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The history of French trade is a saga which alternates between localized accounts centered around domestic ports and trading towns such as Marseille, Bordeaux
 and Hamburg
, and large, international chronicles which seek to encapsulate the massive expansion of these trading houses and compare the transoceanic exploits of one with the other
. Any case study which purports to deal systematically with the history of such an enterprise must come to terms with a recurrent duality: on one hand, the local “embededdness” of the company in question
, its relationship with the regional business community, and on the other, its international activities and global aspirations. More specifically, any such study must shed some light on how the company had succeeded in reconciling this double “culture” – its local entrenchment and its global expansion. This would naturally lead to a gauge its “corporate culture” and the manner in which its management succeeded in acquiring for itself the requisite credentials abroad and establishing a pan-European business network. Economic and financial considerations would also come into play: the need for economic viability and the maintenance of a sufficiently large business capital (consolidating substantial financial reserves to meet economic contingencies while improving the competitiveness of its price-range in order to remain competitive at home and abroad) would force it to scour the land with a fine-toothed comb in a bid to minimize its procurement costs. Inevitably for these European companies, the trail led abroad, to countries with abundant and cheap raw materials and labour. Unfortunately, this meant a major dilemma for them: on one hand, they were expected to protect the national interests of their country of origin, to practice “economic patriotism”, in a word, to be “protectionist”. On the other hand, in order to survive and remain competitive, they had to meet the exigencies of a global market economy. Therefore, the key for understanding the workings and inherent conflict of interests in such a large trading firm active in Su-Saharan Africa lies in the triangle: local-national-global, along a multi-polar organization (France-Africa, Africa-Great Britain, Africa-Germany, France-Great Britain-Africa). In this text, we propose to study the strategies adopted by a leading French trading firm, the Compagnie française de l’Afrique occidentale (Cfao), to deal with this dilemma.

Established in 1887, Cfao gradually gained on its major competitors such as Scoa (Société commerciale de l’Ouest africain), Optorg, several Bordeaux firms
, and Unilever subsidiaries. It soon turned itself into one of the key economic players of the colonial empire and a major force at the Paris stock exchange
, for example, within the pressure groups represented by the Union coloniale and the Comité des intérêts français en Afrique. Though firmly rooted at Marseille, it was at the heart of a pan-European trading network which allowed it to hone its competitiveness while simultaneously affirming itself at the local, national and European (even global) levels.
 Overseas, it refused to limit itself to French Africa, and within a short span of fifteen years, it established itself over the entire west coast in the Gulf of Guinea. Though strongly rooted in its origins at Marseille, it was now also working on a “French” or Paris level, and altogether even on a “European” level, and it had successfully built for itself a double “culture” and a deliberately open-ended economic model. We will therefore first analyze Cfao’s deployment strategy in sub-Saharan Africa to try and identify where exactly it went beyond the classic “colonial pact”. We shall then take a closer look at its outlets in Europe for the “products” procured in Africa. Finally, we will try and reconstitute the procurement networks which supplied Cfao with the merchandise and manufactured goods which it subsequently distributed via its network of sales counters and trading posts in Africa. This three-fold analysis is based on a careful study of Cfao’s archives and on our own knowledge-base which has allowed us to contribute decisively to the history of French trading houses in general (as part of a larger study dealing with the contributions made by the service industry to the growth of the nation). The concluding section of this text deals with the term “globalized” and its applicability to Cfao’s deployment between 1900 and 1940. 
1. Cfao, an Anglo-French enterprise in sub-Saharan Africa

Right from the 1850s and 1870s, French trading houses had established for themselves extensive commercial networks throughout the colonial empire. The networks spread all through the West Coast, Senegal
, Gambia and Guinea and, by the turn of the 20th century, they had also made inroads into Ivory Coast. In the process, they had established an efficient and coherent business system: “products” were collected from African intermediaries, while “merchandise” was distributed to African consumers and equipment sold to the local European firms. Their “economic model” followed the classic pattern: the establishment of an administrative, accounting and commercial hierarchy composed of expatriates and the mobilization of a network of sales outlets (in the major transatlantic ports) and trading posts (factoreries) along rivers-banks and savannah tracks in the hinterland. Very soon, their outposts also began to dot the newly laid railroad tracks and helped consolidate these colonial territories. The military and administrative protection granted by the authorities facilitated this penetration and guaranteed the safety of their operations. At the same time, European money, the credit system offered to Africans and the Euro-African banking circuits
 (with their fund transfers, discounts and guarantees) promoted the “modernization” of these exchanges and their incorporation into a “European” mode of operation.
Several French companies, especially those family-owned, capitalist enterprises based in Bordeaux (in Gironde), were happy with the spread of such an economic model in the territories which were historically theirs, from Saint-Louis-du-Sénégal to Conakry
. Others had made similar inroads from the west towards Sudan and the Niger. Cfao spread its tentacles along the “rivers of the South” and into Sierra Leone
, which was rich in palm kernels and especially, because Freetown was, in the 1890s, perhaps the best equipped port in the whole of West Africa. As one of the bosses of the company put it in 1902, “Sierra Leone is, and will remain for a long time to come, our biggest outlet”. But soon, the intensifying competition and a change in business strategy led the more nimble of these companies to move eastwards, into the very heart of the Gulf of Guinea. Their first port of call was Ivory Coast which, at the turn of the century, was in full economic bloom. Though undeniably nimble, it must be noted that being joint stock companies, shored up by individual and institutional investments (be they local or national), these firms also enjoyed greater financial backing and a larger capital. Cfao pioneered this movement, but it was very soon pursued by Scoa, a competitor created in 1905 by some dissident managers of Cfao.
A. Strategy for expansion in British sub-Saharan Africa
The two French rivals launched a hectic network-expanding race in the Gulf of Guinea – both were keen on making the most of the free-trade zone created by the Franco-British pact of 1898 (which the French respected till 1936) which stipulated that the river Niger and its surrounding area retain an “open door” economic policy. Hardly had the initial colonial scramble abated that a commercial war erupted in a Nigeria drawing its first peaceful breaths
. In the words of Cfao’s own annual report: “With subsidiaries in England and outlets in several English colonies on the African coast, our Company was ready to take full and direct advantage of the multifarious opportunities offered by the cordial relationships established […] between the two nations.”
 These English colonies offered an enormous scope for expansion for French firms: vast tracts of land around the Niger and the savannas were now open to commercial exploitation. Major investment opportunities abounded in the railroad, port and mining sectors which boasted a far greater demographic potential than those in French territories. Such opportunities and a coherent and perseverant economic strategy transformed both these French companies into “international” corporations, capturing the larger parts of the Nigerian and Ghanaian markets. They made most of and learnt much from their major outlets at Accra
 and Lagos before spreading out into the North. No doubt, British traders returned the compliment as is evident from the precursors of Uac (United Africa Company)
 and Unilever (such as the Compagnie du Niger français, etc.) which opened several branches and subsidiaries in French controlled Africa, each company developing ovelapping connections – along what is called now “the noodle bowl model”, with multipolar physical and currency exchanges operations crossing borders formally (and also unformally for numerous local clients of formal trading houses). But the growth of Cfao and Scoa in Her Majesty’s African colonies procured for them major economies of scale both upstream (in the purchase of merchandise) and downstream (thanks to the larger volume of commodities shipped to Europe), better entry into the British commercial networks in England as much as in Africa. Moreover, their proximity to their British competitors gave them the invaluable opportunity of gathering more information on the growth of international trade – information which they could then quickly put to lucrative use thanks to their direct access to their trans-oceanic network of information.
Though Cfao had a foothold in British Gambia – a tight little corner in the middle of the Casamance, and also a finger in the Sierra Leone pie, it was only when it descended into Ghana and Nigeria that it truly achieved its “global” status in the sub-Saharan region. In November 1902 it opened its first outlet in Lagos. While this move was justified by the size of the population (70,000 inhabitants in 1900) and the exponential growth of the palm oil processing industry
, it was actually made possible by the establishment of the British Colonial Order
 and the subsequent breakup of the Royal Niger Company’s longstanding monopoly
. Long after the institution of the “Colony of Lagos” in 1861, the Oil Rivers and Niger Coast protectorates were created in 1885 and 1893 respectively. In 1897, they came together to form the Southern Nigeria, while Goldie and his Royal Niger Company held fast to the North from 1886 to 1900. When the British conquered the North, the Caliphate of Sokoto and the city of Kano (in 1897-1903), the Royal Niger Company surrendered its political mandate to the Northern Nigeria protectorate
. 
In the meantime, Cfao had been left with some substantial, unused financial reserves on its hands due to the economic depression which had overtaken these Euro-African trading houses in the 1880s. Though this proposed project in British Africa had all the risks associated with any such enterprise, it also opened a way for putting to good use at least a portion of the accumulated moneys as part of the company’s strategy for the allocation of its available funds
. “We have embarked upon a rather serious venture as turning a profit would not be an easy affair in Lagos. Unfortunately, we have not much of an option: either be at the vanguard or return the money. Before long, I very much doubt that we shall find any of our older outlets to be a satisfactory depository of this money.”
 “Business there will be difficult. The competition is particularly tough in this colony, cramped as it is with the presence of several big British and German trading houses. Having said that, I must also remind you that not only have we maintained our position, but it is in fact very probable that we shall see some steady growth – due largely to the fact that the agricultural and financial resources of this colony seem to be developing very satisfactorily.”
 When the lower Niger was found to be over-dominated by the competition, a second outlet was established in 1911 at Kano, the last stop of the railroad coming from Lagos, and a third in 1915 at Port Harcourt, the point of departure for the new railway line going to the centre of the country. 
In 1909, a managing director of Cfao went on a field trip to the Gold Coast which had recently experienced a significant economic spurt and which had become, by 1913, the first and foremost cocoa producing nation in Africa (4,000 tons in 1903, 50,000 tons in 1913). In the same year, the inception of a new railroad starting from Accra, was cause enough for the opening of an outlet in this future boom-town. A trading post was also opened at Coomassie, the capital city of the Ashanti and an important commercial center linked by rail to the port of Sekondi. In both these territories, apart from groundnut, palm oil
 and rubber, cocoa had begun to play an ever-increasing role. 

B. Cfao at the heart of British commercial competition
Cfao had to quickly adapt itself to the commercial life and conditions of British Africa. It was, after all, the new kid on the block in a neighborhood dominated by British commercial heavyweights and cut-throat price wars. The pact 0f 1900 between the African Association and the Niger Company was broken ten years later when they both sought to fight independently against the Lever company which bought over MacIver in 1910. A free-for-all ensued, with these two heavyweights slugging it out amid a general scramble which included several solid British competitors such as Gottschalck, Ollivant, Miller, Paterson-Zochonis, Tangalakis John Holt and John Walkden (with the last two also active in the Gold Coast and several other territories). The result was that almost all qualified local recruits were snapped up and Cfao was left with precious little maneuvering room in its attempts to reinforce its workforce with local talent.
Cfao’s market share remained rather modest all through the 1920s due to several lacunae in its network, for example, along the banks of the Niger as well as in Nigeria. Moreover, by its own admission, it had been too “timid” in the pre-War period. Its commercial strategy, which was based mainly on very low-volume whole-selling (without credit to the buyers) was, to say the least, rather shaky in these British colonies in which the competition was busy spreading its large networks. “Our inferiority was due mainly to the large number of trading posts which had been set up by our competition within a radius of 150 to 200 miles around Lagos. They bled us dry of all business in a region teeming with people and abounding in cocoa and oilseeds, but in which we had set up only three outlets. To this was added the sales on credit made by several trading houses such as G. B. Ollivant. This last firm, which has leapfrogged to the head of the textile trade, has major outstandings and a wobbly repayment record [...]. The small number of our trading posts means that we can participate in only a relatively small percentage of all the lucrative transactions which take place in this colony. Even this portion is diminishing: 4.6 per cent in 1919, 2.48 per cent in 1921.”
 It was no better in the Gold Coast, where the company accounted for only 1 per cent of exports and 6 to 8 per cent of all imports. This was because “we have established only four or five outlets, while purchases are made at a large number of points, thanks to the extensive networks laid by long-standing and well-established trading houses”.
 In response, Cfao decided to invest heavily in Nigeria. “There is no doubt that, at the moment, it is Nigeria which offers us the greatest opportunities. We have there only four outlets and a dozen trading posts – in a colony which, in 1921, was teeming with a population of 19 million, more than all the other West African colonies combined! Moreover, it is in full economic development, with the promise of even greater growth when the current development program will have been completed.”
 The Eastern and Central-Eastern provinces were gradually penetrated, for instance “the area comprised between the Lagos-Kano railroad and the Niger, which has been neglected by us, especially the rich and densely populated region including the Warri, Benin and western part of Onitsha.”
 Oshogbo in the Central-East was attained in 1919 while a sales counter was established at Warri in 1930. The East saw the establishment of a sales counter at Port Harcourt in 1915 and another at Calabar in 1927. By 1939, Cfao had established a network of 421 sales counters and trading posts in these 17 West African territories (as compared to the paltry 88 which it had in 1914). Two of these colonies dominated the rest: Senegal topped the list with 96 sales outlets while the Gold Coast was not far behind with 78. The others in descending order were: Nigeria and Ivory Coast with 47 each, Gambia (30), Sierra Leone (21), French Guinea (22), Dahomey (20) and Cameroon (17).
Cfao’s entry in Nigeria was fiercely resisted by its British rivals, which sought to strangle its activities by forming pacts with each other, such as the one made between John Holt, Ollivant and Aetc. On every front, French Cfao and Scoa were met with the walls set up by British inter-company agreements. Cfao’s agent in Onitsha complained of one such pact between Holt, Ollivant and Uac in 1939: “A shared purchase understanding really exists between these three houses […], their strategy is to leave all the purchases to one while the other two withdraw and make their purchases in turn at other points […]. It goes without saying that life is tough here. Just a few days back the Uac paid 4/6 per unit while we could only afford 4/1 for oil – consequence: zero purchases. Thinking that we had stopped totally, they brought down the price to 4/1, then even 3/9, which was at par with your last quotations. These prices allowed us to grab 45 ponchons, but as soon as the Uac realized this, they raised the price to 4/1 […]. As soon as our purchases [of Cfao and Scoa] seem to them even vaguely significant, Uac wastes not a moment in raising the prices […]. Thus, Uac was left completely unchallenged at Onitsha and it had total control on all commercial transactions.”
 When the Jurgens company entered the fray, there ensued “a violent struggle for the purchase of products” which lasted until Jurgens’ merger with Lever (which had by then bought over Uac) in 1929. The newly formed Unilever Group, which gradually united a dozen different companies spread all through the Gulf of Guinea, including those established in the French colonies, turned into an irresistible juggernaut in Nigeria.
C. What did Cfao sell in Nigeria?

Consumer non-durable goods remained the mainstay of Cfao’s commercial portfolio. A good example can be had from the list of articles sold at the fancy shop counter at the Lagos outlet
 in 1921-1922: white floccy singlets 11.9 per cent, khaki drills 10.8 per cent, red chechias 10.8 per cent, coloured and white Pulman caps 8.8 per cent, singlets (bleached and unbleached) 8.8 per cent, white canvas shoes 8.8 per cent, colonial helmets 4.7 per cent, shirts 4.3 per cent, etc. On the other hand, the major part of the Company’s business rested on textiles. For example, in Lagos in 1921-1922, its sales figures were more than six times those of the fancy shop. In fact, just one of its items, its “superior brilliant white” outsold fancy shop’s entire turnover by 70 per cent! Moreover, it also sold plain blues and other plain colors, figured and self-colored textiles, flannels, silk, broadcloth, velvet, hats, helmets and kepis, etc. It had counters for foodstuff, furniture, wines, cutlery and table sets, medicines and drugs, watches, jewelry, spectacles and optical aids, stationery, perfumes, tobacco, household utensils and glass jewelry. All this constituted its first section, while large-scale equipment and fittings such as fuels and lubricants, lighting, packaging, construction material, hardware, tools and transport equipment were sold from its “hardware store” next door. In the end, Cfao’s fighting spirit won through and its dogged efforts were rewarded with success – which proved that the British positions were indeed vulnerable. In 1920, its imports (destined for its outlets in Lagos and Kano) formed a substantial part of the combined imports made by all trading houses passing through the port of Lagos.
	Table 1. Cfao’s market share of all Lagos imports in 1920

	Sugar 
	16.55%

	Wines
	16.51

	Yarn
	12.26

	Beer and cider
	9.74

	Clothing
	8.79

	Kerosene and petrol
	8.59

	Watches 
	7.82

	Staple foods
	7.67

	Raw tobacco
	7.66

	Gin, brandy, whisky
	5.43

	Pearls 
	5.26

	Household utensils
	6.16

	Average value
	3.51


D. The furthest extent of Cfao’s penetration in English Africa

In the years following WWII, Cfao retained its expansionist strategy and continued to spread “internationally” all over sub-Saharan Africa. At its zenith towards the end of 1948, it had established 396 sales outlets (sales counters and trading posts, without counting sub-posts). By December 1952 it had reached its maximum spread, with a presence in eighteen countries. It saw its first regress during the recession of 1952-53, but that could also have been due to the advent of trucks which shortened distances and obviated the need for such a large network. Consequently, over the next few years, the number of sales outlets in Nigeria were reduced from 55 to 39, most of them from the region around Lagos and Kano, while the East and the Middle-East remained mostly untouched. Nevertheless, Nigeria retained its status as a commercial bastion of the company.
	Table 2. Number of Cfao commercial outlets

	
	December 1948
	December 1954

	Senegal
	73
	55

	Ivory Coast
	44
	47

	Gold Coast
	49
	38

	Nigeria
	56
	39

	Gambia
	27
	31

	Sierra Leone
	18
	18

	Dahomey
	21
	14

	Cameroon
	13
	12

	Soudan
	17
	11

	Togo
	11
	11

	Upper Volta
	6
	11

	Guinea
	12
	10


Now that the colored employees were also to be officially entered in the books, the total manpower should give a good idea of the size of the network. In January 1953, the company’s strength in British Africa alone amounted to 4,000, a full third of its total of 11,000. And this proportion also held good for the expatriates which the company had to recruit in order to consolidate and smarten up its commercial activities: “Unfortunately, like everywhere else, our European personnel in the Gold Coast does not have the required number of sufficiently experienced people, thanks to the “hole” left by the War years. Behind a core body of solidly experienced veterans, there is group of young happy-go-luckies… Still, they inspire great hope for the future. The most difficult part at the moment is to distribute these inexperienced employees in such a way as to ensure the work and at the same time to train them as quickly and with the quality required by our re-organization […]. It is doubtful that we shall be any more stable for the next 18 to 24 months. This period of transition is of the greatest importance for the future.”

	Table 3. Comparison of the number of CFAO employees between the large French-speaking and English-speaking nations

	
	Colored employees (in January 1953)
	In comparison to the 899 expatriates in January 1954

	Nigeria
	1,900
	129

	Gold Coast
	2,089
	92

	Sierra Leone
	538
	30

	Senegal
	1,525
	179

	Ivory Coast
	1,377
	108

	Cameroon
	1,212
	86


Thus, by the time freedom movements and declarations of independence came to disrupt its organization – which was to happen in a couple of decades –, Cfao had transformed itself into a major commercial player in British sub-Saharan Africa. In fact, its enviable perseverance in extending its network, its patient self-construction as a viable trading house, and its capacity to adapt to and insinuate itself into the heart of the business community spurred its British rivals into emulation. Its intrusion into Gold Coast and Nigeria was of a totally different nature than its presence in Gambia – quite natural and justified by its proximity to Senegal. By invading and conquering these distant British strongholds, it asserted its status as a major “multinational company” among these transoceanic trading houses. Among French firms, it climbed far above its Bordeaux and Marseille competitors because it exerted the “first-power advantage’”, as Cfao and Scoa were the two sole French trading companies genuinely active in British areas, and this power provided them afterwards with “barriers to entry” against potential French rivals, because they had established solid market shares and commercial networks there. Sure Cfao did not set the pace in British colonies; but it was an influent stakeholder of the wholesale and retailing trading activity, as the first of foreign (non-British) traders – if we consider only trading and not shipping, where German and Dutch could hold some positions in British overseas harbours. Even more importantly, such extension of its commercial scope proved its abilities, especially regarding the purchase of basic products and the sale of manufactured goods.
2. Cfao was not limited to French ports in Europe
Contrary to a blinkered vision of history, most of these major trading houses which drove the colonial empire’s economy, did not function within the narrow confines of some sort of commercial autarky. Though there is some truth in the classical view of the colonial empire as a great octopus, spreading its tentacles to siphon the products of a hundred lands into the maw of the mother country, it was not always strictly  so. Most of these trading houses had to come to terms with the realities of the market economy regarding the sale of imported foodstuff. This was especially true as most of the industries had no qualms in importing their raw material from non-French colonies, for example, French oil manufacturers readily and regularly imported groundnuts from British India.
In fact, Cfao, a standard bearer of the French colonial empire and a beacon of France’s spreading influence overseas, itself wanted to break the confines of nationality and become a player at the European scale. Already its customers transcended national boundaries. Germany was a major outlet for its groundnuts, palm oil and cabbage palms. Even as early as the 1890s, we find Cfao’s number two, Le Cesne, prospecting for people in Hamburg and Mannheim: “He went looking for new business relationships and outlets for some of our products. He was quick to point out the growing importance of the port of Hamburg from the point of view of African imports due to the significant development of some German industries, especially the oil mills and rubber manufacturers.”
 At the same time, Cfao also opened a branch in Liverpool where brokers and agents helped in the purchase of rubber and diverse other African foodstuff. In fact, the director of this branch left the company in 1901 to himself become an independant agent.
While the vast majority of shipping lines connecting the colonies to France were French, their ports were also regularly visited by freighters belonging to foreign shipping companies. In 1900, Senegal was touched twice a month by ships belonging to the Hamburg-based Woermann shipping company and another two times by the African Steamship (which also called at Rotterdam). Six different shipping lines called at Guinea, including Woermann, African Steamship and the Compagnie franco-belge.
Unfortunately, we do not have more detailed information or relevant statistics regarding Cfao’s sales of foodstuff outside France. It should be safe to assume that as the North-Western European countries had a voracious appetite for oilseeds (literally, for the manufacture of table margarine as well as for their stock farms in the form of cattle cake), they remained a steady and dependable market for the company. These countries also helped Cfao to make the most of price differences, avoid being solely dependent on French oil manufacturers and to tide over market fluctuations.
3. Cfao’s open-door policy regarding supplies
Cfao was quick to realize that whatever be the nationality of the colony in which it found itself, it had to cater to the specific tastes of its African clients when it came to procuring the diverse manufactured products it sold to them as well as the equipment it supplied to the local institutions, be they private of government-owned. “It is well-known that a large part of the cloth imported from England to the African Coast is made up of very light cotton – of excellent look and feel due to the multitude of super-fine threads which go in its manufacture. [For the manufacture of these items, England] is better placed than any other country. From the commercial point of view, it has such large and well-organized factories that it would take a complete prohibition to remove these fabrics from our African market. These fabrics consist of light calicos, satins, shirtings and ladies-wear in various soft colors. Though it would be well nigh impossible for our cotton industry to supplant the English in this field, it could surely give it a run for its money in the other categories, especially with the protection that our fabrics enjoy in West Africa. But even then our industries must study the preferences of the locals and seek to adapt their products accordingly […]. In fact, it is rare to find any French product which has been specially adapted for the colonies.”
 All too often the French could not match the British prices and, more importantly, they lagged far behind their rivals in their ability to meet the specific requirements of their African customers. No trading house could hope, in spite all its efforts, to erase the effects of a century’s worth of the “industrial revolution” or in any way to challenge the specializations created by the international divisions of labor which arose due to the differences in the extent and pace of the industrial developments between France and Great Britain
. It had no other option but to adapt the orders placed by its offices to the realities of the European economy. “In spite of all the efforts which will be made, I do not think that we shall be able to make any great progress in France – our manufacturers are too staid and moreover, the work conditions are much worse than in Manchester or in the whole of England in general.”
 Cfao also fought to preserve free-trade, because it felt that it was the only way that it could reconcile its commercial function with its French origins.
For procuring the consumer goods and the industrial equipment destined for its African outlets, Cfao initiated a process of competition between its French and foreign suppliers. At first, these foreign manufacturers were mostly from Europe, but soon the competition was heated by the entry of the Americans and the Japanese. This strategy of pitting one supplier against the other is central to an understanding of Cfao’s management style. It had to cut costs to the absolute minimum if it was to retain its position among its rivals – be they French or British –, and through such a system of procurement forged on a European level, even on a worldwide one because of its networks in the US – but its imports from Japan appeared only in the mid-1930s, then mainly in the 1960s-1970s –, its gained substantial external economies of scale and competitive edge.
A. Purchase departments open to the whole of Europe
Purchases in Europe were under the full control of Cfao’s Paris headquarters, which was situated at the heart of its European network. At the same time, Cfao was also very keen to turn itself into a “global” company (relative to those times, of course) and was quick to perceive that limiting itself to France’s industrial profile would not satisfy all the needs of its African market. Accordingly, it established a second “heart” in Manchester, England, with a general agent who oversaw its two branches in England: one in Manchester and the other, as we have already seen, in Liverpool. Bit by bit, the company’s store of business experience and know-how grew, along with the ever-lengthening stay of its first Agent, Guichard, who remained at Manchester from 1889 to 1917. Manchester turned into the Company’s great purchase department for all British merchandise. Its “chief purchase officer” (Sixsmith retained that post for several decades) even went on a trip to Africa in 1898 to better understand the tastes of his clientele. When he became the head of the Manchester branch sometime in the 1920s, he fought for widening the range of fabrics sold in Africa
 : “Sixsmith [thinks] that we lag far behind our competitors as fabric exporters to Lagos […]. We have limited ourselves to four or five types of fabrics, brocades and croydons […]. We must […] identify those others which are surely being used and in demand in this large country.” Cfao’s purchase department did not just sit back and passively accept order-slips like some massive letter-box… It proactively sought to stimulate the marketing arms. Gradually, Cfao began to make a name for itself among the smaller wholesalers, those field agents who were in direct contact with its African clientele and certainly with a significant fraction of the local populace. “The biggest cloth merchant of Lagos came to pay us a visit and to ask if we could show him samples of all that we get – and that he would himself come to see them. This proves that our fabrics have begun to catch their interest, this in spite of the fact that we have only two kinds which can be said to sell. I must add that our success owes much to Sixsmith’s flair. Thanks to him we have been able to steal a march on our competitors and implement innovations which they would have liked to themselves. Consequently, I think that we have been able to supply goods of sufficient quality at lower prices perhaps before the rest could get their hands on them.”

Success came calling… and Cfao began to resemble a solid English trading house. In 1912, it accounted for 10.48 per cent of all British fabrics exported towards the English West-African Coast
, and in 1913 the figure came to 10.01 per cent. As for the non-English part of the African Coast, the figures were 8.24 per cent in 1912 and 7.29 per cent in 1913. In 1913, the Manchester branch expedited fabrics worth some £237,000. “Last year [in 1912], we imported some two million francs worth of English fabric”
 of which a quarter consisted of light blue sucreton. As regards Lagos, “I think […] that we shall finally prevail. Most of our not-so-serious clients are disappearing on their own and we shall be left with only the dependable ones. Apart from these regular clients, there are also the local people themselves who have taken a fancy to us. Every day their number keeps growing, in keeping with our ever-widening range.”
 “Holt’s Agent has directed his personnel to keep a close eye on us […] because we are the biggest suppliers of fabrics today.”
 But was this victory? “Our sales figures have improved practically everywhere, which is excellent as it makes up for our narrow margins” said ceo Bohn in 1899.
At the same time, the company’s British branches began to cement several business relationships with the United States. For quite some time now, they had been procuring tobacco from the New World and it constituted a major part of their sales in Africa. Brooks, their trans-Atlantic agent in Boston, proved himself to be an efficient broker and arranged for the supply of all the Company’s American merchandise, especially tobacco, all types of flour and wood. “The Americans are very keen on the Coast. Matthews and a member of the Strauss Trading House of New York came to pay me a visit. They are the two who deal the most with the African businesses and who are the principal suppliers to our rivals [...]. Both are very aware that our firm is the biggest dealer in American merchandise and they would very much like to have a slice of the pie. I can only tell them to go and talk to Brooks, who has been doing a commendable job for us, extremely faithfully.”

Cfao was also adamant, though discreet (due to nationalist tensions which could easily lead to union protests) in prospecting for German suppliers. In 1907, it sent a representative to the Leipzig fair with a mandate to identify new products which could find a market in Africa and/or find suppliers with better rates than the existing ones. “There was much to be done at Crefeld. Velvet has begun to be in great demand in Lagos – which we plan to do something about very soon. We have approached a number of manufacturers, but up till now it is a broker who has given us the best rates.”

The successors to Cfao’s first pioneering team in England kept the momentum going and preserved the original portfolio of commercial skills. Their talent and ability ensured that their purchase departments could fend off the effects of both the World Wars and also avoid the trade wars which erupted in the interwar period. The increasing employee strength is revealing: it went up from 79 in January 1945 to 164 in January 1955, of which 105 were based at Liverpool and 59 at Manchester. Highly experienced directors were appointed to maintain and make the most of this talent pool. In 1950 Victor Galzy, one of the highest ranking directors of the sub-Saharan network was called upon to head the Manchester branch – which he did successfully for the next 18 years. In fact, Galzy travelled all over the globe to hunt for suppliers. He travelled to Asia as often as he toured in Europe and forged lasting relationships with several Japanese industries. In Liverpool, Édouard Deresse, who had held the helm since the 1920s, was joined (in 1953), and ultimately succeeded by Edmond Debort in 1955. This Edmond Debort had been the Agent (joint director) at Accra between 1935 and 1938 before being promoted to the post of principal Agent at Lagos in the 1940s – which just goes to show the importance of this British branch within the company’s commercial network. But a still more striking event was the opening of a direct purchase office on American soil in 1945. It was a small but significant bridgehead under the management of Georges Benoît-Barné who had also been Agent (joint director) in 1932 and principal Agent (director) at Accra in 1933. 
B. Cfao’s  commercial strategy – caught between national interests and an open economy
The Company congratulated itself on having an “open economy” in the midst of the colonies which benefited from an “open door” policy, that is, they were open to free trade: “There is no doubt that the Franco-English pact of 24 June 1898, which abolished, for a period of 30 years, all differential duties in Ivory Coast and Dahomey, contributed in no small measure to the economic boom seen in these colonies. Considering their geographic location and surrounded by foreign colonies (Liberia, Gold Coast, Togoland, Lagos), they could not have had the commercial success which they enjoyed in this span of 30 years had they been placed under a protectionist regime and stifled with oppressive taxes.”
 In both these countries, Cfao was faced with an open and frank competition – as was the case in French-held Ivory Coast, where the United Kingdom sold two million francs worth of yarn and fabric in 1904. To its credit, the Company too had succeeded in establishing itself in the British colonies, where France’s protectionist tendencies could not help in any way. It is no wonder then that its purchase departments had to scour the world in order for it to remain competitive.
Bit by bit, Cfao turned itself into a major international trading house. In 1907, of the 19.1 million francs-worth of orders processed by the company, 5.7 million were accounted for by its headquarters at Marseille (which included the American sector), 3.5 million by its Paris branch and 0.6 million by Bordeaux – that is, these three accounted for only 51 per cent of the total. The remaining 49 per cent came from Manchester (with 6.1 million) and Liverpool (3.3 million). Though its primary thrust was to promote French industries and French merchandise, it had also to take into account the wide variety of goods which were being imported by Africa. Only a third of the 680,000 tons imported by the French colonies in 1913 came from France (on the other hand, they accounted for 13 per cent of all French exports). In 1905, Senegal’s total imports amounted to frf 53.3 million, of which 22.8 million (43 per cent) came from foreign countries – partly due to the fact that some 7.3 million francs-worth of these goods, which included tobacco, cottonseed oil, wood and coal among others, could not be supplied by France (in quality or quantity). More importantly, French manufacturers supplied only frf 2.4 million of cotton fabrics as against the 8 million which were imported from other countries.
After WWI, Cfao resumed its status as a trading “multinational”. The Great War though had eroded some of its sheen: its share of the export of British textiles bound for the English colonies had come down from 10.48 per cent (in terms of yardage) in 1912 to 3.46 per cent in 1919. In contrast, its exports towards the French colonies went up from 8.24 per cent to 12.25 per cent over the same period. Its British rivals had made good use of the Conflict and occupied the vacancy. But the Company fought back: in 1923, it accounted for 6.9 per cent of the exports bound for British Africa and 10.3 per cent of those sent to French or Portuguese colonies. During the years that the Treaty of 1920 was active, its share of all British cottons exported came to 7.9 per cent of the total, with those headed for the Gold Coast amounting to only 5.1 per cent, to Nigeria, just 6 per cent and to Cameroon, 3.6 per cent. On the other hand, it controlled fully 13.3 per cent of exports to Sierra Leone.
While Cfao took the battle right into the English home ground, it remained as a second fiddle to the British “giants”.  Still, its presence there gave it several key advantages: firstly, its precarious bridgehead compelled it to climb a steady learning curve, with the intense competition precluding any ideas of slackening efforts or sinking into commercial stagnation. Second, it benefited much from the economies of scale which it enjoyed by the addition of these British colonies to its overseas market. This allowed it to negotiate even better purchase prices from its suppliers in Manchester and Liverpool. It had turned itself into a veritable “economic machine”, with every cog and wheel contributing to the commercial competitiveness of the whole. And though the parts which worked in British-controlled territories were relatively modest, they too contributed to the whole, especially to the Company’s workings in the French areas.
Over the decades, Cfao’s supply networks also helped it to venture into the “technology trade”, that is, the distribution of manufactured products either for overseas installations or for the working and maintenance of imported machinery. Soon enough, new counters for these products and their maintenance were added to the Company’s existing range of consumer non-durable goods and textiles. These additions greatly helped the automobile revolution which swept through the region in the years 1910-1920. Cfao signed a distributorship agreement with the Ford Motor Company’s French subsidiary and began selling Ford automobiles in sub-Saharan Africa in 1913. At the same time, it also signed a distributorship agreement (1911) with the American firm Texaco for their petroleum products – a contract which was kept alive till well into the 1960s! In the 1950s, it became the sole distributor of American products and agent for their maintenance. It dealt with all kinds of agricultural equipment manufactured by International Harvester in Ghana and the Remington range of office equipment (1949) and Otis elevators in Nigeria – contracts which were signed in 1951 and which have remained valid till today….
Conclusion: What makes Cfao’s economic model so “global”?

Any study which purports to unravel the workings of a “global” company must delve deep and at length on the firm’s portfolio of international strategic activities and its knowledge-base – specifically, on how it came about having its “global history”.
A. Responding to the challenges set by the British and Dutch companies
Cfao’s expansionist strategy in English Africa was more or less in keeping with what any other firm with verve and ambition would have done: it used its reserves (the fruit of good managerial practices) to boost its growth without limiting itself to any narrow economic sphere or to its initial market sector. After coming to terms with the economic depression of the 1880s and 1890s by curtailing some of its activities and even reducing its equity, it bounced right back with a solid and clear policy for the growth it anticipated at the turn of the 20th century and as a reply to the challenges thrown by its French and foreign competitors. When its French rivals intensified their activities in the “old” French Africa (Senegal, Guinea), it moved to the Ivory Coast – virgin economic territory, but also to British Africa. At the same time, it had also to face the challenges posed by its British and Dutch rivals who were beginning to establish themselves in the Belgian Congo, Dahomey, French Congo and the French-held West African coast. The British, especially, had become a major threat, adapting rapidly to the demands, they had infiltrated themselves all over subtropical Africa.

In fact, the Dutch firm Nof (Olie Fabrik of Delft) had the temerity to strike at Bordeaux, one of the nerve centers of the French colonial economy, by taking over Calvé, a French trading company which had been active in Senegal and Gambia since 1825 and which owned an oil press in the Gironde since 1866. Thus was created Calvé-Delft. In 1901, this latter signed a memorandum of understanding with Buhan, a Bordeaux-based trading firm, and, in 1912, it took over Buhan to form an entirely new company called the Nouvelle société commerciale africaine (Nosoco) and establish its own network of trading posts in French Africa. Soon after, Lever forayed into the French fats and oils market by first establishing a subsidiary in 1905 and later, by buying out a soap manufacturing plant in 1910 which had a factory in Lille. It then bought over two factories at Marseille in 1914 – in a sort of indirect challenge to Cfao, whose headquarters were at Marseille
, especially for the purchase of African products. In 1913, the Royal Niger Company spun out the Compagnie du Niger français which, while headquartered at Paris, established itself in Senegal, Guinea and Mali by setting up groundnut processing plants and a network of trading posts. In 1929, it acquired the Continental Overseas Trading Company which had fathered Compagnie française de Côte d’Ivoire (Cfci). The gradual melding of British and Dutch firms in such conglomerates as Margarine Unie (which had also brought together Calvé-Delft and Nosoco in 1927) and Unilever culminated in the creation of the powerful Uac
. It inherited extensive trading networks in French Africa, including those of the Compagnie du Niger français, Cfci (though based in Paris, they were both managed from London), Nosoco, and finally, from the 1930s, Compagnie africaine française. 
Though nobody has yet traced the history of Unilever’s ancestors and their activities in French territories
, the little snippets that we have show the extent of the power of these companies which went into the formation of Unilever in the 1930s. They also show us the extent of their competitiveness even at the heart of the commercial territories held by French firms,
 especially by Scoa
 and Cfao – whether they be in the “traditional” regions of West Africa or in the more recent acquisitions such as Ivory Coast and Dahomey. These foreign intrusions and the subsequent drop in the profit-potential in its own “backyard” was one more reason why Cfao went on the offensive and took the fight to the British and Dutch in British Africa. It thus turned multinational in response to the multinationalisation of its competition, with the aid of its spirit of enterprise
 and as a logical next step in the process of its organic growth.
 

Beyond this case study in overseas business history, the process of globalisation can be somewhat perceived. It does not necessarily relied on explicit strategic moves, as it could have been only a response to the evolution of its commercial environment. If we use the “SWOT matrix” to fix Cfao’s choices, it could mobilise its Strengths – its portfolio of skills in trading, procurement, networking – to contain its Weaknesses – the folding of its equity and entrepreneurship because of the Great Depression on the 1880s-1890s, and its narrow area of development in French old-style western Africa –, which drove it to seize fresh Opportunities, on the French side (Ivory Coast, Soudan) and moreoever on the British side; such a move was all the more urgent that it had also to answer Threats – the offensive led by the (future) Unilever affiliates in the French colonies. A first form of globalisation thus took shape through the extension of Cfao networks throughout British colonies (Sierra Leone, Goald Coast, Nigeria). 
B. Cfao as an international trader
A second form of globalisation is to be found on the side of the supply chain of Cfao. At the same time, the exigencies imposed by the steadily growing competition brought in by the new kids on the block, such as Scoa or the subsidiaries of foreign firms (Cfci, Nosoco, Compagnie du Niger français, etc.), compelled the firm to take strong steps to reduce costs and review its procurement portfolio in Europe. Though it retained its role as a vital agent of the “colonial pact” and of the “exclusivity”
 which brought together traders and industrialists
 under a protectionist system for the sake of securing French jobs, there were three big reasons why it had to push back, if not break down these nationalist walls in favor of a more pan-European set up. First, as it was itself active in British lands, it could not afford to be seen as a Trojan horse serving the interests of French industries. Second, it had to look outside the box to fill in the shortfalls which riddled the French market in terms of both price and quality in the case of some merchandise. Finally, it had to make the most of the vast free-trade zone which encompassed the entire region south of Niger between 1898 and 1936.
This explains why it set up purchase offices in England, at Liverpool and Manchester, and its participation in the export of British textiles bound not only for the British colonies, but sometimes even, for some types and qualities, towards French colonies. Cfao had really begun to take all the trappings of a very English business culture with a bi-national touch: the directors of its British branches were highly influential people, endowed with their own circles of business contacts and with strong links in the world of textile designers and in that of the technicians who could create the qualities demanded by their African clients – thanks to the know-how accumulated since the time of the industrial revolution.
 This also explains why the Dutch suppliers were asked to prevent the influx of the famous, top-of-the-range wax fabrics manufactured in the Netherlands and distributed in French Africa through the networks established by subsidiaries of Dutch companies like Nosoco, Niger français and Cfci. Finally, in the 1920s, Cfao took on an American aspect when it went into a partnership with Texaco for its petroleum products and with Ford as its automobile distributor (even though the Ford automobiles it sold were actually manufactured in Europe, in fact, in France itself). 
Now that it had established its supply networks at the heart of the British, Dutch and American circuits – not to speak of its introduction of Japanese products in the 1950-1970s –, Cfao had well and truly turned into a multinational. Though it had no direct implantations abroad (except in England) and did not have the massive scale attained by certain European “giants” (like some of the British companies in China
 and Latin America
), it did form for itself a multi-national strategy and was, in that sense, a truly “multinational trader”
. As such, its growth does form part of any history dealing with a global perspective. To prop up its near-globalisation, Cfao took profit of positive externalities on foreign markets places, mainly Liverpool, Manchester and Hamburg; it reinforced its knowledge capital and expertise about wholesale trade, the management of variations of prices of primary commodities or manufactured goods, and its keen expertise in the management of the maritime supply chain as a big ship loader and consignee and a large user of documentary credits, warranted loans or else. It also overlloked a mukti-channel foreign exchange, maritime and trade system, built around several exchange axis, often even without transitting through French ports and warehouses or joining a reexporting flow, even if reexports constituted part of Marseille or Le Havre transit. The “noodle bowl business model” was thus much practiced, either in north-western Europe or along Suh-Saharan coasts and harbours. Having said that, it must also be noted that there is a deplorable lack of statistical data (purchase allocations, sales figures, etc.) which could help define and quantify this “multinationality”. Moreover, there is also a lack of any comparative studies because neither Scoa, nor the ancestors of Uac or their activities in the French colonies have been subjected to any systematic investigations
 for the pre-WWII period. 
Cfao had to entertain a double corporate culture. On one hand, it reflected the French business culture which had to privilege French manufacturing and banking interests, to favour protectionism and the successive raise of customs tarrifs (at the end of the 1890s, at the start of the 1920s and in the mid-1930s); it belonged to pressure groups expressing the connections of overseas business interests with the State apparatus and Parliament (Union coloniale, etc.), or in Marseille (Chamber of commerce, etc.). On the other hand, its cultural mindset become more and more “open” and thus “proto-globalised”. It played the game of competition and struggled to rejuvenate its competitiveness, either on the African coast or through the procurement networks in Europe and in the US. It built a dual trade system in Subsaharan Africa, in French and in British areas. It insisted permanently on taking into account a drastic procurement policy, involving foreign suppliers, for example in printed (wax) cloth for African customers or in equipment goods and cars. And, beyond scales of pricing, it took profit from the actual complementarity between French and British industries about qualities, styles, types of products, to offer to its African clients a whole range of manufactured products, which explains such a competitive edge over less broad-minded trading houses and its ability of reaching added-valuable ranges of products and better margins of profit
. 
French Summary
Malgré la prégnance des mentalités, politiques et pratiques protectionnistes en France, les maisons de négoce actives outremer ont souvent déployé une stratégie de mise en concurrence avec leurs rivales étrangères. C’est le cas de la Cfao, le plus grand négociant en Afrique subsaharienne française, qui est allé provoqué ses rivales britanniques notamment au Ghana et au Nigeria, en y bâtissant des réseaux de factoreries, de collecte des denrées et de distribution des marchandises et biens d’équipement européens ou américains. Sa percée dans ces territoires à partir du début du xxe siècle permet de soupeser sa stratégie, son portefeuille de savoir-faire, son implantation européenne en amont pour ses approvisionnements et sa compétitivité dans les colonies britanniques. L’interrogation clé réside donc dans l’évaluation de cette dimension internationale et de sa « globalisation », dans les années 1900-1940.

Summary

Despite the protectionist policies and mentalities prevalent in France, French overseas trading houses often actively challenged their foreign rivals. That is exactly what Cfao, the largest French trader in sub-Saharan French Africa, did: it deliberately went to challenge and provoke its British rivals (in Ghana and Nigeria especially) by building extensive networks of trading posts, collecting points for foodstuff and the distribution of European and American goods and equipment. Its entry into these territories in the early years of the 2oth century allowed it to refine its strategy, tank up on its business acumen, extend its European supply network and enhance its competitiveness in British colonies. Thus we see that the key to its success resides in its becoming an international player, in its “globalisation” drive of the years 1900 to 1940.
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