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21A family with a bourgeois heritage

economist on the domain of Bokeloh near Wunstorf, about 20 kilometers 
west of Hanover.21 The domain belonged to the lease of the Amtsrat [senior 
administration official] Ludwig Deichmann in nearby Poggenhagen, today 
a district of Neustadt am Rübenberge. Deichmann cultivated the estate of 
the Duke of Schwiecheld there.22

The oldest daughter of the tenant, Eleonore Deichmann, 18 years old at 
the time, had charmed Christian Ferdinand. He managed to enter into a 
relationship with the apparently highly sought after young woman.23 As 
Werner’s brother William later reported about his mother, Eleonore “was 
of delicate figure.” She had enjoyed “a good general education; was high-
minded and self-sacrificing” and “very gentle and amiable in character.”24 
The couple married on June 11, 1812, in the church of Bordenau; Poggen
hagen belonged to its parish.25 It was probably an emergency marriage, 
since three months later the first child was born, named after his grand
father Ludwig.26 In the Siemens family, the circumstances of this marriage 
were not talked about later, not even by Werner. Apparently, it did not fit 
the family’s self-image that the couple married and had a child before they 
had established a middle-class livelihood for themselves.27 Eleonore and 
Christian Ferdinand, of course, did not have to be forced to marry. Both 
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Siemens, undated
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married for love. All of the surviving letters and descriptions suggest that 
they had a good marriage based on partnership and remained very close 
in their love for one another until they died.

Idyllic childhood and troubled youth

After the birth of their son Ludwig, the young family at first lived with the 
Deichmanns on the Poggenhagen estate.28 Christian Ferdinand now ap-
plied to receive the lease of an estate, supported by his father-in-law and 
his connections. The landlord of the state of Poggenhagen, High Commis-
sioner Haccius, told him the estate was seeking a tenant and immediately 
wrote a letter of recommendation to the owner of this estate, the Hanove-
rian State and Cabinet Minister Ernst Ludwig Julius von Lenthe. In the let-
ter, he pointed out Ludwig Deichmann’s integrity and gave his son-in-law 
“testimony of his particular magnanimity and uprightness of character.”29 

The Deichmann family (Eleonore in the middle), silhouette, undated
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Von Lenthe was one of the most important ministers of the electorate of 
Brunswick-Lüneburg, which was governed at that time by the British royal 
family. For ten years, from 1795 to 1805, he had led the German chancellery 
at the London Court.30 The letter of recommendation from Haccius ob
viously made an impression on von Lenthe. Already two weeks later, on 
February 19, 1813, Christian Ferdinand was able to sign the lease contract. 
In it, he obligated himself for a period of ten years to pay an annual lease of 
2,700 thalers and also to provide a deposit in the same amount. In addi-
tion, 1,000 thalers were needed to acquire the furniture.31 It is difficult to 
reliably calculate what the value of this sum would be in today’s money. No 
doubt, it was a rather high amount. According to a statistic provided by 
the German Federal Bank, the purchasing power of 2,700  thalers in the 
year 1813 would correspond today to the purchasing power of about 
93,000 euros.32

When Christian Ferdinand assumed the lease of the Obergut in Len-
the on June 1, 1813, the young family seemed to be well on the way to suc-
cess. With the advocacy of his father-in-law and the family von Lenthe, 
Christian Ferdinand had good prospects of later becoming a respected 
Amtmann, like his father and several of his brothers. In April 1814, their 
daughter Mathilde was born; a year later their son Werner who died after 
a few months was born, and in December 1816 Ernst Werner was born. 
Two other sons, Hans and Ferdinand, were added in the next few years. 
Lenthe, now a district in the city of Gehrden, had about 300 residents at 
that time.33 The Siemens family lived in an ancillary house of the Obergut, 
but they were probably able to use the main building as well, since the 
Lenthe family  – which still owns the estate today  – did not live there.34 
Werner grew up comfortably here with his siblings. He only described one 
episode in his memoirs from the first seven years of his life; in and of itself, 
it is unimportant, but it says so much about its author’s perception and 
sense of himself that he must have placed it at the beginning of his mem-
oirs quite intentionally. When Werner was about five years old, his older 
sister Mathilde was taught how to knit in the parsonage of Lenthe. One 
day, an aggressive gander at the gate of the parsonage supposedly pre-
vented her from entering for her knitting lesson. Mathilde was bitten and 
did not know how to defend herself. After that, Werner’s father asked him 
to chase the gander away with a stick. Gathering up all his courage, he 
managed to fight off the gander and free the path for his sister. Almost 
70 years later, he had this to say about it: “[N]umberless times in difficult 
situations the victory over the gander has unconsciously stimulated me, 
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not to yield to threatening dangers, but to overcome them by a bold 
confrontation.”35 This episode offers a further moral to the reader that 
forms a leitmotif throughout the memoirs: Werner was supposed to pro-
tect his siblings, and he did this to the best of his ability. His father had 
given him the task of fighting off the gander, not his brother Ludwig, who 
was four years older and actually would have had an easier time with the 
gander. It was not Ludwig but Werner who was the chosen protector.

That Werner and his older siblings were given tasks early on resulted 
not only from the growing number of children but also from the economic 
and financial problems that were weighing on their parents. When Chris-
tian Ferdinand received the lease for the Lenthe estate, there was a war on. 
At that time, Lenthe still belonged to the kingdom of Westphalia that had 
been created by Napoleon. A few months later, the Battle of the Nations 
took place in Leipzig; farmers had to provide for the armies passing 
through, and their horses were often requisitioned by the military. Chris-
tian Ferdinand soon fell into arrears in paying his rent. Ernst Ludwig Julius 
von Lenthe was quite lenient considering the external circumstances and 
allowed the tenant to defer payment.36 After the war and French rule had 
come to an end, the earnings situation improved. Two bad harvests in the 
years 1816/17 drove up the prices for rye and wheat, which secured good 
income for the farmers but also led to a famine. But then the situation for 
agricultural prices  – which was a decisive indicator of the economy’s 
health – reversed itself. Dramatic price declines set in because the culti-
vated areas had been enlarged everywhere in Europe during the Napole-
onic Wars. In addition to overproduction, a few good harvests also pushed 
down prices. All in all, the rye and wheat prices in Germany declined by 
60 to 70 percent between 1817 and 1825.37 Whereas the majority of the po
pulation profited from the reduced prices, the producers experienced a 
crisis. From East Prussia to East Frisia, a large portion of the estate owners 
went bankrupt. Estate tenants like Christian Ferdinand had to try to com-
pensate for the downward pressure on costs with clever accounting and by 
improving production techniques.

Christian Ferdinand had to struggle with other adversities in Lenthe 
as well. The fields that he cultivated were repeatedly damaged by wild game. 
After the rape fields were devastated in the winter of 1819/20, he sued the 
forestry office of Wennigsen for damages, thus causing the authorities in 
Hanover to turn against him.38 The relatively new kingdom of Hanover, 
which had come into being at the Congress of Vienna, was governed from 
London, by the British King George III, like the earlier electorate had been. 
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The authorities under him were interested in offering attractive hunting 
grounds to the British nobility. At that time, it was said that the punish-
ment for killing a stag in the kingdom of Hanover was greater than for kill-
ing a person.39 Christian Ferdinand’s suit against the forestry office led to a 
legal dispute that lasted for years. The relationship between Werner’s father 
and the authorities was now broken, and the relationship to the estate 
owner and his administrators had also clouded over. After Ernst Ludwig 
Julius von Lenthe died in the year 1814, the estate had transferred to his 
son Friedrich Ernst Otto von Lenthe, a councilor in the chamber of com-
merce.40 The son was less lenient toward the tenant than his father had 
been. This became clear when it came time to extend the ten-year lease at 
the end of its term in May 1823. The estate owner wanted to raise the rent 
on the extension. At first, Christian Ferdinand was not willing to pay a 
higher rate.41 In December 1822, he gave in, probably because his wife was 
expecting another child in the meantime and he had not yet found another 
lease elsewhere. He offered to pay rent of 3,100  thalers for another ten 
years – instead of the 2,700 thalers he had paid up until then.42 Von Lenthe 
and his administrator declined the offer. Now Werner’s father came under 
tremendous pressure. His father-in-law Ludwig Deichmann, who might 
have been able to give him the necessary support, had died. The Siemens 
family was in danger of losing its social status through the loss of its 
home – a thought that must have been unbearable to Christian Ferdinand, 
who was so concerned with integrity.

It was not only the agricultural crisis and the stags from the nearby 
Deister Mountains that were to blame for things proceeding to this critical 
juncture. Christian Ferdinand had also exacerbated the situation. He found 
the way the authorities treated him deeply unjust. Affronted by this, he 
had entered into the mentioned legal dispute over a rather small sum and, 
in so doing, had overestimated his chances. He had previously acquired 
the lease for the Obergut in Lenthe because he had been recommended to 
the estate owner as a noble-minded and reliable character. He had now 
wasted this credit. The estate owner did not want to give the unruly tenant 
a new contract even for a higher rental rate. Conrad Wandrey said of Wer-
ner’s father in his Werner von Siemens biography that Christian Ferdi-
nand had “something of the Lower German stubborness of the legal zealot 
Michael Kohlhaas” about him.43

In March 1823, Christian Ferdinand rushed around Holstein, Schleswig, 
and Mecklenburg in search of a new lease.44 Obviously, after the many 
years of conflict, he was determined to leave the kingdom of Hanover. In 
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Menzendorf, east of Lübeck, he finally found something. The tenant of the 
domain there, Andreas Meyer, had too many debts and was seeking a suc-
cessor to be released from his contract.45 The lease amounted to 1,840 thal-
ers – much less than in Lenthe –, but Christian Ferdinand had to come up 
with a sum of 10,650 thalers to pay a deposit on the lease, an offset for the 
inventory he was taking over, and the legal fees incurred. It is unclear how 
he managed to do this, even if one considers that he got back the 
2,700-thaler deposit for Lenthe after the contract there had run out.46 Appa
rently, his older sister Sabine Grote lent him some money; she had become 
a widowed Reich baroness in the meantime and lived with her brother 
August in Kölleda and received a handsome pension. He also received a 
loan from the family of his brother-in-law Georg Mehliß, who was a re-
spected court physician in Clausthal.47

On May 6, 1823, Andreas Meyer surrendered his right to the lease for 
the domain of Menzendorf to Werner’s father.48 The domain office had 
agreed to the transfer; Christian Ferdinand had made an impression there 
of being “an orderly, reasonable, and very experienced man in agricul-
ture.”49 In a rather lengthy letter to his oldest brother Johann Georg, who 
meanwhile as the tenant of the Hayn domain near Stolberg in the Harz 
had managed to rise to the rank of Oberamtmann, Christian Ferdinand 
reported about the acquisition of the new lease on May 11, 1823. His relief 
at having found a solution to save him as the “provider for 6 children and 
the most fearless woman” infused every line: “I am now out of the most 
frightful situation of not knowing where to lead my family.” Filled with this 
feeling of good fortune, he praised the domain of Menzendorf as a true Ely-
sium. He was not concerned with the fact that the last tenant had become 
overindebted. He was convinced that “this charming little spot of land 
together with the Eutin region were the happiest corners of the earth.”50

The family’s departure from the Obergut, the site of Werner’s early 
childhood, occurred in a very burdensome and downright ugly manner. 
Christian Ferdinand had had to neglect the cultivation of the estate during 
his search for a new lease. On account of this as well, further lease debts 
had also probably been incurred. The estate owner von Lenthe and the 
senior administrator Hagemann were determined to collect these debts 
before the departing tenant left the area.51 Von Lenthe brought in the royal 
judicial chancellery in Hanover in order to force an auction to take place. 
On May 28, 1823, there was an announcement in the Hannover’sche Anzei-
gen that the equipment from the Obergut in Lenthe was being sold to “the 
highest bidder for cash payment for the purchase”: “secretaries, sofas, tables, 
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Letter from Christian Ferdinand Siemens concerning the move to Menzendorf,  
May 1, 1823 
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chairs, chests of drawers, bed frames, copper, tin, and all sorts of house-
hold and kitchen gadgets.”52 The proceeds were seized by the royal judicial 
chancellery for payment of the unremitted lease payments.53 The conflicts 
about other claims, including the renovation of the tenant housing in 
Lenthe, went on for a long time.

Christian Ferdinand set great store in being remembered in Lenthe as 
a righteous man. At the beginning of June 1823, on the occasion of handing 
the key over to the new tenant, he wrote a letter to the administrator Hage-
mann in which he asked him “to be disposed to remember a man favor-
ably for whom [you] will provide a reference: that integrity and yet an-
other right of a more fragile nature that will only be valid before God shall 
have been his guidepost, and he was not lacking in human interest and un-
selfishness.”54 For Christian Ferdinand, this self-image was very important. 
This was how he wished to be seen – as a righteous man who had become 
the victim of unjust circumstances. He could interpret the disastrous end 
of his almost ten-year activity in Lenthe from this self-image as an act of 
liberation.55 His son Werner later took this perspective as his own. He, too, 
was able to present the bitter departure from Lenthe as an embarkation to-
ward freedom.56 However, it was a humble move to the highly praised 
Mecklenburg. After the forced auction of the household goods, the Sie-
mens family was not able to take much along when departing Lenthe on 
June 17, 1823.57

The children of Christian Ferdinand and Eleonore Siemens58

Date of birth Place of birth Date of death Place of death

Ludwig 
Georg 9/1/1812 Poggendorf Jan 1871 (?) (unknown)

Mathilde 
Georgine 4/17/1814 Lenthe 8/25/1878 Kiel

Werner 8/24/1815 Lenthe 10/7/1815 Lenthe

Ernst 
Werner 12/13/1816 Lenthe 12/6/1892 Berlin

Hans 
Dietrich 12/3/1818 Lenthe 3/28/1867 (unknown)
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Ferdinand 
Julius 7/24/1820 Lenthe 9/8/1893 (unknown)

Sophie 
Henriette 9/22/1821 Lenthe 10/13/1821 Lenthe

Carl 
Wilhelm 
(William)

4/4/1823 Lenthe 11/19/1883
Sherwood/

Kent

Friedrich 
August 12/8/1826 Menzendorf 5/24/1904 Dresden

Carl 
Heinrich 3/3/1829 Menzendorf 3/21/1906 Menton

Franz 
Ernst 2/5/1831 Menzendorf 4/23/1840 Menzendorf

Walter 1/12/1833 Menzendorf 6/11/1868 Tbilisi

Auguste 
Caroline 
Sophie

12/29/1834 Menzendorf 12/6/1922 Probstdeuben

Otto 11/7/1836 Menzendorf 10/10/1871 Tbilisi

Menzendorf (formerly spelled Mentzendorf), at a linear distance of 
about 20 kilometers east of Lübeck, is a modest village built around a green. 
The community today has around 300 residents and was smaller than Len-
the at that time, too. The domain was naturally an impressive estate with 
119 cows and 14 horses.59 The Siemens family was able to move into the spa-
cious detached tenant home, which had been built in the style of a northern 
German farmhouse with a steep thatched roof. Menzendorf at that time 
was part of the principality of Ratzeburg, a section of the Grand Duchy of 
Mecklenburg-Strelitz. The area bordering on Lübeck around Ratzeburg 
and Schönberg was separated from the heartland of the duchy with its 
royal seat of Neustrelitz. In Mecklenburg-Strelitz, one of the smallest and 
poorest states of the German Federation with around 75,000 residents at 
that time, late feudal conditions still prevailed; the influence of the noble 
estate owners was quite powerful.60 In the principality of Ratzeburg, by 
contrast, there were only a few feudal estates. The cultivated land was 
owned in about equal portions by sovereigns and free farmers. The do-
main leased by Christian Ferdinand was also a state-owned estate that 
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was subordinate to the domain administration of the grand duchy in 
Neustrelitz.

After the bad experiences with the previous tenant of Menzendorf, the 
domain office must have had clear expectations of Christian Ferdinand. 
Yet conditions remained unfavorable. The agricultural prices dropped to 
an all-time low. In 1824, the price of wheat in Germany was only one-
fourth the level of 1817.61 Already in the fall of 1825, Christian Ferdinand 
was admonished for being behind in his rent payments. The domain ad-
ministration considered carrying out an enforcement against him, but the 
local authorities asked the administrators to refrain from doing so.62 In the 
following years, the earnings situation in Menzendorf improved, but there 
was no real boom, even though the agricultural crisis had ended and pro-
ducer prices were on the rise. When a drought once again led to a poor 
harvest, Christian Ferdinand poured out his heart in a letter to his sister 
Sabine in September 1827. “My struggle with fate is, unfortunately, not yet 

Tenant house of the domain of Menzendorf, 1910






