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Who was Reinhard Mohn?

Without the entrepreneur Reinhard Mohn, one of the found-
ing civic leaders of the Federal Republic of Germany, there
would perhaps still be a medium-sized publishing house called
C. Bertelsmann, but not the Bertelsmann media group of today
with its global operations. The 100th anniversary of Reinhard
Mohn’s birth provides an ideal opportunity for a portrait that also
analyzes the value horizon that guided the entrepreneur, founder
and citizen. The developments of companies, as Werner Plumpe
once convincingly noted, »can only be understood through the
actions of individuals under specific conditions.« These actions
are »always part of a complex overall context [...] that eludes
causal judgments, and certainly eludes mono-factorial explana-
tions.«' A biography of Reinhard Mohn is not an easy undertak-
ing, because surprisingly there is hardly any preliminary work.
Bertelsmann, the company, has been comprehensively acknowl-
edged or reviewed in commemorative publications and critical
academic works, and Reinhard Mohn’s contributions have been
duly acknowledged. But there is no separate biography. Although
Mohn himself had considered writing down significant events in
his life as early as the 1950s, he never got around to it in the hec-
tic postwar years.” He didn’t write a memoir, and he didn’t want
a »character portrait« written about himself. He rejected the idea
of an official or authorized biography,® and in interviews spoke of
not wanting to create »a monument« to himself.* When, with his
approval, a history of 150 years of Bertelsmann was published in
1985, the year of the company’s exuberantly celebrated anniver-
sary, it was also intended to serve as a lasting »image booster« for
the company,” and he may have felt this was justified. However, it

was not a matter of personal priority, because he did not want to

Reinhard Mohn in 1967 in
front of the portraits of his
grandfather Johannes Mohn
(1856-1930, on left) and

his father Heinrich Mohn
(1885-1955). In 1947,
Reinhard Mohn took over

C. Bertelsmann Verlag in the
fifth generation.
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put himself in the limelight. While the company »bore the mark
of Reinhard Mohn’s signature,«® he himself, a true Protestant in
this respect, attached more importance to his work than to the
portrayal of his own life. And he didn’t live to see the publication
of »175 Years of Bertelsmann. The Legacy for Our Future« (2010),
which honored his work as an entrepreneur.

So, who was this entrepreneur who placed great value on
modesty, who nevertheless radiated awe-inspiring authority and,
directing matters from behind the scenes, created a global cor-
poration? Why would he be an »entrepreneur par excellence,« as
the German newspaper »Die Zeit« put it?” Revealing the person
behind a business personality is one of the most difficult tasks
of a biographical study. W. Somerset Maugham summed up the
problem of authorship beautifully when he said, »There are three
rules for writing a novel. Unfortunately no one knows what they
are.«® Perhaps this is why it happens that corporate histories
largely ignore personalities and examine structure instead. And
yet it has been proven time and again that theoretical questions,
e.g., about Bourdieu’s categories such as »forms of capital,« while
relevant, are of little help when it comes to properly understand-
ing individuals, their life paths, and their decisions. Often what
remains are »mostly merely metaphorical speeches« with which
the »empirical findings are to be given a kind of higher consecra-
tion«.” In other words, life histories, now that the time has passed
when they could be regarded as an outdated form of historiogra-
phy,'° once again form a cornerstone of corporate history, at least

when they comply with the requirements of a modern biography.
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POW Years: Early Influences

Reinhard Mohn was born into a traditional, middle-class pub-
lishing family. The Bertelsmanns, rooted in Gitersloh in east-
ern Westphalia, were shaped by the proverbial spirit of a pas-
tor’s household strongly influenced by the Minden-Ravensberg
revivalist movement. Founded in 1835, the publishing company
C. Bertelsmann served as the publishing home of this devout lay

The children of Agnes and
Heinrich Mohn around 1928:
Ursula, Sigbert, Gerd, Hans
Heinrich, Reinhard and
Annegret (from left). There
were large age gaps between
the six Mohn siblings, who were
born between 1913 and 1926.
As the firstborn, Hans Heinrich
(»Hanger«) played a special

role in the family structure

and with a view to his later
management of Bertelsmann.
There was nothing to indicate
that Reinhard, the second-
youngest, would in the future
be entrusted with the task of
steering the company’s fortunes.
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movement, to which future generations of publishers remained
committed well into the 20th century. In 1881, the granddaugh-
ter of company founder Carl Bertelsmann, Friederike, mar-
ried Johannes Mohn, also from a pastoral family, who took over
the publishing house in 1887 after the death of his father-in-
law. Reinhard Mohn’s father, the publisher Heinrich Mohn, in
turn married a pastor’s daughter, Agnes Seippel, in 1912. Except
for a four-year period in Braunlage, where the family lived in
»a simple townhouse made of plain bricks,« the small town of
Giitersloh remained the real center of their home lives.!' The
home Heinrich Mohn built there in 1928 on Kurfiirstenstrasse
had a five-hectare garden, but otherwise it lacked the luxuries
that characterized other industrialists’ mansions. According to
Reinhard Mohn, his parents »brought him up to be thrifty,« and

there were no »Persian carpets.«'?

Reinhard Mohn was born on June 29, 1921, the fifth of six chil-
dren and the third-eldest son. He first went to Giitersloh’s Prot-
estant elementary school before transferring to the local Evange-
lisch-Stiftisches Gymnasium (Protestant high school) in 1931, in
keeping with family tradition. Looking back, he always empha-
sized that he was the second youngest: his siblings had set the
standard at school, which had »rather negative consequences«
for him because he felt he was by no means as gifted as they
were.'*> Throughout his life, he considered his admired eldest
brother Hans Heinrich, older by eight years, to be particularly
capable. In interviews, Reinhard occasionally mentioned his
brother’s outstanding talents and intellectual esprit. On the other
hand, Reinhard »demanded a lot of himself.«'* While his school
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Engagement photo of Agnes
Seippel and Heinrich Mohn,
Reinhard Mohn'’s parents,
dated 1911. A year after he
joined his father’s publishing
company, Heinrich Mohn and
Agnes Seippel — a friend of his
sister Sophie — who was four
years younger, announced their
engagement. Agnes was the
eldest of six children of a
Gutersloh pastor and his wife,
who came from a merchant
family in the city. The couple
celebrated their wedding in
June 1912.

performance wasn’t bad, he remembered throughout his life his

mother’s discreet suggestion that he become a carpenter. In ret-
rospect, school was an »arduous path« for Mohn.'® This state-
ment probably wasn't simple coquetry on the part of a man look-
ing back on a successful life.

The »spirit of a Protestant parsonage« in a rural region dom-
inated his years growing up.'® The developments in a disunited
church, whose imperial head, the Kaiser, had abdicated in 1918,
influenced the home, too. Economically, things were looking
rather good for the publishing house, because its characteristic
mixture of theological literature and - since the late 1920s — pop-
ular folk fiction was in demand during the Weimar Republic. Po-
litically, after the fall of the Empire, the father Heinrich Mohn

remained committed to the typical national Protestantism, in
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Religiositit, Sittenstrenge, Ordnung, Piinktlichkeit, Sauberkeit, Korrekt-
heit und Pflichtgefiihl charakterisieren sicher meine Mutter ebenso

wie Liebe zu ihren Angehdrigen und stete Hilfsbereitschaft und Fiir-
sorge. - Diese Pflichterfiilllung hat sicher auch ihre Kinder, zwar
unterschiedlich, aber doch spiirbar beeindruckt. Fiir meine Mutter
ergab sich so sicher das Gefiihl eines sehr erfiillten Lebens, - das
aber im wesentlichen fiir andere gelebt wurde.

Der Tod meines dltesten Bruders hat meine Mutter seelisch schwer
getroffen. Uber Jahre war sie innerlich gelihmt. - Den Lebensweg
ihrer Kinder hat sie immer mit groRter Anteilnahme verfolgt. Die
Schicksale ihrer Séhne im Krieg und in der Gefangenschaft bereiteten
ihr manche Sorge. - Sie durfte das Weiterleben ihrer Familie in vielen
Enkeln und Urenkeln bewuBt mit vollziehen.

Am Ende ihres Lebens konnte sie aus ihrer gewohnten Rolle der Ver-
antwortung fiir ihre Familie nicht gut herausfinden. Sie machte sich
Sorgen um jeden und um alles. Sie konnte den Entwicklungen der
Zeit kaum noch folgen. So verdiisterte sich ihr Zukunftsbild durch
groBe Sorgen um die Zukunft der ihr nahestehenden Menschen. -

Im Tode vermittelte das Antlitz meines Vaters Gelassenheit und Zu-
friedenheit. Meine Mutter starb in groBer Sorge.

Einzelheiten {iber den ersten Kontakt zwischen meiner Mutter und
meinem Vater sind mir nicht bekannt. Es liegt aber nahe, anzunehmen,
daB die persdnlichen und geschéaftlichen Kontakte meiner GroBeltern

zu dem Giitersloher Pastor Seippel, dem Vater meiner Mutter, hier
eine Rolle gespielt haben. Damals kamen Ehen ja nicht so liberal
zustande wie in unserer Zeit. Es gibt Griinde, anzunehmen, daf die
Eltern meines Vaters und meiner Mutter der Auffassung waren, diese
beiden Kinder wiirden eine gute Ehe miteinander fiihren kdnnen. -

Ein Draufginger ist mein Vater gewil nicht gewesen, Ich erinnere mjch
daran, daR meine GroBmutter einem Klassenkameraden meines Vaters
fiinf Mark angeboten hat, wenn dieser meinen Vater zu einer Dumm-
heit verfilhren wiirde. - So weiR ich von den Kontakten zwischen
meinem Vater und meiner Mutter nur so viel, daf mein Vater, der

im Besitz einer Schildkrdte war, die Vorfilhrung dieses Tieres zu
gelegentlichen Besuchen benutzte.

Reinhard Mohn’s memories of his mother Agnes, He characterized the personality of his mother
written in 1984 (excerpt). As part of the prepara- Agnes in particular detail. Her life was shaped
tions for Bertelsmann’s 150th anniversary cele- by her religious anchoring in Protestantism,

bration, Reinhard Mohn recorded sections of his self-discipline, and familial duty - »My mother

family’s history for the author Walter Kempowski. lived in the world of her family.«
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which people voted for the DNVP and read the conservative
»Kreuz-Zeitung.«'” Although his father left his mark on the fam-
ily home as publisher and master of the house, Reinhard Mohn
has always gratefully remembered his mother, who was forced to
assume responsibility for the children at an early age: »Growing
up in a parsonage and later marrying my father, who came from
a very religious/church-oriented publishing house,« were as im-
portant to her as »regular attendance at church services, morning
and evening devotional prayers at home, grace at table, evening
prayers at the children’s bedside.«'® In keeping with the times, his
mother remained in the background and was responsible for the
family, especially since — at least as her children tell it — she was
not a particularly sociable person. In her down-to-earth demea-
nor, luxury, unnecessary expense, and striving for recognition
were »completely alien« to her.'” Asked about his mother’s in-
fluence, Reinhard Mohn’s answer was: »Religiousness, strict mo-
rality, orderliness, punctuality, cleanliness, accuracy, and a sense
of duty definitely characterized my mother. She loved her fam-
ily and was always helpful and caring.«** These were values, en-
riched by organized thinking and analytical aptitude, that were
also to define his own life, even if, in the conflicting priorities of
business and morality, the concept of »Protestant ethics«*! in-
creasingly faded into the background. Nevertheless, Mohn, a

2 would later recall an

»Westphalian with Prussian virtues,«*
upbringing that was both loving and strict: his mother would
look over his shoulder while he was doing his homework, and
she would grumble when his school performance was poor and
his report cards less than stellar. Then she would float the subtle

question about whether he wouldn’t rather learn a »practical pro-
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Group picture of the Mohn
family in 1933 in front of
grandmother Friederike Mohn's
(née Bertelsmann) »lvy House«
in Gutersloh with (from left)
parents Heinrich and Agnes
with his brother Gerd, grand-
mother Friederike, siblings
Hans Heinrich, Ursula, Sigbert
and Annegret, and Reinhard
Mohn on the far right.

fession.«** Nevertheless, from the age of 16, he no longer had to

attend the usual prayers and devotions, having distanced himself
from the church and from ecclesiastical beliefs. Although he did
undergo a process of secularization, he never managed or wanted
to shake off his religious side, asking questions of morality and
the need for corporate values. Mohn was part of the Protestant
educated middle-class milieu, in which economic profit-seeking

was traditionally associated with a social and civilizing con-
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sciousness. The role of religion and the church was largely limited
to formal aspects, and the Bible, which he was obviously familiar
with since childhood, remained a decorum of his life and world,
so that it is difficult to construct a Protestant business spirit from
Mohn’s religious references.>* And yet he was a modern man of
business in the sense of Max Weber, if one uses as a reference his
model of a Protestant work ethic: a certain bourgeois structure,
a rational and process-oriented business organization and a strict
separation of business and personal life as its essential character-
istics.”®

He cherished the church’s message for society, even if he had
little time for everyday Protestantism. In 1966, he wrote: »Form
of leadership of the church not adequate. Unsatisfactory effect,
overworked pastors, declining influence.«** And when asked
much later, in an interview with the Austrian journalist Peter
Schier-Gribowsky, whether he was a »devout man,« he evaded
the question with the partial answer that religion had always
been a component with the Bertelsmanns.*

The family’s lifestyle was spartan. There was no smoking and
no drinking, he later reported.?® The family didn’t purchase its
first car, a modest small vehicle from the now forgotten man-
ufacturer AGA, until 1927.>° The emphasis was not on flaunting
luxury, but on conveying inner values. In a school essay from
January 1938 on the subject of »My Thoughts in Choosing a
Career,« 16-year-old Reinhard wrote with astonishing circum-
spection about responsibility and a sense of duty, without nam-
ing a specific career goal: »For I would rather take upon myself
all the doubts and questions that will come to one otherwise, and

struggle to solve them, than to merely be a dead tool while I am
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alive.«** Mohn added in his essay, which was completely free of
National Socialist rhetoric: »I have resolved to always be ready
to learn and to acknowledge when something is better, even if I
would have to give up everything I have believed up to now and
see it as wrong.«*'

During the »Third Reich,« whose ideology offered Germans
a temptation many succumbed to, Heinrich Mohn was close to
the »Bekennende Kirche« (Confessional Church), which kept
its distance to the regime. He kept his beliefs separate from
his business, which enabled the publishing house to generate
profits even under Hitler. Reinhard Mohn was influenced by
the zeitgeist, and as a youth, while keen on sports, became a
leader of a »Jungenschaft,« a group of 10-15 boys in the Hitler

Youth organization from May 1933, and he eventually became a

Hans Heinrich Mohn in 1939,
shortly before the outbreak of
World War Il. The good relation-
ship that Reinhard Mohn had
with his eldest brother was
marked by admiration for his
ambition and extraordinary
perceptiveness. Hans Heinrich
Mohn, a Wehrmacht company
commander, was killed in action
in Poland in the very early days
of the war in September 1939,
at the age of 26.

Left page: Reinhard Mohn'’s
homework essay on »My
thoughts on choosing a career,«
written between fall 1937 and
January 1938 (excerpt). Even as
a 16-year-old pupil, Reinhard
Mohn was very circumspect
about the opportunities of his
career choice and his expecta-
tions for the future. In an essay,
he dealt intensively with the
question of the fulfillment of
duty and responsibility to the
community. At the same time,
he attached great importance
to personal disposition and indi-
vidual independence.
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Students from the graduating
class of the Evangelisch Stift-
isches Gymnasium in GUtersloh
in 1939 with Reinhard Mohn
(bottom row, 3rd from left).
Reinhard Mohn had attended
the Protestant humanist school,
which was founded largely on
the initiative of his great-great-
grandfather, the company’s
founder Carl Bertelsmann,
since 1931.

»Gefolgschaftsfithrer,« being in charge of more than 100 boys.*?
That might have seemed harmless in itself, but considering the
family company’s involvement in the Nazi regime, these youth-
ful sins lost the innocence they might have had in normal times.
His eldest brother Hans Heinrich, whom Reinhard Mohn ad-
mired for his determination and scholarship, was more easily
seduced by the regime. He passed his German high-school di-
ploma exams, the »Abitur«, with flying colors, achieving the
best possible score, then studied law and decided to become an
officer so that he could later enter politics, perhaps via the route
of a military attaché. In retrospect, the fact that Hans Heinrich
was killed as a company commander during the Wehrmacht’s
invasion of Poland in the first few days of World War II seemed
to Reinhard Mohn to be a tragic consequence of his personal-

ity. »His dedication and his early death were certainly in keep-

ing with his nature.«*’
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8.) Reinhard M o.h n .

Scbiiter(in) -

Mohn. ist gut begabt, zeichnet sich aus durch selbstin-
diges Denken auf den meisten Gebleten, besonders auf
naturwissenschaftlichem.. Er bringt sowohl praktische
als auch theoretische Eignung zum Ingenieurberujf owy mit.
Er tritt jedem an ihn herangetrcgenem Stoff vor allem
erst einmal kritisch gegeniiber, wobei er zu starkenm
SelbstbewuBtsein neigen kann. Anderseits ikennzeichnet
ihn wiederum ein Schuwanken zwischen Schilchternheit un
einer erfreulichen Offenheit. Ehrgeiz und Einsatzbe-
reitschaft sind noch awei andere Merkmale. Er war
Scharfithrer in der HJ und bewles stdrkste Anteilnahme
am Segelflug. Auf korperlichem Gebiete: guter Einsatz
und Leistungswille.

Undated report from the Evan-
gelisch Stiftisches Gymnasium in
Gutersloh. Like all his brothers,
Reinhard Mohn was a student
at the Evangelisch Stiftisches
Gymnasium from 1931. On
December 1, 1938, as a primary
school student, he submitted

an application to the school’s
examination board for admis-
sion to the school-leaving exam.
In this application, he empha-
sized his interest in the natural
sciences and flight physics,

and announced his decision

to become an engineer. Mohn
passed his Abitur, the German
high-school diploma exams, at
the ESG around Easter 1939.



22 Who was Reinhard Mohn?

Reinhard Mohn on assignment
with the »Reichsarbeitsdienst, «
a mandatory Labor Service

for young men in 1939. After
graduating from high school,
Reinhard Mohn, too, had to
complete the six months o f
service, which he did at the
Lippborg camp in Westphalia.

Reinhard Mohn, who was interested in technology,®* had

other plans for the future. On his application for the Abitur ex-
amination, he said he wanted to become an engineer. This met
with approval from his teachers, but a terse yet typical aside from
one of them added that he was characterized by a »vacillation be-
tween shyness and a pleasing openness« and could be »prone to
strong self-confidence.«*®

After graduating from high school on March 3, 1939, Reinhard
Mohn first completed the compulsory »Reicharbeitsdienst«, the
Reich Labor Service®® at the Lippborg camp in Westphalia from
April 1 to September 10, 1939. He later acknowledged that at the



