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St.Gallen (Switzerland), 20th May, 2019 
 
 

 
 
Lori Lightfoot 
Mayor of the City of Chicago 
Office of the Mayor 
121 N LaSalle Street  
Chicago City Hall 4th Floor 
Chicago, IL 60602, USA 

 

Dear Madam, 
 
ENFORCING SLAVERY ERA DISCLOSURE ORDINANCE (2-92-585)  
AGAINST UBS AND CREDIT SUISSE 
 
 
     Let me first congratulate you on taking office today as Mayor of the City of Chicago. Even 
in such a far-off place like Switzerland, we of the social democratic movement have learnt 
with great satisfaction of your landslide victory in the mayoral race. 
 
     I am a 65-year-old Swiss politician, historian, and political activist. I am writing to you 
with reference to the City of Chicago's Slavery Era Disclosure Ordinance, which I should like 
to see applied to the Swiss global financial services companies UBS AG and Credit Suisse 
because of their slavery past. 
 
     I should like to introduce myself with a few more details. I have an M.A. in English and 
History from Zurich University. Transatlantic slavery, racism and post-colonial studies are 
my areas of interest and research fields. I have published a book on Swiss involvement in 
slavery and the slave trade1 and have been a member of the St.Gallen State Legislature for ten 

________________________ 
 
1 Hans FÄSSLER, Reise in Schwarz-Weiss. Schweizer Ortstermine in Sachen Sklaverei, Zürich 2005, with a preface by 
Joseph Philippe ANTONIO, Haitian Foreign Minister 2001–2004, published in French as: Une Suisse esclavagiste. Voyage 
dans un pays au-dessus de tout soupçon, Paris 2007, with a preface by Doudou DIENE (former UN Special Rapporteur on 
contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance). 



 2 

years.2 Political journeys have taken me to Haiti (Port-au-Prince, 2003), to France (Atlantic 
and triangular trade ports La Rochelle, Nantes, Bordeaux, 2007 and 2008), to the Senegal 
(Dakar and Djilor 2005 and 2008), and to French Guiana (Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni in 2013). 
 
Switzerland and its involvement in slavery have once already been an issue in Chicago. On 
November 3, 2006, the Chicago Sun-Times published an article "UBS acknowledges slavery 
ties"3, mentioning Swiss merchant banker Jakob Laurenz Gsell (1815–1896), who had owned 
slaves in Rio de Janeiro.4 Because Gsell had later founded one of the predecessor banks of 
UBS, UBS Securities LLC became the sixth bank after Lehman Brothers, JPMorgan, LaSalle 
Financial Services Inc., Wachovia Corp., and Bank of America Securities LLC  to 
acknowledge either ties to or profits from slavery and the slave trade under the city's Slavery 
Era Disclosure Ordinance, which had taken effect on 4th February, 2003.5 Incidentally, Jakob 
Laurenz Gsell came from the same city of St.Gallen, where I was born and raised and have 
spent most of my life.  

     Now there are substantial indications that the sworn affidavit filed in 2006 in connection 
with the role of UBS Securities LLC as senior manager of an O'Hare Airport bond issue did 
not contain the whole truth. Firstly, it seems that no mention was made of another slave-
owning merchant banker from St.Gallen who in 1864 became the founder of a UBS 
predecessor bank (St.Gallische Hypothekarkassa 6): Jakob Friedrich Billwiller (1813–1879). 
He owned three domestic slaves in Rio de Janeiro in 1847, whom he apparently maltreated.7 
Secondly and most importantly, I would like to refer you to the case of Johann Ulrich 
Zellweger (1804–1871) from the village of Trogen in Appenzell Ausserrhoden (Eastern 
Switzerland). 

     In 1831, Johann Ulrich Zellweger left London, where his commercial activities had run 
into difficulties, for Havana. It was intended for him to be employed by his fellow citizen 
Heinrich Studer (1779–1831) from Winterthur, who owned a sugar plantation in the Matanzas 
area. However, these plans never materialized, since Zellweger learnt that Studer had died 
shortly before his arrival in Cuba. In the following years, Zellweger worked for a number of 
merchant houses founded and owned by members of the Drake family.8 The original family 
firm had been founded by James Drake (1763–1838), a shrewd trader from England who had 
married into the Cuban aristocracy and become a sugar plantation owner. In 1840, Zellweger 
joined the executive quartet of Drake Brothers & Co. and worked with James Drake's son 
Charles, proprietor of a sugar plantation with 400 slaves, Alexander Friedrich, Charles 
Respinger, and José Morales. In 1842, a new partnership was formed with Johann Ulrich 
Zellweger, Louis Morales, and two other sons of James Drake: James Drake jun. and Louis 
________________________ 
2 1984-1994, representing the Social-Democratic Party of Switzerland.  
3 Frank SPIELMAN, "UBS acknowledges slavery ties", in: Chicago Sun-Times, November 3, 2006. 
4 Urs Alfred MÜLLER-LHOTSKA, Jakob Laurenz Gsell 1815–1896. Vom Unternehmer in Rio de Janeiro zum Bankier in 
St. Gallen – Globalisierung im 19. Jahrhundert, Zürich 2008.  
5 Cf. Yvette SHIELDS, "UBS Securities Acknowledges Slave Trade Ties Through an Acquired Co.", in: The Bond Buyer, 
November 7, 2006. 
6 MÜLLER-LHOTSKA, op. cit., p. 119-121. 
7 MÜLLER-LHOTSKA, op. cit., p. 87 / FÄSSLER, op. cit., p. 61f. 
8 Michael ZEUSKE, "Versklavte, Sklavereien und Menschenhandel auf dem afrikanisch-iberischen Atlantik", in: Michael 
Zeuske, Sklavenhändler, Negreros und Atlantikkreolen. Eine Weltgeschichte des Sklavenhandels im atlantischen Raum, 
Berlin / Boston 2015, pp. 350-353. 
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Drake. In the summer of 1845, Johann Ulrich Zellweger retired from the company and, one 
year later, returned to Europe.  

     The Drake companies were highly profitable businesses.9 They flourished on the export 
side (two thirds of Cuba's sugar exports came from the Drakes' warehouses) and on the import 
side (they were the largest suppliers to Cuban plantation owners). They extended credits to 
the sugar-planters to finance crops, equipment and slave-owning, and they made large profits 
financing the slave-trade.10 Their commercial activities have been meticulously documented 
in Cuban archives by Michael Max Paul Zeuske (Historical Institute, Department of Ibero and 
Latin American Studies, Cologne University), one of the leading scholars and authors in the 
field of Cuban slavery.11 Please find his selection of relevant material from the "Archivo 
Nacional de Cuba, Tribunal de Comercio" in the APPENDIX. 

 
            In 1866, Johann Ulrich Zellweger founded the 
  private local Bank für Appenzell A.Rh.  
  [Ausserrhoden], which in 1909 merged with the 
  national Schweizerischer Bankverein (Swiss Bank 
  Corporation).12 The latter, for its part, merged 
  with Union Bank of Switzerland in 1998, thus 
  creating today's Swiss global financial services 
  company UBS. In other words: Slavery profiteer 
  Johann Ulrich Zellweger is the founder of a 
  predecessor bank of UBS.  

            Johann Ulrich Zellweger died in 1871 and is 
  buried in the village cemetery of Trogen.  
  Incidentally, this is the village where, from 1992 
  to 2018, I taught English at the state grammar 
  school of the canton of Appenzell Ausserrhoden 
  (Kantonsschule Trogen). 
 

Johann Ulrich Zellweger (1804-1871) 13 

 

     Let me emphasize that Johann Ulrich Zellweger was not just any tradesman from 
Switzerland. And his case is neither unique nor is it accidental. His systemic importance has 
been characterized by historian Michael Zeuske as follows: 
 

________________________ 
 
9 Anna Carolina SCHÄRER, Globale Verflechtungen und protestantische Netzwerke im 19. Jahrhundert: Der Appenzeller 
Unternehmer und Philanthrop Johann Ulrich Zellweger (1804–1871), Zürich 2010, pp. 49-53.  
10 Kleinwort BENSON, The History of Two Families in Banking, Oxford 1979, pp. 76–81. 
11 Michael Zeuske, see website of Cologne University: www.ihila.phil-fak.uni-koeln.de/index.php?id=390 (accessed 
19/12/2017). 
12 "Gründung der Bank für Appenzell A.Rh. in Herisau", in: Appenzellische Jahrbücher, Band 60 (1933), p. 26f., retrieved 
from: www.e-periodica.ch/cntmng?var=true&pid=ajb-001:1933:60::257 (accessed 19/12/2017) 
13 Photo authored by SCHALCH, St.Gallen, reproduced from the album of Lydia SCHAUFELBERGER, Rehetobel. 
Cantonal Library and Archives of Appenzell Ausserrhoden, Magazin 1, KB-001200/3.  
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 Between 1815 and 1830, Cuba became the destination of young European merchant 
 sons longing for profits and wanting to become rich quickly with their coffee-slaves 
 start-ups. See  for example the Swiss Heinrich (Enrique) Stouder, Johann Ulrich 
 Zellweger, Heinrich Escher Zollikofer and his three brothers (...)14 
 
     In my letter of 5th January, 2018, I therefore urgently asked the City of Chicago in general 
and the Department of Procurement Services (Rules and Regulations) in particular to reassess 
UBS 's degree of compliance with the Slavery Era Disclosure Ordinance and to analyse 
whether or not failure to comply with this ordinance should deem any contracts with UBS 
voidable on behalf of the city.15 After the City of Chicago had failed to pick up my registered 
letter (which according to the Swiss Postal Services had indeed been delivered) and after they 
had received it only through a journalist from Swiss Radio, I was informed by the Department 
of Procurement Services in their letter of 2nd March, 2018, that they, in consultation with the 
City of Chicago Department of Law, had decided that the Slavery Era Disclosure Ordinance 
did not apply because it only applied to slavery in the territory of the United States (see 
Attachment 1). 

     In my letter of 3rd March, 2018 (see Attachment 2), I argued my case again and demanded 
to be pointed out appeal procedures against this decision by the Department of Procurement 
Services. Without entering into my arguments, Ms Gina Oka of the Department of 
Procurement Services asked me in her letter of 7th March 2018 (see Attachment 3) if I wished 
to engage into further discussions on the legal interpretation of the Slavery Era Disclosure 
Ordinance with the Department of Law, which I said I did. I was then contacted directly by 
the Department of Law and provided them with my arguments as laid out in my letter of 3rd 
March, 2018, which amounted to an appeal against the decision by the Department of 
Procurement Services. Since then, I have not heard again from the City of Chicago, which I 
hold to be not only most unfortunate, but outright impolite and contrary to the principles of 
the rule of law and responsible government. 
 
     It is all the more so, since this is not the first time that I have tried to contact a Chicago 
Mayor in matters of a big Swiss bank.16 On 20th of January, 2010, I wrote to Richard M. 
Daley concerning the Swiss bank Credit Suisse and its refusal to grant historians access to 
their archives in order study the bank's slavery past. In 1760, the Commission of Interest or 
Zinskommission Leu, a predecessor bank of today's Credit Suisse, had participated in a loan 
taken out by the Danish crown in order to establish themselves on the Caribbean islands of 
Saint Thomas, Saint Croix and Saint John (today the three main islands of the U.S. Virgin 
Islands). In 1768, the same Zinskommission Leu had granted a Danish private company set up 
by the Scottish brothers John and David Brown a credit, accepting slave-plantations on Saint 
Croix as collateral (which echoes the case of Wachovia Bank, whose predecessor institution 
Bank of Charleston, S.C., had accepted slaves as collateral on loans). 
________________________ 
 
14 Michael ZEUSKE, "Kaffee statt Zucker: Die globale commodity Kaffee und die Sklaverei auf Kuba (ca. 1790–1870)", in: 
Saeculum, 67/II (2017), p. 278 (translated from German: HF) 
15 The complete letter of 3rd March, 2018, can be found under: 
www.louverture.ch/KAMPA/KRITIKEN/chicago_slavery_ordinance.pdf (accessed 13/5/2019) 
16 See Reuters, 22nd December, 2011: www.reuters.com/article/us-swiss-banks-leu/insight-tarnished-lion-of-swiss-banking-
to-roar-no-more-idUSTRE7BL0G320111222 (accessed 19/12/2017) 
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     I was not even given an answer by the then mayor.  
 
     The slavery past of the Zinskommission Leu and the fact that the above-mentioned Jakob 
Laurenz Gsell was also a long-standing member of the board of directors and for five years 
vice-president of a Credit Suisse predecessor bank (Bank in St.Gallen 17) means no less than 
the necessity for Credit Suisse to disclose their slavery ties should they ever want to do or be 
doing business with the City of Chicago (or any US other city or state with slavery era 
disclosure legislation). In view of Credit Suisse Securities (USA) LLC bankers having advised 
the City of Chicago on the potential lease of Midway Airport around 2013, this seems to have 
been the case in the not so distant past.18 

     I should like to add at this point that the possible systemic risks for Swiss banks like UBS 
and Credit Suisse on grounds of their undisclosed slavery past have been made the subject of 
a private member's "interpellation" in the people's chamber of the Swiss Federal Parliament 
("Nationalrat"). On 6th March, 2018, Claudia Friedl, social-democratic MP for the canton of 
St.Gallen, submitted her "The Slavery Past of Switzerland and Its Banks".19  
 
     In conclusion, I want to say this: I should very much like to see this matter carried out in 
such a manner as to satisfy and honour former Alderman and ordinance sponsor Dorothy 
Tillman and her admirable efforts to expose the horrors of slavery and to further not only the 
national but also the international dialogue on reparations. My hopes that you, the new Mayor 
of Chicago, will address this matter differently from two of your predecessors reach out from 
a little mountain village in Switzerland to the shores of Lake Michigan, in a manner of 
speaking.  

 
 
Yours respectfully, 
 
 
Hans Fässler 
 

 
Copies to: Alderwoman Jeanette Taylor, Alderwoman Rosanna Rodriguez-Sanchez, Alderman Carlos Ramirez 
Rosa, Alderman Daniel La Spata, Alderman Andre Vasquez, Alderman Byron Sigcho-Lopez, all representing 
the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) 
 
Enclosures: APPENDIX, Attachments 1-3 

________________________ 
 
 
17 MÜLLER-LHOTSKA, op. cit, pp. 113-116. 
18 Reuters, 23rd May 2013: "Credit Suisse names new Chicago co-head after banker departure", see 
https://www.reuters.com/article/creditsuisse-hire-idUSL2N0E32DM20130523 (accessed 10/05/2019) 
19 See https://www.parlament.ch/de/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20183072  (accessed 1/5/2019) 
 


