900.% The left side of the table shows the size of the
fleets; the sailing fleet, the steamship fleet and the total tonnage. The
column “effective tonnage” is the best measure of the carrying capacity of
the fleet; here the figures have been adjusted to account for the higher
productivity of steam vessels. Britain clearly dominated the oceans, with
more than half of the steamships and more than 48 per cent of the “effec-
tive” world fleet.

The column “seaborne trade” shows the seaborne exports and imports
of the various countries. Great Britain was in the lead here as well, with a
demand for transport that was higher than the sum of the next two coun-
tries, the United States and France. However, the country’s hegemony
within world trade was on the wane—slightly less than 24 per cent of the
total shipping demand was accounted for by British trade.

2See Table 2.1 for sources. There is a theoretical possibility that another country might have had a
higher relative share of its investments in shipping (for instance if total investments were much
lower than in Norway). However, based on what we know about the economic structure of the
countries at the time, the claim that Norway had put the highest share of its investments in ships
is undoubtedly true.

¥Table 2.1: Statistics Norway (1902a), Tables I and K, 168-169. Based on vessels above 50 tons, 31
December 1900. Tonnage figures for Russia refer to 1895, and do not include ports on the Caspian
Sea and the Pacific, while the tonnage figures for Italy refer to 1898. US tonnage figures refer to 30
June 1900. British American seaborne trade refers to Canada, and British Australian to Victoria
and New South Wales. Tonnage per capita refers to estimated tonnage, where one steamship ton is
equal to 3.6 sailing ship tons. For a more precise description of the data behind the shipping move-
ments, which include vessels in ballast, see the original source, Table K.

“4Refers to the countries included in the sample in Table 2.1. In 1874 the British share of the world
fleet had been more or less identical to this, but the share of world trade was higher. On the rela-
tionship between merchant marines and trade, see Ojala and Tenold (2017).
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The fact that Great Britain had 48 per cent of the tonnage and 23 per
cent of the seaborne trade movements suggests that Britain’s fleet exceeded
the country’s shipping needs by a factor of more than two. In other words,
more than half the shipping services it produced was “exported” and took
place between other countries. This makes sense when we consider the
manner in which British shipping lines served ports, particularly Empire
ports, all over the world. The only country with a larger surplus of ship-
ping capacity relative to its own trade was Norway, which was 16th of the
countries with regard to the volume of seaborne imports and exports, but
fourth with regard to the size of the fleet.’

To illustrate how the world had been divided into countries that per-
formed shipping services for others, and countries whose trade was trans-
ported on foreign keels, we can consider a hypothetical world where shipping
services were not traded internationally. If the ships only carried the coun-
tries’ own seaborne trade, each Norwegian “ship ton” would transport 2.26
tons of cargo annually, while each British “ship ton” would carry 3.56 tons
of cargo.® At the other end of the scale we find Portugal where, if the coun-
try’s trade was transported solely on Portuguese ships, each “ship ton” would
have to carry more than 100 tons of commodities on an annual basis.

By 1900 the Portuguese depended upon ships from other nations—for
instance Norway—to carry their cargoes. That year, 187 Norwegian ships
called on Portugal, and only one Portuguese ship came to Norway. Less
than 10 per cent of the Norwegian ships that went to Portuguese ports
came directly from Norway—more than 170 ships were involved in the
trade between Portugal and other countries.”

> A caveat: the volume of seaborne trade in itself does not determine the need for shipping capacity.
In order to fully find a country’s actual “transport demand,” the distance that the cargoes are trans-
ported must be taken into account as well. Thus, the almost 14 million tons of Australian exports
and imports—much of it going to or coming from Europe and the Americas—Ied to a higher
demand for tonnage than the around 17 million tons of Italian seaborne trade—much of it trans-
ported in vessels pottering about in the Mediterranean or on short voyages to other European
countries.

¢The “world average” would be 7.4 tons of cargo per ship ton, based on the countries where we
have data for both fleet and shipping. Six countries—in addition to Norway and the UK, Japan,
Germany, Austria and Greece—were below the world average, and can be considered “theoretical
net exporters of shipping services.” Of course, a lot of confounding factors imply that this calcula-
tion is imprecise. However, it can at least give us an indication of the countries that had large fleets
relative to their trade, and vice versa.

7 Statistics Norway (1902b, 5455 and 25).
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The Portuguese example illustrates that maritime hegemony is not per-
manent. The Iberian country that four centuries earlier had become
famous for its first-class explorers, whose exploits were based on superior
technology and outstanding nautical knowledge, had become insignificant
in international shipping by the start of the 20th century. Indeed, four
Norwegian cities—Bergen, Kristiania, Tensberg and Stavanger—had
larger fleets than Portugal. The Bergen fleet alone was more than four
times larger than the Portuguese merchant marine. The descendants of
Henry the Navigator had clearly lost their course.

The Norwegian ships, on the other hand, were all over the place, serv-
ing the needs of world trade. Although sailing ships had gradually been
squeezed out of most short-distance trades by the more efhicient steam
vessels, Norwegian sailing ships remained competitive in certain market
segments; copra from the Pacific, wheat from the Americas, coal from
Australia and guano and nitrates from the western coast of South America.
Here, voyages were long, and there was little reason to pay a premium for
speedy transport of such cargoes, so the sailing ship technology was still
viable. Moreover, ships make money when they are carrying cargo from
A to B, not when they are lying still. In ports with inferior facilities,
where loading and unloading was cumbersome and slow, it made eco-
nomic sense to have an old, cheap sailing vessel lying idle for months,
rather than a modern and expensive steamship.

While some owners had found niches that suited their old sailing
ships, others operated at the diametrically opposite end of the market,
focusing on modern vessels and shorter distances. Bergen-based steam-
ship owners held such a strong position in the US fruit trade that ques-
tions had been asked in the US Congress about the Norwegian
dominance.® In East and Southeast Asia Norwegian ships found favour
with local customers, as they were seen as less intrusive and threatening
than those of the leading colonial powers, the UK, Germany and
France.”

To illustrate the manner in which the Norwegian fleet was utilized—
where the Norwegian ships were engaged—we can look at two different

8 New York Times, 08061894, 5. Of the 63 ships included in a survey of the fruit trade, 37 were
Norwegian.

7 See Brautaset and Tenold (2010).
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Fig. 2.1 Norwegian foreign-going shipping 1900, by country and region,
per cent. (Source: Statistics Norway (1902a), Table 55, 73. See footnote)

sources from the start of the century. The first is the official Norwegian
statistics, while the second is the voyage information provided by Lloyd's
List. The quality of the contemporary Norwegian statistics is considered
particularly high in an international perspective, reflecting the fact that
Anders Nicolai Kizr, the Director of the Central Bureau of Statistics,
since 1869 had been given a “special responsibility” for the compila-
tion, coordination and comparison of international shipping
statistics.'

Norwegian ships had a market share of around two-thirds in the coun-
try’s own imports and exports. The most important competitors were
British ships—carrying slightly more than 10 per cent of Norway’s for-
eign trade—followed by Danish, Swedish, German and Russian/Finnish
ships." The home trade—slightly more than 4 million tons—only made
up around one-eighth of the volumes carried by Norwegian ships.'? In
other words, more than 87 per cent of “the production” took place
between foreign ports.'? Figure 2.1 gives an indication of the most impor-

19See Lie and Roll-Hansen (2001), Bjerkholt and Skoglund (2012, 22-27) and Kier (1876-1892).

" Calculated on the basis of Statistics Norway (1902a, 70). Perhaps surprisingly, the share is more
or less identical regardless of whether we include vessels arriving and leaving in ballast.

12See Fig. 2.1 for details. The figure differs from that in Table 2.1, where ballast movements were
included.

13 Statistics Norway (1902a, 73).
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tant markets—though again, it is important to remember that the effect
of sailing distance is not taken into account.

Figure 2.1 shows that around two-thirds of the cargoes that the ships
carried came from or were bound for Europe.' With more than a quarter
of the entries and exits, the UK was the single biggest market for
Norwegian ships, reflecting the crucial role that the British Empire played
in international trade around the turn of the century. Interestingly,
Norwegian ships transported more cargoes to and from “the Americas™—
North, Central and South America—than to and from Scandinavia.

Revenue-wise, Britain also appeared to be in the lead, with gross freight
earnings of more than NOK73 million, as shown in Fig. 2.2."> Earnings
from the American market were only marginally smaller, at NOK69 mil-
lion, but were in fact more important. The reason for this is the manner
in which the business was conducted: many of the ships trading on the
Americas operated on time charters, where the Norwegian owners did
not have to pay bunkers and port costs.'® So, when it comes to the amount

“Figure 2.1: Data refer to total tonnage and are taken from Statistics Norway (1902a), Table 55,
73. The statistics are based on the tonnage of the ships cleared, rather than the weight of the cargo.
While ships in ballast are reported separately, but included in these figures, the statistics are not
adjusted to reflect ships that are not fully laden. There are some missing reports in the data, see
Statistics Norway (1902b), Tables 18-20, 54-81. Given that vessels are registered both on their
ingoing and outgoing voyage, their transported volumes are counted twice, but this has a minimal
impact on relative shares.

The groups include the following categories from the statistics:

Scandinavia: Norway, Sweden and Denmark (including Iceland and the Faroe Islands).

UK: Great Britain and Ireland.

Main Continental: Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Portugal and Spain.

Other Europe: Russia/ Finland; Italy, Malta and Austria-Hungary; and Turkey, Rumania and
Greece.

The Americas: North America; West Indies, Mexico and Central America; South America.
1> Figure 2.2: Data refer to ingoing and outgoing laden tonnage, excluding vessels in ballast, and are
taken from Statistics Norway (1902a), Table 55, 73. There are some missing reports in the data, see
Statistics Norway (1902b), Tables 18-20, 54—81. Given that vessels and revenues are registered
both for the ingoing and outgoing voyages, transported volumes and gross freight earnings are
double-counted. The category “adjusted gross freight earnings” includes vessels operating on time
charters, and are not included in the data presented in Statistics Norway (1902a), Table 55, 73.

Groups are the same as in Fig. 2.1.
' Almost 40 per cent of the earnings in the Americas were reported after coal and port costs had
been deducted, compared with less than 10 per cent of the British earnings. In the trades on Japan
and China, practically all of the earnings—more than 99 per cent—have been categorized as
timecharter revenues in the statistics.
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Fig. 2.2 Shipping volumes (1000 grt, left axis) and freight revenues (million kro-
ner, right axis) 1900. (Source: Statistics Norway (1902a), Table 55, 73. See
footnote)

of money that was returned to Norwegian sailors and investors, the most
important market at the start of the 20th century was the Americas, par-
ticularly the United States, which was responsible for two-thirds of the
gross freight earnings from that region.

The gross freight earnings do not show profits, as they usually do not
take into account the costs accrued abroad when “producing” the trans-
port service. Operating costs were typically higher for steamships than for
sailing ships, due to their appetite for coal. However, there were substan-
tial variable costs for sailing ships as well—although the wind was free,
sailors had to be paid and fed, and ropes and sails had to be maintained,
and were changed with surprisingly high frequency.

The tonnage data in Fig. 2.2 do not include ships travelling “in bal-
last”—ships that were sailing from one port to another without revenue-
generating cargoes. Differences between ingoing and outgoing volumes
thus reveal the disequilibria in the trade of the various parts of the world.
Continental Europe and Africa, in particular, had much larger volumes
entering than going out, while there was an export surplus, volume-wise,
from Australia and the Americas.
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Thanks to A.N. Kier’s insatiable appetite for shipping statistics, we
also have data that can illustrate the differences between various types of
vessels. Table 2.2 provides a snapshot of the differences in efhiciency and
revenue between sailing ships and steamships at this point more or less
midway through the transformation from sail to steam."”

It may seem surprising that the revenue per ton transported was more
than NOK19 for the sailing ships, compared with NOK11 for the steam-
ships. Two factors can explain this. First, we know that sailing ships trans-
ported their cargoes relatively far, which is not captured when a simple
ton measure is used as the basis. Second, the difference in efficiency
between the two ship types shines through; the average steamship trans-
ported more than 10 times as much cargo in a year as the average sailing
ship. Even though the sailing fleet was almost twice as large as the steam-
ship fleet, the latter transported more than three times as much. Gross
freight earnings per ship were more than six times higher for steamships,
and in 1900 each “steamship ton” earned 186 kroner, compared with 55
for each “sailing ship ton.”'8

The data above provide information about where the Norwegian ships
were employed and suggest some differences between regions and vessel
types. Although the Norwegian statistics inform us about the countries
that were visited, they only include a single locational marker for each
voyage—either country of departure or country of arrival. In order to
understand both where ships came from and where they were going, as
well as the importance of individual ports, we can turn to the British
periodical Lloyd’s List. With London still very much the centre of world
transport and commerce, Lloyds List provided producers, charterers,
traders, brokers and others involved in the shipping industry with news
and information.

!7Table 2.2: Information on number and gross register tonnage (grt) from Statistics Norway, 1901,
Table 35, 51. Based on vessels listed as part of the foreign-going fleet, 31 December 1900.
Information on volumes and revenues from Statistics Norway (1902a), Table 55, 73. To avoid
double counting, volumes and gross freight earnings are estimated as the average of inward and
outward volumes and values.

'8 Higher variable costs would offset some of the steamship profits. The differences between esti-
mates per ship and per ton are accounted for by the fact that the steamships in this part of the fleet
were on average 85 per cent larger than the sailing ships: 670 versus 361 tons.
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Table 2.3 Norwegian ships’ most important port calls and voyages around the
turn of the century

Per cent of Per cent of
Port calls From—to voyages
1 New York 3.8 Cardiff—Vera Cruz 0.4
2 Liverpool 3.3 Cardiff—Pernambuco 0.4
3 Cardiff 3.0 Cardiff—Bahia 0.3
4 London 2.8 Quebec—London 0.3
5 Hamburg 2.1 Laguna—Hamburg 0.3
6 Pensacola 1.9 London—Quebec 0.3
7 Buenos Aires 1.7 Trapani—Stavanger 0.3
8 Quebec 1.6 Hamburg—New York 0.3
9 Savannah 1.5 Pensacola—Buenos Aires 0.3
10  RioJaneiro 1.3 New York—Stettin 0.2
11 Newport 1.2 Belize—Goole 0.2
12 Philadelphia 1.2 Cardiff—Maranham 0.2
13 Clyde 1.1 New York—Hamburg 0.2
14  Table Bay 1.0 Cadiz—Rio Grande 0.2
15  Marseilles 1.0 Liverpool—Halifax 0.2

Source: Lloyd’s Weekly Shipping Index, various issues, 1882, 1892 and 1902. See
footnote

Ports all over the world were regularly visited by Norwegian ships,
captains and crews, but Table 2.3 illustrates that some were more impor-
tant than others."” The high concentration of world trade is evident—the
12 most important ports made up more than a quarter of all port calls in
the data from Lloyd’s. But Norwegian ships of course travelled to more
exotic locations as well. In the decades around the turn of the century,
they were registered in at least 1200 different foreign ports, according to

YTable 2.3: Lloyd’s Weekly Shipping Index, various issues, 1882, 1892 and 1902. Lloyd’s Weekly
Shipping Index compiles listings from the Lloyd’s List daily, and for simplicity, Lloyd's List is referred
to in the text. Based on a purpose-built database of 9660 voyages by Norwegian vessels in 1882,
1892 and 1902. For each vessel listed in Lloyd’s Weekly Shipping Index, two random voyages—one
in the first half of the year and one in the second—have been selected. See Brautaset and Tenold
(2010, 203-222) for more detailed information about the database. Due to the nature of the mate-
rial included in Lloyd's Weekly Shipping Index—it records “all mercantile vessels on ocean voyages”,
but with some exceptions—ships trading locally in Europe are likely to be underreported. This
refers primarily to sailing vessels “on voyages from one port to another in the Continent of Europe,
between the White Sea and Cape Finisterre” and “between the UK and ports on the Continent as
far south as Cape Finisterre”, as well as steamships “trading between the UK and ports on the
Continent, between the Scaw and Loire” and “trading between ports on the Continent between the
North Cape and the Loire.”
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Lloyds List.*® Places such as Nash Creek in New Brunswick, Canada
(population: 150), with a post office, a store and a factory specializing in
the production of doors and doorframes, were clearly a contrast to the
New York or London metropolises.*!

The voyages listed above were the most frequent ones for Norwegian
vessels. To some extent, they reveal the Norwegian specialization; trans-
port of bulky cargoes from British coal ports and North American timber
ports. The highways of the seas, where the infrastructure was good, the
traffic density was high and the conditions were usually predictable, were
less important for the Norwegians. Many of these passages were domi-
nated by the large liner conferences, where the mighty British, American
and Continental shipping companies colluded to reserve cargoes and
ensure high freights. The voyage Paspébiac—Llanelly does not have the
same ring as New York—Liverpool, but Norwegian ships could not afford
to discriminate.” They travelled everywhere—from Aalborg to Zarate;
from Wuhu to Ha Ha Bay.”

This snapshot of Norwegian shipping in 1900 shows a small country
that is clearly “punching above its weight” in the international shipping
industry. In the 1870s Norway had the third largest fleet in the world; by
1900 the country had been relegated to fourth place. But in no other
country had local investors put so much of their resources into ocean-
going ships. How can the strong position that shipping held in Norway,
and the country’s central role in the international shipping market, be
explained?

20This figure is likely to be underreported. Information from smaller ports was less likely to get to
London and the compilers of the Lloyd’s List in time. Moreover, the publication did not report
extensively about smaller ports on the European continent; see the note to Table 2.3. The economic
historian Jan Tore Klovland, who has meticulously collected information on more than 200,000
voyages from the period 1835-1920, has more than 2400 different ports listed in his material. It is
likely that the majority of these were visited by Norwegian ships.

“nformation on Nash Creek from the Provincial Archives of New Brunswick.

22 And it was a dangerous trip. Captain Hansen’s barque Pons Aelli, the only Norwegian ship regis-
tered between these two ports in 1902, had to be abandoned in the middle of the ocean.

» Aalborg (Denmark) and Zarate (Argentina) were quite common destinations. However, the data
set contains only one observation each for Wuhu (China) and Ha Ha Bay (Newfoundland).
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Why Norway? Geography, History and Culture

At the start of the 20th century, three fundamental features combined to
explain how this small country had managed to become one of the world’s
leading maritime nations; geography, history and culture. The land and
the sea shaped experiences, and experiences influenced values and atti-
tude. The result was Norway, the maritime nation.

The first factor that can explain the Norwegian advantage in interna-
tional shipping is geography. Without resorting to environmental deter-
minism, it is evident that the sea and its firm grip on the coast and its
inhabitants implied that Norway was destined to become a maritime
nation. In fact, the name of the country—the Nordvegr—refers to a pro-
tected sailing route along the coast, it is “the way to the north.” Thus,
whereas the names of other countries usually refer to the territory on land
and the people living there—Francia, Scotland and Denmark—even the
name Norway refers to the sea and to movement.?

The shape of the country implied that the sea was a much more impor-
tant means of communication and transport than the land. The topo-
graphical conditions—the high mountains that separated the fjords and
the modest settlements along the coast—forced Norwegians to take to
water and undoubtedly played a decisive role in the development of mari-
time know-how and their orientation towards the sea. Water provided
the most important means of transport and was a significant source of
supplies. The geography in the coastal areas had created the archetypal
Norwegian sailors—the Vikings. Their ability to build advanced ships,
their navigational skills and seamanship, as well as their outward orienta-
tion—all were features that we can see traces of in Norway in the 19th
and 20th centuries. We see these traces, not due to an unbroken line from
Viking exploits to modern Norwegian shipping, but because the geogra-
phy that promoted and honed these skills remained constant.

During the 20th century, telecommunications, airplanes, cars, trucks
and high-speed trains have revolutionized human interaction. However,
to understand the role of the sea, it is important to remember that these

2 Skre, Dagfinn (2014, 34—44). This is of course the opposite of nominative determinism; the
country got its name because it represented the way to the north.
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are new phenomena. Well into the 20th century, water bound people
together, while land separated them. Water transport was the least costly
and most efficient way of carrying cargo and people, and maritime skills
thus became a means for economic and cultural survival in a country
such as Norway. The sea connected markets and districts, while dry
land—mountains, in particular, but also forests—kept communities
apart.

Norway was a relatively large country size-wise—it has the longest
coastline in Europe—but had a fairly limited agricultural resource base
and low population density.”> This encouraged the people to trade with
others in order to get vital supplies; a domestic surplus of fish and wood
was exchanged for necessities such as grain and textiles from Continental
Europe. Much of this trade had been performed by vessels from the
German Hanse and subsequently from the economically and politically
advanced Dutch Republic. By the middle of the 17th century, Bergen
was the only Norwegian city that had been able to build up a substantial
merchant fleet; in 1640 it amounted to 3500 /asts and locally owned
ships transported 40 per cent of the city’s trade.

The country’s position—in the northern part of the European conti-
nent and cut off from vibrant markets—stimulated trade in general, and
medium-distance trade in particular. The central role played by the sea,
both in local communications and in the harvesting of resources, gave
Norwegians an advantage in seaborne transport. Subsequently, in the
19th century, when markets were opened and international trade

¥ At 25,000 kilometres (km), Norway’s coastline is the seventh longest in the world and longer
than the coastlines of for instance the United States, New Zealand and China. According to data
from CIA’s World Factbook it is almost twice as long as that of Greece, which is second in Europe
(not counting Russia and Greenland). Data from the Norwegian Mapping Authority suggest that
the length of the coastline increases to more than 100,000 km when fjords, bays and islands are
included; Statistics Norway (2015, 6).

% Figenbaum et al. (2009, 7). A lest [last] was an old measure of the size of ships, in Norway usually
measured in terms of barrels of grain (12) or coal (18). However, the “commercelest” was defined
in the statistics as a weight measure (equal to 5200 pounds) before 1846, and as a volume measure
(equal to 165 cubic feet) after 1846; see Statistics Norway (1948, 238). With the transfer to the
Moorsom measuring system in 1876, a common means of translation was to set one last equal to
around 2.1 net register tons. Almost half of the Norwegian sailings to the Baltic in the period
1575-1654, as registered in the Sound tolls, were by Bergen vessels. Around 1730 the city’s
monopoly in the trade on Greenland and Iceland was transferred to Copenhagen, reducing the
need for tonnage.
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increased, this skill became a selling point in itself. Moreover, the fact that
Norway was not a major power actually helped business abroad, securing
market access due to the apparent lack of colonial pretensions.

There is another geographic factor worth noting: Norwegian shipping
was a widely dispersed economic activity. The ownership of vessels
engaged in international trade was not confined to a handful of industri-
ous cities or trading towns, but spread all along the coast. There was the
aforementioned concentration in the southern part of the country, as
fishing was the favoured maritime activity further north. However, in the
south, although sea transport primarily was an urban activity, numerous
small communities along the coast and in the fjords invested in tonnage
and supplied seafarers for the international market.

This wide geographic dispersion of Norwegian shipping declined
slowly. There was clearly a technological and financial element to the
decline—in the first decades of the 20th century the ownership of expen-
sive steam tonnage was primarily a city phenomenon, and showed much
higher concentration than ownership of the more affordable sailing ships.
In 1900 the three leading cities, Bergen, Kristiania and Tonsberg, con-
trolled almost two-thirds of the steamship tonnage, while the three lead-
ing sailing ship ports, Kristiania, Arendal and Stavanger, controlled less
than a quarter of the sail tonnage. Moreover, around 16.5 per cent of the
foreign-going sailing ship fleet was registered in bygder [villages] along the
coast. This was more than twice as high as the corresponding figure for
steamships.?’

Geography is intimately intertwined with the second reason for the
strong Norwegian position in the shipping industry; history. The mari-
time dimension put its mark on the lives of the Norwegians: “In the his-
tory of the Norwegian people, the sea provides an eternally fluctuating
course. Our national character and our culture have been determined by
it, just like our political, social and economic life.”?

Within Norway, the legacy as a maritime nation has always been very
visible, even on shore; “in Western Norway [almost everybody] is a sailor.

¥ Based on Statistics Norway (1902b), Table 1, 3-9. See also Schreiner (1963, 14-19), for a discus-
sion of the development in the period up until 1914.

#Egeland (1930, 3).
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The hotel porter has an anchor tattooed on both forearms; the taxi-driver
and the waiter talk the uninhibited English that is the /ingua franca of the
sea.”” Statues and memorial plaques have been dedicated to courageous
sailors, while streets, buildings, museums and galleries carry the names of
prominent and generous shipowners.

The shipping industry is more present in Norwegian society than in
practically all other European nations.”® Some shipowners have estab-
lished wealthy foundations that donate money to art and research, while
other foundations target social issues, providing support for seamen’s
widows, their surviving children or sailors “in economic difficulties.”®!
Some shipowners are highly visible public figures, while others—ironi-
cally—are famous for their anonymity. Finally, a large number of people
still work in the offices of shipping companies, maritime insurance and
financing companies, in shipping banks, ship brokers and other related
business, or are engaged in a variety of maritime activities. They are part
of the maritime legacy, and continue to be an important economic
reality.

But even history has to start somewhere, at some time. Norway’s rise
as a major maritime nation was a protracted and erratic journey, one that
did not achieve sustained and rapid growth until the second half of the
19th century. After the Dutch lost their dominant position in the trade
on Norway in the middle of the 17th century, a specific pattern devel-
oped with regard to the advance of Norwegian shipping. When the major
European powers—the UK, France, the Netherlands, Spain—were
involved in wars, the Norwegian fleet increased. During periods of peace,
or—even worse—when Denmark-Norway was involved in wars with
their Nordic neighbour, the market share fell.

»The Norwegian Joint Committee on International Social Policy (1959, 20).

3% Again, the exception would be Greece, where the maritime legacy also has a dominant position,
in particular in Piraeus and on the islands. For a good introduction to the regional and family
dimensions of Greek shipping, see Harlaftis and Theotokas (2004).

3'In the early 1970s, the book Norske sjomannslegater og stiftelser [Norwegian seamen’s endow-
ments and foundations] was around 250 pages long and contained information on more than 400
individual endowments by shipowners, consuls, captains and their wives. Fittingly, the book was
published by a fund established by the Norwegian Shipowner’s Association to honour the memory
of Norwegian sailors during the First World War; see Norges Rederforbunds Sjgmannsfond av
1918 (1973).
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The first half of the 18th century was a difficult period, and from 1696
to 1745 the size of the Norwegian fleet declined by almost two-thirds.*>
Still, seaborne transport at this time was not the specialized activity that
it is today. Rather, shipping was closely linked to local trading houses and
most of the transport was related to Norwegian exports and imports.
Luckily, from a shipping point of view, many of the commodities that
were exported from Norway—forest products, fish and minerals, mainly
copper and iron—were bulky cargoes that needed a lot of cargo space
relative to their value.?

The extent of third-country shipping was limited in the first half of the
18th century. However, shipping activities increased immensely before
Denmark-Norway was drawn into the Napoleonic Wars, with the num-
ber of ships and sailors almost trebling in the two decades after 1776; “the
country’s merchant marine saw a larger expansion within a few years than
it had during a whole century.”* The basis for the growth was a combina-
tion of political stimulus, high demand abroad—a well-known phenom-
enon also during subsequent wars—and low operating costs.>> According
to a contemporary British source, the lower operating costs were a result
of the fact that Norwegian sailors were “being paid a certain stipend for
the voyage out and home, and not by the month (as is the custom [in
Great Britain]).” The effect of this incentive was clear; it “becomes in the
interest of these foreigners to use every exertion in their power to accom-
plish the voyage in the shortest time possible.”* Even in the late 18th
century it was not uncommon to blame workers in other countries for

their high productivity...

#?Denmark-Norway re-entered The Great Northern War in 1709. In the period 17101713,
Bergen lost 55 ships, almost half of the pre-war fleet, to privateers (who were basically government-
sponsored pirates); see Dyrvik (1979, 107). In order to avoid privateers, ships could take to the sea
when the sailing conditions were bad. This of course increased the probability of wrecking. When
Denmark-Norway was involved in wars, Norwegian ships were sailing between a rock and a hard
place.

*1In the 19th century, another bulky cargo, ice, was added, and in the peak years around 1900
more than a million tons of ice was exported annually. Technological advances onshore—improved
refrigeration and production of plant ice—led to a market meltdown, and the Norwegian ice
exports had more or less dried up by the outbreak of the First World War.

34 Schweigaard (1840, 131).

¥ Johansen (1992, 488-489).

3¢ Quote from merchant’s testimonial to a 1786 Board of Trade inquiry; Johansen (1992, 487).
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The majority of the new ships were built in Norway, particularly on
the South Coast.”” Given current controversies in shipping, it is worth
noting that in the first years of the 19th century, some of the vessels on
the Norwegian register were owned by “foreigners, who by means of pro
forma-documents enjoyed the advantage of our country’s neutrality.”*
Thus, according to contemporary sources, Norway appears to have been
an early example of a Flag of Convenience, enticing foreign owners by
providing beneficial conditions. This was not the first time Norway was
used to create a false sense of neutrality, but subsequent research has sug-
gested that though the assertion is correct, the scale of this practice was
limited.*

Again, Norway did well as long as the country stayed away from the
conflict, but when Denmark-Norway was dragged into the war, there was
little consolation in the Norwegian flag. In 1807, following the pre-
emptive British bombardment of Copenhagen and the Danish-Norwegian
entry into the war, more than 550 ships, as much as a third of the fleet,
was lost. The effect on Norwegian shipping was devastating. In the sub-
sequent years, British authorities continued to confiscate Norwegian
ships, and by the end of the war more than 5000 Norwegian sailors had
been put in prison in the UK, some for as long as seven years.*’ Although
Norwegian privateering partly balanced the picture, the British might at
sea was too strong.

In the short term, the Danish-Norwegian participation on Napoleon’s
side in the conflict had dreadful effects; famine, un(der)employment,
increasing mortality, economic decline, financial and monetary col-
lapse—"“one of the bleakest periods in modern history.”*" In the longer
term, the fact that Denmark was on the losing side, meant Norwegian
freedom.

7 Dyrvik (1979, 177). According to a survey of the pre-war fleet in Den Norske Rigstidende, 1
February 1815, 1 the three main shipbuilding areas were Arendal (174 ships), Bergen (170 ships)
and Oster-Riisper (Riser, 115 ships).

38 Schweigaard (1840, 183).

3 See for instance Kizr (1893, 333), or more detailed discussions in Thue (1980, 150-151), Tveite
(1965) or Schreiner (1952).

40 See for instance Berit Eide Johnsen’s fascinating book on the cultural exchange that this entailed;

Johnsen (1993).
41 Fitrheim et al. (2016, 84-85).
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At end of the war, Norway’s status as a Danish province ended after
almost three centuries.* Despite the introduction of a Norwegian consti-
tution, the country’s independence was very short-lived. In November
1814 the recently established parliament was forced to accept a union
with Sweden. The attempt at full independence thus ended in futility and
political compromise, and Norway became the “little brother” in a per-
sonal union with Sweden. In addition to the parliament and the constitu-
tion, Norway retained executive and judiciary powers, but the two
countries shared the monarch—from the Swedish house of Bernadotte—
and the foreign policy was conducted by the Swedish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.

The change in union partner had a positive effect on the Norwegian
foray into world shipping. In terms of international trade, Sweden-
Norway was not a minion. The countries exported large amounts of tim-
ber and wood; one of the most traded, and also most volume-demanding,
commodities. Up until the middle of the 1820s Swedish timber exports
were reserved for Swedish keels. Subsequently, as a result of an extension
of Mellanrikslagen [the Interstate Laws] and the abolition of Produktplakatet
[the Commodity Ordinance aka “The Swedish Navigation Act’],
Norwegian ships were from 1825 allowed to compete on even terms with
local ships in the transport of Swedish cargoes, for instance timber.*
With Swedish protectionism out of the way, the lower-cost Norwegian
vessels became an attractive alternative for Swedish importers and export-
ers. The share of Norwegian ships in Sweden’s trade increased from 4 per
cent in 1819 to 34 per cent in 1849.%

This expansion of Norwegian shipping in the first half of the 19th
century was not based on long-distance trades, but that soon changed. In
a Parliamentary discussion on maritime skills in 1839 it was emphasized
that “it is not common — but rather an exception — that our captains sail

“2The Kalmar Union between Denmark, Sweden and Norway was formed at the end of the 14th
century. Sweden finally withdrew at the start of the 16th century, and Denmark gradually strength-
ened its grip on its Norwegian partner.

3 On the effects of the Navigation Acts in Scandinavia, see Ojala and Riihi (2017). A provisionary
decree that abolished the restrictions was introduced in May 1825 and confirmed by a law in
August 1827.

“Kizer (1893, 34).
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the distant seas.” Consequently, the politicians saw the need for formal
nautical education as limited. The reason was that the ships primarily
operated in the North Sea—"at most extending to the Baltic>—where
“experience to some extent can neutralize the lack of navigational
knowledge.”® In the second half of the 19th century, this local, northern
European focus became relatively less important. Again, the basis was
primarily political, and again, the political decisions were not made
within Norway.

The aggressive acquisition of market shares in Sweden in the 1830s
and 1840s was a prelude to what happened in the second half of the 19th
century—though by then the backdrop was not just advances at the
expense of a neighbour, but the lifting of restrictions on a global scale.
After 1850 practically the whole world was opened up to Norwegian
shipping, and the competence that Norwegian shipowners and sailors
had built up became much sought after. The liberalization paved the way
for a massive expansion of Norway’s shipping interests.

In June 1849 Queen Victoria signed the Act that repealed the protec-
tionist Navigation Laws, which had limited the participation of foreign
ships in British trade and transport. At this time Great Britain was the
centre of global commerce, and now the country opened its trade to ships
of all nations. For Norwegian shipowners, the prey suddenly got much,
much bigger, and the combination of low costs and high efficiency was a
formula that triumphed in the British market. From 1850 to 1860 the
Norwegian tonnage cleared in British ports increased by 191 per cent,
and only the United States had a larger absolute increase in the transport
of British trade.?® Freed from the limitations of Sweden-Norway’s imports
and exports, and no longer hampered by protectionist measures abroad,

Norwegian shipping flourished.

> Norway, Parliament, Odelsthinget, 13071839, 679 and 685. The politicians’ powers of prediction
were no better in the 19th century than they are today. Less than 18 months after this discussion,
the first Norwegian vessel rounded Cape Horn. Among the cargoes that the brig Preciosa carried
was aquavit, a traditional Norwegian potato spirit. Even today, aquavit is transported on ships
crossing the equator, where humidity, continuous movement and temperature changes affect the
maturation and the final taste. Preciosa became so famous that the Norwegian poet Henrik
Wergeland wrote a shanty specifically about the ship. See Nordlyser, 05071844, 3 and Blom (1977,
177-180).

4 Glover (1863, 14).
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Fig. 2.3 Estimates of the Norwegian fleet, 1800-1900, 1000 net register tons.
(Source: Statistics Norway (1949), Table 126, 241-242. See footnote)

The liberalization of the international market was a necessary condi-
tion for the enormous expansion that took place in the second half of the
19th century. Figure 2.3 shows that the Norwegian fleet growth was char-
acterized by strong fluctuations in the first decades of the 19th century,
followed by a slowly upward-sloping trend from 1830 onwards.””
However, the expansion in the period 1830—1850 was uneven, character-
ized by two steps forward and one step back.*® From the middle of the

47 Figure 2.3: For a good discussion of the problems of estimating the size of the Norwegian fleet in
the 19th century, see Brautaset (2002, 118-128). Due to the considerations presented there, the
data used here should be seen as a minimum, and are based on the following sources 1800-1809
from Dyrvik (1979, 177), 1815-1830 converted from the data in Commerselester by the factor
2.1 from Kristiansen 1925; 1830—1865 based on Brautaset (2002, 258). Both of these sources have
adjusted the official statistics, but refer to the full fleet, rather than the ships trading abroad; see also
Broch (1876, 81). Data from the period after 1865 are taken from Statistics Norway (1948), Table
126, 241-242; the data on “compensated tonnage” imply that steamships have been multiplied by
a factor of 3.6 to account for their higher efficiency.

“The data in Brautaset (2002, 261) suggest that the annual export of shipping services declined in
30 per cent of the years in the period 18301850, compared with 13.3 per cent in the period
1850-1865. The only years with decline after 1850 were 1857 and 1858, and are thus closely
associated with what Hughes 1956, 194 refers to as “the first world-wide commercial crisis in the
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century the development changed dramatically. In the period 18501875
the growth was both much stronger and more persistent than before.

The average annual growth rates increased from 0.18 per cent
1800-1830, a period with a see-saw pattern of growth and decline, to
3.85 per cent from 1830 to 1850. In the subsequent 15 years the
Norwegian fleet grew at an astonishing 5.75 per cent annually, before
falling back to 0.44 per cent in the years up to the turn of the century.
The latter stagnation, however, was mitigated by the transformation from
sail to steam. In fact, when we take into account the higher productivity
of the steamships, the fleet continued to increase, with only a handful of
hiccups, until the losses in connection with the First World War.® In
terms of “compensated tonnage”—a measure of transport capacity that
takes into account the superior efficiency of steam vessels—the average
annual growth was 3.7 per cent from 1865 to 1900. This was a reduction
compared to the previous 15 years, but still a relatively large increase and
far higher than the growth in the economy in general.

After the removal of political restrictions had “opened up” the interna-
tional market in the middle of the 20th century, there was a self-sustaining
element to the Norwegian shipping industry. Regardless of whether we
call this “path dependence” or “tradition,” the fact of the matter is that
Norway’s fleet was very competitive in the international shipping market.
It could offer reliable transport at a reasonable price. This was partly
explained by the conditions at home: Norwegian shipping enterprises
were very competitive in the quest for domestic capital and labour.

In the 1850s, the first decade of this expansive period for Norwegian
shipping, additions to the fleet were to a large extent built domestically.
The industry had access to “the raw materials and the builders needed to
manufacture first-class ships”—particularly on the South Coast.
Moreover, “shipbuilding geniuses such as for instance Annanias Dekke in
Bergen” competed among the leading shipbuilders internationally.”® The
demand for ships outstripped the local supply and, from the 1860s

history of modern capitalism.” For the Norwegian dimension of this crisis, see Eitrheim et al.
(2016, 156-164).

# Estimates are average annual compound gross rates based on net registered tonnage; for informa-
tion on the data, see Fig. 2.3.

S Egeland (1930, 31).
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Fig. 2.4 Average annual fleet increase and decrease by source, 1851-1900, 1000
net register tons. (Source: Statistics Norway (1968), Table 176, 364-365. See
footnote)

onwards, a larger share of the new ships was imported.” One reason for
the increasing imports was the fact that the authorities during the 1850s
twice reduced, and then finally removed, the “naturalization levy,” a tax
on ships bought abroad.” This tax had been to the benefit of shipbuild-
ers, but to the detriment of shipowners.*® The other main reason for the
growth was that shipowners in other countries—in particular the UK—
modernized their fleets by investing in steam tonnage. Consequently, a
large number of relatively inexpensive second-hand sailing ships were for
sale in the international market in the last decades of the 19th century.
Figure 2.4 illustrates the sources of the Norwegian fleet growth.”* The
figure reveals that although more than half of the tonnage added in the

>! Statistics Norway (1968, 364).

2Hodne (1980, 167).

>*Though, at this time, there was a much larger overlap between these groups than today.

> Figure 2.4: Statistics Norway (1968), Table 176, 364-365. Net increase and decrease based on
individual columns, which differ from the aggregate figures given in the original source.
Supplemented by information from Statistics Norway 1949, Table 129. The original source points
out that the figures for the carly period are “incomplete, due especially to difficulties in securing
exact data as to the great number of vessels not registered.” The “unregistered” vessels are sailing
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period 1850-1870 was bought from abroad, there was at the same time
a strong increase in shipbuilding within Norway. The production peaked
in 1875, when more than 264 ships, amounting to around 75,000 net
register tons, were built.”

Fritz Hodne refers to shipping as “the leading sector” in Norwegian
economic development in the period after the Navigation Acts were
repealed. With its impressive growth rates, the shipping industry clearly
outshone other large sectors. According to Hodne’s calculations, shipping
investments amounted to around 30 per cent of total gross investments
in the quarter century after 1850.°° As pointed out above, the main driver
behind the demand increase was found abroad—more than three-
quarters of the growth came from transport between foreign ports, and
was thus totally independent of Norway’s own transport demand.”’

Still, conditions within Norway complemented its international devel-
opment, facilitating the rapid growth of the fleet. There are two main
reasons for the attractiveness of shipping employment and investments in
Norway. First, the alternative employment and investment opportunities
were limited. In the 19th century, Norway did not have large exploitable
reserves of coal or other minerals. Moreover, the modest purchasing
power among domestic consumers and the long distance to larger mar-
kets in Europe implied that the conditions for large-scale manufacturing
production were relatively unfavourable. Nascent textile and mechanical
engineering industries notwithstanding, Norway never went through
industrial revolutions of the British or German kind.*®

When life expectancy increased in the second half of the 19th century,
migration became an important safety valve that checked population

ships smaller than 50 net register tons and steam and motor vessels smaller than 25 net register
tons. This poses larger problems for the data on the number of ships, than for the tonnage figures,
as the majority of the unregistered ships were small vessels.

> Based on the number of ships, production peaked in the second half of the 1860s. However, due
to increasing average size, in tonnage terms the first half of the 1870s saw the largest production;
see Fig. 2.4 for information on the statistics.

**Hodne (1981, 27). Based on slightly different data and methods from what we used above,
Hodne calculates the annual growth rate of the fleet to be 6.8 per cent for the period 1850-1875.

7 Calculated on the basis of ton-miles data in Brautaset (2002), 259.

> For a good overview of the discussion of Norway’s industrial breakthrough, see Basberg (2006,

4-7).
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growth. Around 800,000 Norwegians left for the new world in the period
1830—1920—in percentage terms, only Ireland had a higher outflow of
emigrants.”” The effect on Norwegian wages and living standards was
strongly positive. The existing arable land would not have been able to
sustain the increased numbers and the conditions were not favourable for
a mass exodus into the secondary sector. With few domestic opportuni-
ties, employment at sea was another manner in which the surplus labour
force could be utilized. Sometimes migration and seamanship was com-
bined; Norwegian sailors had “gained such a reputation for ability and
good conduct that they were eagerly sought by American captains.”®

In a discussion of subsidies to shipping in the US Congress, it was
pointed out that “[n]ecessity compels and tradition invites the Norwegians
to become seamen.” According to the Americans, “[Norwegian] capital
and labor naturally turn to the sea, and laws which in the United States
would be restrictive, in Norway are merely the affirmation of local cus-
toms. Thus the law requiring three-fourths of the crews of Norwegian
ships to be Norwegian imposes no restraint on the growth of Norwegian
shipping, while a similar law in the United States would virtually drive all
our ships in foreign trade to foreign flags.”!

The demographic development ensured an ample supply of seamen. A
combination of local resources and institutions facilitated the investment
in ships on which they could sail.®* The early dominance of Norwegian-
built ships was related to the type of organization—partsrederiet [the part
ownership]—where local communities pooled their resources to invest in
ships. The part ownerships were an ingenious way of raising investment
capital for new shipping capacity, even though access to traditional equity
and credit was limited. On the South Coast, “the forest, the wooden ship
and the part ownership” were considered “the God-given foundation for
shipping.”®® However, this organizational form also had its drawbacks, as
it made long-term investment difficult.

> O’Rourke and Williamson (1999, 122).

% Gjerset (1933, 63).

¢!'The original text says “compels.” US Senate, 1922, 7o amend Merchant marine act of 1920: Joint
hearings before the Committee on Commerce, Washington: Government Printing Office.

62 Before the strong growth of the country’s own fleet, many Norwegian sailors had found employ-
ment on, for instance, Dutch ships;

% Tennesen (1951, 80).



46 S. Tenold

In the early expansionary phase, in the 1850s, when the majority of
the vessels were built in Norway, most new ships were constructed as “a
cooperation between the builder, the timber merchant, the captain and
the supplier. Farmers who delivered wood from their forests, craftsmen
and ships chandlers thus participated with a smaller or larger part based
on their deliveries and resources. The out-of-pocket expenses thus became
very limited.”®* Shipping was a potluck business, where the owners con-
tributed, often in kind, with what they had. The legal regime made the
use of ships as collateral impossible. Although it was possible to borrow
money on the basis of individual parts, it was also common to use dwell-
ings, farms or friends and family as guarantee.

The part ownerships were “projects,” where the investment horizon
was the lifetime of the vessel. Profits were paid out at regular intervals or
as and when they occurred—sometimes after every individual voyage.
When the ship was sold, scrapped or lost, any remaining funds were paid
out to the part owners according to their share of the investment. The
project then ended—the business was over. Investors reduced their risks
by diversifying and participating in several vessels, and it was easy to rein-
vest the funds in new ship parts.

A combination of tradition and agreements—within the boundaries of
a very limited legal framework—served to regulate the part ownerships.
According to Sjoloven av 1860 [the Maritime Act] the vessel could only
be insured if all part owners agreed. If the ship was not fully insured—or
not insured at all—it was possible for individual owners to insure their
parts.

In order to avoid costly foreign insurance arrangements, mutual asso-
ciations were established along the coast. From a slow and late start in the
second half of the 1830s, by the middle of the century around three-
quarters of the merchant marine had been insured in mutual associa-
tions—"“an astonishing breakthrough” for a type of organization that was
new in a Norwegian setting.® It has been claimed that the efficient and
low-cost insurance arrangements helped the Norwegian competitive-
ness.® The high market share remained well into the 1890s, when a larger

%Seland (1959, 143).
S Espeli (2010, 49).
®Espeli (2010).
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share of the ships—in particular sailing vessels—began to sail without
hull insurance.

As shipping played such an important role in local communities
along the coast, “surprisingly large parts of the population became
mobilized in the accumulation process.”” Due to the in-kind nature of
part of the investment, it would not have been possible to raise the
same amount of capital for other purposes. The integration of ship-
ping—and the other main export sectors, fish and forest products—in
the domestic economy, implied that the export-led economic growth
did not lead to an enclave-like structure of the kind seen in many devel-
oping economies, in particular those based on plantation crops and
mining. Rather, the close integration created feedback-loops that
strengthened the economic development. An analysis from the turn of
the century concludes that slightly less than 6 per cent of the Norwegian
population directly or indirectly depended upon shipping for their live-
lihoods, compared with 1.5 per cent in Denmark and 1.3 per cent in
the case of Sweden.®®

Shipping’s role as a leading force with regard to employment and
investment reflected the competitive advantages that the Norwegians had
built up in international shipping—advantages that had become
“unshackled” by the repeal of the Navigation Acts. Over the previous
centuries, the Norwegians had developed skills that made them “formi-
dable competitors” in the international shipping market; “The Norwegians
are born shipowners and have developed the shipping industry for its
own sake to a degree that is rare among Continental peoples,” according
to a British observer.®’

The typical Norwegian ship in the second half of the 19th century was
“the never-tiring tramp, which continually scours the Seven Seas in search
of charters, loading from one port to another, and never knowing where
she may have to sail for next, picking up cargo here and running light
there, figuring frequently in the overdue list, and sometimes turning up
after she has been posted missing, but always returning to her home porrt,

Bergh et al. (1983, 113).
8 Kizr (1900, 436).
% Fayle (1933 [2006], 272).
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battered and weather-beaten, ready to sail again after an overhaul in dry
dock and the renewal of her certificate of character.””°

Shipping was hard work, and it was risky. In the last part of the 19th
century, as the sailing ships got older, loss rates increased tremendously.
Still, this dangerous, but profitable, activity lay the foundation for the
Norwegian position as a major maritime nation. By the middle of the
19th century, shipping had become a crucial economic activity all along
the coast in the southern part of Norway. Although the sector often had
to share its key role—some places with forestry, other places with fishing
or whaling—it was an integral part of the market economy, providing
employment, investment opportunities and services. By the turn of the
century, Norway had 10 ships for every factory.

Norwegian Maritime Culture

So far, we have looked at the roles of geography and history—two rela-
tively tangible concepts. The final reason that can explain how and why
Norway managed to build up and maintain a dominant position in inter-
national shipping is more difficult to pin down; culture. Sometimes, “cul-
ture” is considered the refuge of the scoundrel; the trump card which
historians and social scientists refer to when they have run out of argu-
ments and facts. However, culture “remains our default term for covering
the relation between forms and social processes.””! It may be hard to
define, but we usually know what it is...

In our context, the term “culture” contains two important dimensions.
The first is what we can refer to as “maritime culture,” which refers to the
traditions, structures and practices that make Norwegians see themselves
as a sea-going people and the sea as a natural extension of the land. When
an 80-year-old captain explains that he did “his best” at sea, because he
“wanted to assert Norway’s honour as a sea-going nation with traditions
back to the era of the sagas,” that is the maritime culture talking—*“the
spirit of the sea.””?

7 An early 20th century presentation of tramp shipping quoted in Harlaftis and Theotokas (2004,
219).

/I Halperin (2012, 133).

72Worm-Miiller (1951, 487).
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The second element is “Norwegian culture,” which covers the manner
in which society was organized, including the norms and values that gave
Norwegian shipowners a competitive advantage internationally.
Specifically, in most coastal communities in southern Norway, work on
and investments in ships was an important activity.”? As the legal infra-
structure was limited, the concept of trust, regulated by and integrated in
informal local networks, became important.

The cultural aspect, and here we are mainly talking about the maritime
element, was clearly linked to the geographical and historical founda-
tions. The influence from the surroundings, and in particular the visibil-
ity of shipping, enticed young males to see a career at sea as the
embodiment of the ultimate dream. Norway was the land of the Vikings.
Vikings went to sea. The sea began just outside the window. However, the
culture also changed across time, hence “when the sailing ship era ended,
a distinctive culture died out.””* The transition to steam changed the life
of most seamen both at sea and in port, but it did not change the percep-
tion of Norway as a maritime nation and Norwegian men as a seafaring
tribe.

The mystery and attraction of the sea is a staple of seamen’s memoirs:
“I had my heart set on going to sea [...] my greatest delight was to roam
the waterfront and watch and listen to the sailors at their work in the
ships’ rigging, and their singing, hoisting and bending sails to the yards
and spars, preparatory to the setting out for voyages to far places. Here
was romance, here was life.””> With a starting point such as this, it is per-
haps not surprising that the boy in question ends up as a captain.

Another sailor rued “the sad day, when the fever of the sea no longer
makes the pulse of the youth beat faster and no longer stirs their longing
for new experiences and new, always new, horizons.””® Of course, these

7In an international perspective, the largest Norwegian cities at the start of the 20th century,
Kristiania and Bergen, clearly had small-city features; among the bourgeoise—the merchants and
shipowners—everybody knew everybody. In 1900, the population of Inner London was three
times as large as that of Norway.

74Tonnesen (1951, 165).
7> Bratrud (1961, 8).

7®Rasmussen (1952, 14); see also 36-40. Adolescents with romantic views of seamanship and the

call of the sea are found, for instance, in Stamse (1929), or the interview in Traney (1941, 41-43).
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seamen’s memoirs themselves—with their exoticism and tales of adven-
tures in far-off places—ensnared new generations of sailors. The differ-
ence between domestic docility and adventures abroad was also
emphasized by contemporary observers. “The wider horizon, the richer
and more varied life abroad, the wonders of art and industry — contrasted
with the monotony of life which often prevails in many small communi-
ties on the sea-coast — how all these must attract young lads,” A.N. Kier
pointed out in his discussion of the “principal causes” behind Norway’s
standing as a maritime nation.””

Many of the seamen’s memoirs tell stories of boys escaping impover-
ished circumstances in Norway, where the food, lodging and modest
wages at sea become a means of survival.”® For others, sea voyages were a
part of the general education. “A custom that was quite common in sea-
faring towns, in particular in Bergen,” was a period at sea, reminiscent of
the apprentices’ Wanderjahre. The bourgeoisie, businessmen and others
that were involved in shipping, sent their “sons — with reassuring supervi-
sion — on a couple of months’ voyage on a cargo ship, fostering maturity
and giving experiences at an impressionable age.” The voyages taught him
(for it was invariably a boy) about “foreign places and peoples [...] and
international trade and business.””

The allure of the sea around the turn of the century, when the sailing
ships were still frequent guests in Norwegian ports, is self-evident. But
“the call of the sea” kept its power well into the second half of the 20th
century. For many of those growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, a period
at sea became an important rite of passage, a gap year activity that marked
the transition to adult life. For many young sailors there was “one com-
mon element: The dream of seeing and experiencing the wide world that
one otherwise had only read or heard about.”®

77Kier (1893, 363). Kiar’s reasoning, “How can these young Viking lads but long for the time
when they, too, are permitted to cross the sea into the wide, wide world?”, is almost poetic in its
prose. The fact that the article was published in 7he Journal of Political Economy, a periodical that
both then and now ranks among the most important in economics, illustrates the drastic transfor-
mation of economics as a branch of science. Today, authors in the journal argue by equation, not
by interpretation; by positivism, not by prose.

78See for instance Tonnessen (1996), as an example of someone leaving for the sea out of
necessity.

7 Meidell (1968).
80 Pettersen and Brundtland (2002, 72).
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For the 19th and the first part of the 20th century, shipping was the
most important lifeline to large parts of the world. Exotic cultures did
not have many inroads into Norwegian society at this time; the country
had a modest military and colonial presence abroad, and mobility was
slow and limited for most people.’! In the days before low-cost plane
tickets, mass tourism and public broadcasting, information about distant
places came primarily via seamen, missionaries, emigrants and a small
number of merchants and adventurers.

The written seamen’s memoirs were but a small part of the transmis-
sion of life at sea and abroad. More important were the gifts that the
sailors brought home and the “taste of the sea” that they gave by means of
stories, tall tales and songs. Shanties (work songs) and other seamen’s
songs were important culture bearers, anchored in the coastal communi-
ties, where young boys heard about Pensacola and Pernambuc—not Paris
or Berlin.®> Onboard the ships, the shanties had a function—they were
used to coordinate the sailors’ work. Ashore, their call-and-response could
create a sense of community, bringing the sea back to the shore and stir-
ring the adventurousness of those at home.

In seafarers’ songs and shanties, sailors are portrayed as a strange com-
bination of carefree and melancholic; without a care in the world, but
longing for home. Strong drink and hard work are among the main
themes, as well as love and loss. Rio de Janeiro, Hamburg, New York, the
East Indies—foreign places filled with young girls whose main desire was
to meet a “Norwegian sailor boy.” The songs themselves reveal the global
character of shipping; the chorus was often “imported”—sung in “a
sailor-English that was almost as international as the melody.”®

The transmission of seamen’s culture through stories and songs was infor-
mal, but the country’s sailors played a more formal role as cultural ambas-
sadors as well. Several Norwegian museums built up their ethnographic

81'This was an era of great contrasts. Many people never left their home town or village, those who
did often went far—to the other side of the world.

82“Pernambuc’ refers to Pernambuco, in the north-eastern part of Brazil, the 18th most visited

destination in the Lloyds List data set with almost 1 per cent of the port calls. The contraction
makes the word rhyme with the Norwegian sukk [sigh], which the sailor emits when he thinks of
Norway. For the full lyrics to “Sing Sally Oh”, a modern version based on Wergeland’s poem about
the Preciosa, see Brochman (1937, 28-32).

8 Brochmann (1937, 39).
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collection on the basis of what sailors brought home from abroad; they were
instructed by the museums about which pictures and artefacts that would
be interesting.®* Foreign memorabilia—souvenirs, novelties, mementos and
exotic objects—were common in the homes of sailors and their families.
The sea was the path to the rest of the world; the seamen were the guides.

The “maritime culture” clearly made its mark on Norway. But how did
“Norwegian culture” influence the country’s foray into shipping?

In his analysis of Norwegian culture and society, the anthropologist
Arne Martin Klausen id