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Germany’s Synthetic Fuel Industry 1930-1945
Abstract

Petroleum was clearly the fuel of the future, and to insure that Germany would never lack a plentiful 

supply, German scientists and engineers synthesized petroleum from their country’s abundant coal 

supplies and thereby established the world’s first technologically successful synthetic fuels industry.  Of

the several conversion processes the Germans developed, high-pressure coal hydrogenation or 

liquefaction and the Fischer-Tropsch synthesis (F-T) were the most advanced.  Friedrich Bergius (1884-

1949) launched the German program for energy independence with the invention of high-pressure coal 

hydrogenation in the years 1910-25.  Franz Fischer (1877-1947) and Hans Tropsch broadened it with the 

gaseous synthesis of liquid fuels in the mid-1920s.  IG Farben, Ruhrchemie, and others industrialized the 

German energy program with their development of the Bergius process and Fischer-Tropsch synthesis 

from the 1920s to the end of World War II.  This paper examines Germany’s industrialization of the two 

synthetic fuel processes, analyzing their growth over several decades of social, political, and economic 

unrest.
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SYNTHETIC FUELS IN GERMANY
OVERVIEW 1911-1945

For the Fischer-Tropsch process the research and development falls into two divisions

PERIOD ACTIVITY
1922-1935 Laboratory research and pilot plant development

1936-1945 Industrial-size development, with most of the 
development occurring prior to World War II

For high-pressure coal hydrogenation the research and development falls into four divisions

PERIOD ACTIVITY
1911-1920 Friedrich Bergius, laboratory research and pilot plant 

development
BASF-IG FARBEN laboratory research and pilot plant 
development

1920-1933 BASF-IG FARBEN research and development at 
Ludwigshafen and Leuna, most important breakthroughs 
occur such as introduction of two-phase conversion and 
sulfur resistant catalysts

1933-1939 IG FARBEN use of 700 atm pressure (1936) first 
hydrogenation of bituminous coal (1936) 
new hydrogenation companies established 
seven plants constructed

1933-1939 New steel alloys introduced 
Both research and development continue

1939-1945 Five plants constructed, mainly a period of development 
not much research other than on catalysts

Overview



German Outline

GERMANY’S SYNTHETIC FUEL INDUSTRY

I. Introduction

II. Franz Fischer Biographical

III. Origin of F-T Process

IV. World War I

V. Organization of the Fuel Industry Between the Wars

1. Germany’s Energy Plan 1930s to 1940s

• Tariffs 1930-31 December 1936
• Regulatory Boards 1931-39
• Fuel Agreement, 14 December 1933
• WIFO, 24 August 1934
• Brabag, 26 October 1934
• Four year plan, 9 September 1936

2. Construction of F-T plants (8 plants completed, 1 more in operation in 1941)

VI. World War II Development on Converters

VII. Economics of Synthetic Fuel Production

VII. Conclusion



Franz Fischer (1877-1947)



Franz Fischer (1877-1947)



Hans Tropsch (1889-1935)



Helmut Pichler



Dedication of Kaiser Wilhelm Institute October 28, 1913



Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Chemistry 1913



Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Physical Chemistry and Electrochemistry 1912



Emil Fischer Monument



Bombed Kaiser Wilhelm Institute March 15, 1944



Kaiser Wilhelm Institute after Reconstruction 1953



Friedrich Bergius (1884-1949)



Friedrich Bergius (1884-1949)



Bergius House Heidelberg



Atmospheric-Pressure Fischer-Tropsch Converter



Fischer-Tropsch Reactors



Fischer-Tropsch Plants (1)



Coal Hydrogenation Plants (1)



Coal Hydrogenation Plants (2)



Total Liquid Fuels



Synthetic Fuel Plant Bombed (1)



Synthetic Fuel Plant Bombed (2)



Synthetic Fuel Plant Bombed (3)



Synthetic Fuel Plant Bombed (4)


