The True Story of Axel Wenner-Gren

It’s hard to imagine a man who once
sold vacuum cleaners door-to-door could
be considered a threat to Allied Forces in
World War II. But such was the fate of
Axel Wenner-Gren.

I first saw him in 1951, when my father
moved our family from Sweden to Nassau
to manage Wenner-Gren’s business affairs.
(He was addressed as “Doctor” because of
his honorary degrees.) At the time, I was
three years old. Wenner-Gren had just
returned from his wartime exile in Mexico.
Rumours about his wartime activities had
for the most part abated by then.

However, more than 40 years after his
death, you can still find people in The
Bahamas and elsewhere who embellish
Wenner-Gren’s reputation in a reckless
fashion. A typical comment goes something
like, “Wenner-Gren? He was Goering’s
friend, wasn’t he? I guess he’s lucky he
wasn’t imprisoned, especially after he hid
German U-boats on Hog Island.” The facts,
however, put such gossip to shame.

Although he later became a philanthropist,
statesman and amateur archaeologist,
Wenner-Gren was first and foremost a busi-
nessman. He was also a visionary and a
gambler who became involved with mono-
rail trains and computers long before they
became commonplace.

Born in Gothenburg, he was the son of a
wholesale food importer. After completing
high school, he earned a degree at a busi-
ness school in Berlin. In his early 20s, Wen-
ner-Gren emigrated to the United States,
first to the east coast and then to Chicago.
Here he worked in menial factory jobs,
while perfecting his English and observing
American business practices. He was fasci-
nated by the great opportunities in America
and was an admirer of its political and eco-
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nomic systems. One facet of Americana
that intrigued him was the Fuller Brush
Company and its door-to-door sales
method. In fact, it was this sales technique
that led to Wenner-Gren’s first fortune.
Back in Europe, while visiting Vienna,
Wenner-Gren saw a large, clumsy vacuum
cleaner in a shop window. It would have
required a strong man to lift it. Axel Wen-
ner-Gren immediately saw the potential of a
new product that could be combined with
electricity. He had little doubt that electric-
ity would spark the world’s “new econo-
my.” He bought the vacuum cleaner patent
on credit and redesigned the appliance,
making it smaller and lighter so that a
housewife could easily handle it. Next he
approached the Lux Company, a Stock-
holm-based maker of gas lamps, and made

(Top) Today'’s Atlantis Resort on the
Paradise Island that Wenner-Gren owned
and where he had his winter retreat Shangri-
La (above) on the present-day Ocean Club.
(Below) Marguerite and Axel Wenner-Gren
with King Gustav VI Adolf of Sweden

a historic proposal. He persuaded Lux, that
was at this time beginning to see that gas
lamps were becoming a thing of the past, to
manufacture his vacuum cleaner and to pay
him in company stock. He also managed to
convince Lux to call the new company
Electro-Lux to emphasize the appliance’s
electrical feature.

A marketing genius, Wenner-Gren wrote a
sales manual that has changed little over the
years. This was in 1912. He then assembled
a sales team and joined it in knocking on
doors to display the lightweight cleaner to
the lady of the house.

The Electro-Lux became an instant sensa-
tion. Within a few years, the value of
Wenner-Gren’s shares had increased to
such a level that he managed to take over
the company. In 1925 the company expand-
ed and started manufacturing refrigerators.

With his growing fortune, Wenner-Gren
bought into Swedish industry, including
substantial shares in SAAB, L M Ericsson,
Cellulosa, Bofors and SE Banken, to name
a few. The Electrolux Group, as it is called

today, is a multi-billion dollar concern >>>
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The Souther Cross was, in its day,
the largest private yach in the world.

>>>  with a variety of products sold in
150 countries.

Wenner-Gren’s phenomenal success aroused
a great deal of suspicion, something he had
to deal with for many years. To the Swedish
establishment he was a brash new industri-
alist who posed a threat to the status quo.

By the late 1930s, Wenner-Gren was semi-
retired, having sold most of his interest in
Electrolux and other companies. Now he
embarked on philanthropy and archaeology
works. In addition, he came to Nassau to
buy the largest private yacht in the world,
the 360ft Southern Cross, from American
billionaire Howard Hughes. He fell in love
with The Bahamas and decided to make his
home in the British colony. Needless to say,
the colony’s tax-free economy also
appealed to him.

As war clouds gathered over Europe, an
alarmed Wenner-Gren began offering unso-
licited advice to British and American offi-
cials on how to handle the international sit-
uation. Already in 1937 he had written a
book called A Call to Reason, in which he
warned of the dangers of totalitarianism and
the virtues of free western democracies.
One prophetic passage, which covers
Nazism and fascism, notes:

“A mystical worship of a nation and race
are substituted for reason. No one is able to
flee from this psychosis. From early years
the child becomes dedicated to the highest
of all earthly services - WAR.”

On his own accord, and before British
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s
famous trip to Munich, Wenner-Gren trav-
elled to Berlin to seek an audience with
Hermann Goering, the number 2 man in the
Nazi hierarchy. In essence, Wenner-Gren
laid out to the Reichmarshal the folly of
Germany’s military buildup. Goering was
not impressed and, according to an entry in
his diary, dismissed the unwelcome visitor
as a meddling Swede who was naive in the
nuances of world politics and military might.
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Undeterred, Axel Wenner-Gren re-
layed his impressions of Goering to
Chamberlain.

Unfortunately, diplomacy was not
Wenner-Gren’s strong suit. He had
a forceful personality and tended
to lecture, a trait that undoubtedly
irritated both Goering and the
Allied politicians.

Hitler invaded Poland on Sep-
tember 1, 1939. On that day, Wen-
ner-Gren was on the Southern Cross that
was to cross the Atlantic from Scotland to
Bermuda. Off the coast of Scotland the
yacht picked up an SOS from the Allied
merchant ship Athenia, which was en route
to Canada. The ship, with women and chil-
dren among its passengers, had been torpe-
doed and was sinking. The Southern Cross
raced to the scene and managed to rescue
approximately 380 passengers before three
British destroyers appeared on the scene
and assisted with the rescue. It was later
reported that the Athenia had been the tar-
get of a German U-boat. The U-boat captain,
under orders to sink only warships, had
realized his blunder and had fled the area.

In the best of worlds, Wenner-Gren would
have been hailed as a hero. But this was the
same Wenner-Gren who “knew” Goering
and once had had an interest in a Swedish
munitions factory. Now totally unfounded
rumours about the Swede began to spread.
The popular theory was that it was he who
had alerted the U-boat on the location of the
Athenia. Why he would then pull passen-
gers from the sea was not given much con-
sideration by the rumour-mongers.

Meanwhile in The Bahamas Wenner-Gren
started the transformation of Hog Island in-
to Paradise Island. He started off by buying
the large estate of Edmund Lynch, co-foun-
der of the American brokerage firm of
Merrill Lynch & Co, Inc, for $150 000.
Lynch had died just a year after his mansion
was completed. The property fronted Cab-
bage Beach in the eastern area of the island
and Wenner-Gren named it Shangri-La.

In 1940 the Duke of Windsor began serv-
ing as Royal Governor of The Bahamas.
Anxious to boost the island’s economy and
curb employment, he sought and received
Wenner-Gren’s help. The latter hired local
labourers to dredge an inland lake on Hog
Island, cut two canals there and construct a
bridge over each canal. Little did he know
that these canals were to contribute to fur-
ther soiling his reputation.

Indeed the most widespread tale of
Wenner-Gren’s alleged Nazi ties involves

The Duke of Windsor and Wenner-Gren visit-
ing work on one of the Hog Island canals.

the canals. He supposedly allowed U-boats
to be hidden there. Ilived on Hog Island
when I was a little boy and I swam in the
canals many times. At low tide their depth
was barely four feet. There was no way U-
boats could be camouflaged here. For one
thing, a sub on the surface would draw 16
feet of water. Secondly the canals were too
shallow to hold a surface sub, much less a
submerged ship that requires a depth of at
least 30 feet. Finally, Nassau housed thou-
sands of British soldiers at the time, many
of whom used the canals for swimming. To
believe they wouldn’t have reported the
presence of Nazi subs is inconceivable.

Other rumours about Wenner-Gren also
gained momentum around this time. An in-
formant reported that he had seen Wenner-
Gren taking photographs of the terrain on
Mayaguana in the southeast Bahamas. It
was rumoured that he passed the photo-
graphs on to the Germans for ulterior pur-
poses. When Wenner-Gren planned to sail
the Southern Cross to Alaska, it was ru-
moured that he was going to hold secret
meetings there with the Japanese and Ger-
mans. There was talk of him selling wea-
pons from the Southern Cross. Then it was
rumoured that he once had an unidentified
Japanese houseguest in Nassau, for four
months. Japanese! It was getting so
Wenner-Gren couldn’t order a Wiener
Schnitzel without arousing suspicion.

With his name included in the “List of
Blocked Nationals” during the war years,
Wenner-Gren'’s fortune fell dramatically. He
was banned from doing business in the US
and UK. The British government also froze
his assets in the Royal Bank of Canada in
Nassau and he was not allowed to deal with
brokers or bankers.

Wenner-Gren was in Mexico, celebrating
Christmas, when the list was announced in
1941. To say he was shocked is an under-
statement. Did the Allies actually believe
the scurrilous rumours about him? Where
was the proof? There was none, but it was a
case of “better safe than sorry.” Wenner-
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