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Black Gold and Yellow Star 
Forms of mobility of Galician Jews investing in the oil business  

Jérôme Segal* 

Obliged to declare all his possessions according to the law of 27 April 1938, a Viennese Jew born in 

Galicia in 1877 stated he was the owner of a castle in Schwadorf, a district in Lower Austria. The Nazi 

bureaucratic apparatus was already functioning perfectly: he had to indicate the sum of his life insurance, to 

list all his objects of precious metal (like the watch chain or the cuff links he was wearing that day), as well as 

his stocks, bonds and other assets. Among these shares, he declared 50,000 Reichsmarks with the ‘Steaua 

flüssige Brennstoffe A.G.’ (liquid fuels), an enterprise selling Romanian oil in Austria. Compared with the 

other amounts, the sum specified was by far the most significant. What were the origins of this company and 

what were its links to Galicia, which most of the Jewish population left shortly before the fall of the Austro-

Hungarian Monarchy? Did Galician oil enable the establishment of a Jewish bourgeoisie in Vienna, which 

adapted to the contemporary Austrian forms of capitalism?i Whereas the fate of the poor Jews arriving in 

Vienna as of the end of the nineteenth century is well documented, in historical essays as well as in creative 

literature, the story of these bourgeois Jews, who had often discarded their religion, is still largely untold.ii 

In order to investigate the case of a major share owner in the ‘Steaua flüssige Brennstoffe A.G.’, three 

issues should be discussed: the history of oil in Galicia, the specific form of capitalism which enabled it to be 

drilled on a large scale and, finally, the question of integration in the different segments of the Jewish 

community.iii  

I – Galician Oil  

In many places, the earth is black and full of inflammable material. Schistose rocks, coloured in 

brown, yellow or black, like pitch, can be lit and burnt with a flash of flame. All the streams are 

covered with a thin iridescent film and sometimes, especially during the days of great heat, the 

atmosphere is full of a smell so penetrating that some people feel the symptoms of poisoning. 
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(….) Since, following the ‘gold rush’, the ‘oil rush’ has changed the Unites States so 

dramatically, leading to towns cropping up out of loneliness, creating enormous wealth and 

giving rise to new industries, Galicians, led by American engineers, also rushed for petroleum, 

earth wax and cerezine resources.  The annual output rapidly increased thirtyfold: in 1866, it 

already amounted to 50,000 tons. Borysław, a small village less than 10 km south-west of 

Drochobycz (sic), in the Dniestr basin, was the first main asphalt centre. Within the space of 

months, it has been transformed into a beehive of 20,000 inhabitants, into a labyrinth of houses, 

shacks and strange scaffolding swarming with a cosmopolitan population from Poland and 

Hungary. In the midst of this maze of tracks and huts, the ground was drilled by more than 
5,000 wells with an average depth of 40m, where workers inhaled air charged with 

hydrogenated gas, pumping oil. A rope fastened to their waist allowed them to escape quickly if 

they felt like suffocating. Later, (…) a crowd of pit workers came there to collect the liquid 

from the geysers, which provided, so it was said, a similar fluid to the wells of Pennsylvania. 

Many Carpathian valleys, whose virgin forests had never seen a traveller, were suddenly 

invaded by a horde of foreigners, cutting down trees, digging wells, building houses and inns. It 

was like a revolution.iv 

 

This meticulous description of the mining of mineral wax (ozokerite) and oil is an excerpt from the New 

Universal Geography by one of the greatest French geographers of that time, Elisée Reclus (1830-1905). It is 

a very early picture as it derives from the end of the 1870s (Reclus 1878, p. 405 for the quote above). 

Ozokerite had been mined since the 1850s, initially for lighting. In this context, the North Station of Vienna, 

the Nordbahnhof, for example, was the first public building to be lit by lamps of mineral wax coming from 

Galicia at the end of 1858 (Kos et Dinhobl 2006). 

 

Borysław, no date, Polish National Library, National Digital Library ‘Polona’ (Poland) 

Regarding the population of this province, which quickly gained the nickname ‘Galician 

Pennsylvania’, Elisée Reclus noted: 

Almost half of all the Austrian Jews live in Galicia or Bukovina and, since most of their 



3 

coreligionists from Poland or from Russia are crowded in adjacent districts, we can really 

consider this central region of Europe as the Jewish country per excellence, more than Palestine 

or any other part of the world. It is the centre of the spider’s web which has been spun 

throughout the continent. (…) In Drochobycz [heart of the oil-producing region], they form the 

majority. (Reclus 1878, p. 400) 

 

These two characteristics of the imperial crown land, the presence of oil and the strong concentration of 

Jews, were lumped together very early, here in the interest of anti-Semitic prose. Thanks to the writings of 

Saul Raphael Landau (1870-1943), it is possible to gain an impression of the working world in this region, 

which was about to become the third-largest oil producing area in the world, behind the United States and 

Russia (this would be the case in 1909). The third chapter of his book, Among Jewish Proletarians, is devoted 

to the city of Borysław, described as a giant wasteland where the undefined lattice work of floorboards links 

shanties built on different levels, everything in foul conditions (Landau 1898). According to Landau, the 

majority of the 9,000 drillings employees were Jewish, even if some tasks were specifically reserved for 

Ruthenians or Masurians.v The development of Zionism is presented as a reaction to the extreme working 

conditions: 12 hours’ work a day, six days a week, with high proportion of child labour.vi 

When Reclus mentions the presence of American engineers, it is in fact a reference to the work of William 

Henry McGarvey and John Simeon Bergheim, the former Canadian and the latter British, even if born in 

Palestine. McGarvey and Bergheim considerably improved the profitability of the wells, thanks to an 

important technology import, mentioned in the advertisement for their company, the ‘Galizische Karpathen-

Petroleum Aktien Gessellschaft’. They were proud to mention the use of a Canadian system and cranes using 

‘Galician-Canadian’ rotation systems.vii  Other companies were clearly run by Jewish entrepreneurs, as a 

glance at the names mentioned in the journals of the time show, an impression confirmed by the names on 

different boards, detailed in the volumes of Compass.viii Alison Frank has written ‘the owners of these small 

companies were (…) predominantly Jewish’ (Frank 2007, 164) and it is therefore quite understandable that 

the Drohobyczer Zeitung, which was mainly concerned with the oil business, was written in High German 

with Hebrew characters (as in Yiddish).ix 
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II – A ‘cosmopolitan’ capitalism… also Jewish?  

The links between Jewishness, cosmopolitanism and capitalism are difficult to analyze (Muller 2010), as 

this touchy subject might be abused by anti-Semitic authors. Animals have often been employed to serve as 

caricatures of things perceived as hostile. Apart from the threatening spider metaphor used by Reclus in 1878 

(quote above), we find in the press the octopus symbolizing Standard Oil, founded by John D. Rockefeller. 

The eight tentacles grab for oil wealth worldwide (Frank 2009, 27). In Vienna in 1909, during the petrol war 

(‘Petroleumkrieg’), the government fought against Vacuum Oil Company, a subsidiary of Standard Oil, 

which was well entrenched in the Monarchy, not only in Galicia but also in Silesia. A visceral form of anti-

Semitism, stirred up by the Mayor of Vienna, Karl Lueger (1844-1910), propagated the idea that Jews were 

responsible for the detrimental effects of capitalism. As George Steiner likes to remind us, it was in Austria, 

in 1906, that a first leisure club proudly announced that they were ‘free of Jews’.x 

With more than 8 million inhabitants in 1914, Galicia was by far the most populated of the eleven 

provinces of Cisleithania. Its multi-ethnic character was pointed out in the first tourist guide ever to be 

 Borysław, no date, Polish National Library, National Digital Library ‘Polona’ (Poland) 
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published for the region in the same year. Nationalities and religions are used to describe the characteristics of 

the population: ‘58.6% Polish, 40.2% Ruthenians, and 1.1% Germans’, next to ‘46.5% Roman Catholics, 42% 

Greek Catholics, 0.5% Protestants and 11% Israelites’ (Orlowicz et Kordys, 1). The authors stressed the fact 

that the region was at the same time the most densely populated one in Europe and a nub of emigration with 

half a million persons leaving every year, even if the development of the oil industry led to new hopes of 

attracting foreign companies and investment (the ‘Compagnie commerciale française’, the ‘Société anonyme 

belge des pétroles de Galicie’, and their counterparts from Romania, the Netherlands and Great Britain). 

 

 

In order to cross-analyse the multi-ethnic aspect of Galicia with the identity of oil men, the different 

editions of Compass turned out to be very useful. They reveal the structure of all companies involved in the 

oil business in Galicia. For the year 1920, they are no fewer than 200 enterprises with head offices in Vienna. 

When matching these with the index of the managers of these companies, it is striking to see how many Jews 

 Borysław, no date, Polish National Library, National Digital Library ‘Polona’ (Poland) 
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were present on different boards. They were not only largely involved in the oil business, but also in the 

timber trade and the textile industry. The most exhaustive source to confirm this analysis remains the 

declarations of possessions held by Jews in Austria in 1938, as mentioned above. All the Jews who possessed 

more than 5,000 Reichsmarks were obliged to fill in a form called ‘Inventory of assets’ 

(Vermögensverzeichnis).xi The Austrian Historical Commission, established in 1998 and specifically 

concerned with restitution issues, has published more than thirty volumes. One of them is particularly 

interesting, since it is based on a statistical analysis of Jewish assets in Vienna in 1938 (Pammer 2003). About 

one-fourth of the Jewish population of 190,000 filled in this inventory form. Among the respondents, no 

fewer than 16.2% held a Ph.D. or an engineering diploma (Pammer 2003, 58-62). Movable property 

represented 14% of the goods declared, a high percentage compared with that of the rest of the population 

(ibid. p. 125).xii 

III – Arrival in Vienna and the issue of integration  

It seems as if the government in Vienna never really understood the importance of regulating oil 

production in Galicia. The relative autonomy granted to Galicia explains the confused situation described by 

all the travellers passing through Borysław: derricks everywhere, poor security conditions due to the 

competition between the wells exploiting the same layer… and also tensions, not to mention conflicts 

between the peoples, the political parties and the religious groups.xiii As Alison Frank notes, no fewer than 

five ministers were in a position legitimately to intervene on different aspects of the oil business. Her 

reference to ‘Bürokretinismus’ (bureau cretinism), originally coined by Karl Kraus, well summarizes the 

incompetence characterizing imperial policy in this respect (Frank 2009, 24). 

Nevertheless, beyond the fact that output decreased as of 1910, it must be conceded that the international 

situation was not favourable to exemplary initiative. Although many Jews had fled from the pogroms at the 

end of the nineteenth century, those involved in the oil business had, as a rule, come to Vienna when the 

Russian army invaded Galicia in 1915, or in November 1916, when Poland was declared a sovereign state. 
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The pogrom in Lemberg, the capital of Galicia, 65 km north-east of Drohobycz, put an end to all hopes of 

return. From 21 to 23 November 1918, more than 150 Jews were murdered, persecuted because they were 

presumed to have fraternized with Ukrainians. As Joseph Roth noted in his famous book, The Wandering 

Jews, ‘Jews contradicted the adage saying that the third party is the lucky winner when the first two fight. 

Jews were always the losing third parties.’xiv 

What was awaiting those Jews who had invested in Galician oil when they arrived in Vienna? Klaus Hödl 

has wonderfully described the situation of wretched Jews who formed, it is true, the majority of the company. 

Marsha Rozenblitt, for her part, probed even deeper in the search for identity. Still, the story of those called 

‘major industrialists’ (Großindustrielle) is still largely unknown (Hödl 1994; Rozenblit 1984). Galician Jews 

represented about a quarter of the 150,000 Jews who were living in Vienna at the time. As is well known, 

Jewish intellectual life was lively and pulsating, as is evinced by the 150 Jewish dailies and weeklies 

published in the imperial capital. Following the well-known joke which says that the difference between a 

tailor and a psychiatrist is one generation, there is no doubt than in the 1934 census, Jews were largely over-

represented in Vienna in some professions: they accounted for 86% of the lawyers, 52% of physicians and 

more than 70% of business men in the textile sector (Glockemeier 1936). As early as 1927, Joseph Roth, in 

his description of the Leopoldstadt district, observed this ‘voluntary ghetto’, in which every day we could see 

‘merchants and hawkers going out of the city’, but also ‘stock brokers and business men’ (Roth 1927, 53).xv 

He added that it smelled of onions, herrings, dish water and garbage… and ‘oil retailed, still most of the time 

for lighting purposes’ (ibid. p. 61).xvi 

The kaleidoscope of peoples, parties and religions could only aggravate the question of Jewish identity. Its 

different aspects were reflected in the journals, each of which advocated a specific aspect of Jewish identity, 

one for Zionists, one for the guardians of a ‘Jewish nationality’, one for the socialist Zionists of Poale Sion 

and one for the Orthodox Jews… As regards the economy, Werner Sombart’s book (1863-1941), The Jews 

and Modern Capitalism, inspired by Weber’s work on the role of Protestantism in the rise of capitalism, was 

the subject of many critiques (Sombart 1911). The author established a link between the Jewish ability to 

change domicile and the modern feature of capitalism (his neologism) of having to diversify investments.xvii 
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Landau, who in 1898 took an interest in the Jewish proletariat of Borysław (see above), in his Neue National-

Zeitung published a long and very positive review of this work, insisting on the rationalist dimension of 

Judaism (Anin 1911).xviii 

The official representation of the Jews, the ‘Kultusgemeinde’, became the object of savage criticism due to 

their obeisance to the Pan Germans and in the 1920s, for instance, every week, the socialist Zionists’ journal 

Unsere Tribüne was proud to present lists of those who had quit the ‘Kultusgemeinde’. Joseph Samuel Bloch 

(1850-1923), the editor-in-chief of the renowned Dr. Blochs Österreichische Wochenschrift, was not 

registered with this official representation because he was considered a Pole. For many Viennese Jews, their 

brothers from the east and the north-east constituted a threat, that of the visible Jew, with his caftan and 

payots, allegedly incapable of adapting to modern life. To describe this phenomenon, Nathan Birnbaum 

coined the term ‘Ostjuden’ during the Zionist Congress held in Basel in 1897. As early as 1916, Dr. Bloch’s 

weekly devoted an article to different solutions planned to assist the Galician Jews, whose number was 

estimated at 800,000. The two main points discussed concerned the issue of a loan payable by all the official 

communities… and the struggle against Jewish religious schools (‘Chedarim’). The author demanded no less 

than that solely the public schools should be recognized as schools for compulsory education (Stern 1916). 

From 1901 to 1923, a review entitled Ost und West dealt entirely with the understanding between Jews of 

the West, the assimilated ones (‘Westjuden’) and the ‘Ostjuden’.xix The Galician Jews, who had become rich 

thanks to oil, had a special role to play, serving as paradigms of social mobility. Thus, Dr. Bloch’s review, 

subtitled ‘Central gazette of the overall interests of Judaism’, took particular care in drawing up the list of 

Jews decorated by the Austrian emperor. In the 18 May 1917 issue, p. 7, we read in the list of recipients 

especially distinguished by their efforts during the war that Arnold Segall (sic) was awarded the Cross of 

Merit for Civilian Services, Class 2. The news was taken up in the oil journal, Rohölindustrie, in the June 

issue. Segal was the representative of the region of Drohobycz for the Federation of Oil Producers. To what 

extent is his career representative of the age? 
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IV – The case of Arnold Segal  

Arnold Aron Segal was born in Drohobycz, Eastern Galicia, on 30 August 1877 to parents who came from 

Bolechow (30 km south-east of Drohobycz and 80 km south of Lemberg).xx Arnold married Ida Strisower, the 

daughter of Julius Strisower, an employee of the Jaroslau, branch of the Austro-Hungarian Bank, in the Polish 

part of Galicia. Together, they had three children, Erna, Stanislas and Heinrich, born in 1907, 1908, and 1911 

respectively. 

The register Compass enables his professional career to be traced quite minutely, because it reveals not 

only the industrialist’s duties, but the volumes organized by sector and region detail the composition of assets 

and the history of companies. At the outset, in 1909, whereas the banker Julius Strisower diversified his 

capital by investing in timber, especially intended for railway sleepers, Arnold, for his part, was content to 

invest in oil-producing companies in Galicia. His responsibilities within the Federation of Oil Producers led 

him quickly to settle in Vienna. The family lived there as of 1916, but in 1920 Arnold can be seen as the 

managing director of the two oil-producing companies in Borysław, ‘Lifschütz & Co Naphta Ges.m.b.H.’ and 

‘Seghard-Czaszim Naphtaproduktionsges. m.b.H.’. 

It is a curious fact that at the end of the war Arnold became a Polish citizen. Then he fought and defeated 

bureaucracy to become an Austrian citizen. German was his mother tongue, but he understood Polish. As 

regards religion, the family was not practicing, – no way he would rub shoulders with the ‘Ostjuden’ – Arnold 

was more concerned with integrating in the business middle class and purchased the castle of Schwadorf in 

Lower Austria in 1926. Unfortunately, the castle was severely damaged the following year by the largest 

earthquake ever registered in Austria in the twentieth century (Mastal 2007; Langwieser 1953). The family 

wealth gradually increased, always due to oil, since Arnold found himself at the head of a small enterprise  

entrusted with reselling in Austria petrol from the major Romanian state company Steaua Romana, which had 

been established in Austria since 1923. To this end, an independent company was founded, the Liquid Oil 

Company Steaua Romana (‘Steaua Romana Flüssige Brennstoffe AG’). 

In the 1920s, Arnold became interested in new technologies, doubtlessly realizing that the loss of Galicia 
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rendered him entirely dependent on Romanian petrol for his business in Austria. He invested in the first 

artificial silk factories, a sector which can be linked to the textile industry, where Jews were highly prominent, 

on the one hand, and also to the oil industry, since artificial silk involved synthetics. The Compass edition of 

1930 specifies four functions for Arnold: two in the oil industry, one in Bohemian coal and one in the 

production of artificial silk. He was president of ‘Kleinpolnische A.-G. Für Petroleumindustrie’ and a board 

member of ‘Mineralölgewinnung-u. Handels  A.-G.’ in Prague. He was also no less than vice-president of the 

Senica articifical silk spinning mill in Bohemia (‘Kunstseidespinnerei’). The company according to Austrian 

law was founded in 1920 with capital deriving from France, Great Britain and Czechoslovakia. Artificial silk 

was produced in a process similar to that for viscose and the sales were done together with those of ‘Erste 

böhmische Kunstseidenfabrik A.-G.’, in Theresienthal. 
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Arnold Segal (1877-1944), private archives 



12 

The family divided its time between the castle of Schwadorf and the finer districts of Vienna, where it had 

an apartment in the third district. Moreover, Arnold had the benefit of an office in Naglergasse, opening on 

the Graben. Whilst his father was going about his business in Bohemia the two eldest children were in Great 

Britain to learn English and the younger son, Heinrich, was finishing his studies at the Academy of 

Internationl Business, the forerunner of the present University of Economics and Business Administration. 

Heinrich Segal graduatedxxi in 1932 and, four years later, he could be found employed in the companies 

founded by his father: he was a confidential clerk in ‘Steaua Flüssige Brennstoffe A.G.’, of which his father 

had become the sole share holder, and with the first name of ‘Henrik’, he held the same position in Erste 

Böhmische Kunstseidefabrik A.-G., in Hohenelbe in Bohemia. 

In 1938, everything happened at the same time. The German troops were welcomed with unprecedented 

enthusiasm and, less than a couple of weeks later, all the Jews were summoned to declare their entire 

possessions. The ‘industrialist’ Arnold Segal was one of the 13.4% respondents with the title of doctor, he had 

been awarded by the emperor for services rendered to the country, but everything had been in vain (Pammer 

2003, 58). As early as April, he was arrested by the Gestapo and the castle of Schwadorf was requisitioned for 

billeting troops. Arnold managed to escape to Prague with his wife and son, and they stayed at first in 

Hohenelbe, where the artificial silk factory was running on full steam. The family quickly fled to Paris, where 

Arnold had no lack of contacts. Heinrich declared himself stateless and joined the Foreign Legion, hiding his 

parents in a hotel near Grenoble. Demobilized in 1941, he was hired in May as a ‘foreign worker’ by the 

‘Société nationale de la Viscose d'Echirolles’ (in Isère), commonly called ‘La Viscose’ (Blondé 2008). 

Heinrich also called himself Henri, the only name he used when he joined the Resistance as a member of the 

group ‘Combat’ (winter 1942/43). In 1944, he led a Maquis group of twelve men in Grésivaudan. It was in the 

Maquis that he married Jacqueline Lévy, a Viscose employee, who had passed on to him confidential 

information. Although Arnold Segal died in August 1944, his first grandchild, Jacques, was born a few hours 

after Hitler committed suicide. Life could start again, a life indirectly saved by Galician oil. 
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