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A short dissertation on a genealogically important subject - this term denotes all those who were ruthlessly persecuted for holding on to their religious beliefs in the then mostly Austrian parts of Central Europe, forced to leave everything behind them, scatter into the four winds and seek shelter under more tolerant rulers.


We have to distinguish between two different time frames and circumstances- first the expulsion of the Protestants from AUSTRIA during and after the 30 year war (1618-1648), as well as roughly 80 years later, the expulsion from the realms of SALZBURG, although this part of present day Austria was then under independent ecclesiastic rule.


Officially this ordained expulsion ended in 1654, although in fact families left until well 1670 and there are even later cases - it is though this first wave only and in a particular geographical terrain which I should like to examine a little closer.


It concerns primarily the "WALDVIERTEL", the north-western part of the present day Austrian province of "Nieder-Österreich"(Lower-Austria) - the term simply means the "wooded quarter" north west of the river Danube; the fact that my own ancestors stem from these parts lends emphasis to these lines. 


I nevertheless feel it to be important to reiterate the basic facts; thousands of families were forced to leave the land of their ancestors and everything this implies, for the single reason that as confirmed Protestants they refused to be converted to Roman Catholicism - the most affected parts were the "Mühlviertel" (province of Upper-Austria, denoted as the "quarter of the mills", owing to the preponderance of them there in former times), the already mentioned "Waldviertel", but to a lesser degree also from other parts of these two provinces .


The most frequent destination of these hunted faithful was Franconia, which after the frightful throes of the 30 year war, not to mention plagues in its wake, were welcomed with open arms into these devastated parts for renewal.


The population of some portions of the "Waldviertel" were almost 100% Protestant, with some of their larger centres like Großgerungs, Griesbach, Rapottenstein, Schönbach between 85% - 100% adhering to Luther’s faith, just to cite a few.


However those parishes connected and serving under the large monasteries, Melk, Göttweig, Zwettl, Altenburg, Eisgarn, Geras, Imbach, in their turn relentlessly remained bulwarks of the Roman Catholic denomination - at least 2/3 by 1654.


One of the foremost authorities on the subject, Professor Gustav Reingrabner, estimates these statistics pertaining to the "Waldviertel": around 1580 2/3 of its parishes were manned by Lutheran pastors, of the nobility almost 90 % and of the general population 75-80 % staunchly and steadfastly were not to be dissuaded from their beliefs.


To me this percentage seems a little high though, perhaps not enough attention having been paid to the vast realms under monasterial sovereignty.


The general edict by the German Emperor Ferdinand II (1619-1637) of 14. 9.1627 declared that all Protestant pastors and preachers and teachers had to leave the country by not later than 28. 9.1627 - this included all the Austrian lands with the sole exception of the parish of Asch (today As in the CR) in western Bohemia.


This then was the forerunner to the fateful Counter-Reformation which as good as sealed the fate of Protestantism in the "Waldviertel", even if in reality it took another 3 decades to fulfill - a further edict by Ferdinand II, of 24. 9.1627 ordered without fail the installation of Catholic clergy within 6 weeks, which again, though in only few exceptions, was not followed to the letter !


Even if by now the sacraments were only strictly to be administered by R.C.clergy, some sort of underground Lutheran life still prevailed- a death entry in vital statistics for example underline an old woman’s catholic faith "of yore" which is significant under the circumstances as is of course the death of a pastor’s wife. A further edict rails against sacraments and services held in the Lutheran manner in parts just beyond the borders of Austria, the very near Hungary with the cities of Pressburg (bow Bratislava in the Slovak Republic) and Ödenburg (now Sopron in Hungary), but also across the western borders into Germany. 


One great drawback to the Counter-Reformation was the dearth of R.C.priests which even caused oddities like the married Pater Benedict Müller, elected parish priest in Großpertholz in 1656.


Very soon after 1627 already the first emigration movements had started - an edict exists even forbidding the giving of shelter to Protestants fleeing from Upper-Austria - nevertheless we can still read a flood of complaints by parish priests between 1630-1654 about the recalcitrance of their parishioners, refusing by all means to return to the Catholicism.


Between 1652 - 1654 the rigorous counter-reformation commission declared Protestantism to have been totally eradicated - a further edict, this time by Emperor Ferdinand III (1637-1657) even manufactured a legal underpinning for these expulsions - the commission relentlessly hounded the "Waldviertel", with the strong resistance in the western portions being ruthlessly suppressed by force of arms and mass incarcerations, even of uncooperative judges.


In 1654 a list of 22.224 new "converts" was instigated, still extant and accessible to this author, seemingly attesting to the complete success of re-establishing Catholicism- however tongue in cheek one could almost speak of an index of only "so called" new converts, since we can prove that while families officially recanted nevertheless later joined the emigration. Many documents in archives of ruling families (Arbesbach, Rapottenstein etc) attest without doubt hat even after 1654 the possibility of "free" expression of their spiritual beliefs finally outweighed everything - even to the extent of having to flee stealthily during the night.....


Further edicts of Ferdinand III finally erased even the last remnants of Protestantism well before the waning of the 17th century. It can be estimated that about 20.000 families from the "Waldviertel" alone were forced into emigration.


These religious persecutions had long lasting effects, perilous to economic development, not only for the land owning gentry but eventually the whole part of the Empire. 


For reasons of long established commercial routes (for examples oxen from Arbesbach, driven along the Danube, being favoured in Franconia for their superior quality) the choice of Franconia as a new haven of refuge was easily established - but less known is the fact that emigration also extended eastwards, to Preßburg, now Bratislva the capital of Slovakia and Ödenburg/Sopron, both then under Hungarian rule; we have ample documentation in the marriage entries of Pressburg church records that these various family members, wherever they had finally landed, kept in close contact (see my book: "Exulanten in Pressburg" IHFF, Vienna 1999)


GENERAL IMPLICATIONS FOR GENEALOGICAL RESEARCH:


We can now assume that not only those with ancestors from Franconia can expect to have had originally roots within the "Exulanten" of the "Waldviertel" but also that anybody whose forefathers can be documented from this stretch of Austria may have some "Exulanten" background; my own beginnings of genealogical research go back to the tiny village of Haselbach near Arbesbach where from the Gundacker family only one branch remained behind in 1635, the others dying in "foreign parts", maybe Franconia (though there is a tantalizing unresolved glimpse of one member returning for an inheritance). 


By now a certain amount of material on the "Exulanten" has been gathered - I should like to cite two items of general bibliography, so far only in German though.


Eberhard Krauß: "Exulanten aus dem westlichen Waldviertel in Franken" Nuernberg 1997 


ISBN 3-929865-04-1; 650 pages and containing 3300 names - highly recommended.


Codex Vindobonensis; "Verzeichnis der Neubekehrten", Nationalbibliothek Wien.


Before 1652 alas very little material pertaining to the "Waldviertel" has survived - Waidhofen/Thaya 1585, Krems 1587, Stein 1608, Langenlois 1612 Gottsdorf 1617, Pöggstall 1628, Rohrendorf 1629 Senftenberg 1629, Grossgerungs 1630, Zwettl 1631, Schilstern 1634, Traunstein 1636, to name just a few. 


In addition to the church records we also have administrative records of the landed gentry, often with impressive detail of much genealogical impact - furthermore property records (purchases and sales) going back to 1584: Pöggstall 1584, Oberloiben 1594, Großpertholz 1607, Weitra 1610, Rappottenstein 1612, Rosenau 1636, Rastenberg 1637, Aggsbach/Leiben 1642, Dürnstein 1664.


Some of these rare and complicated records have been examined and classified for genealogical content by the author, for example Arbesbach 1640-1784; inquiries will be gladly dealt with.


Now, the Autor has stored these Inventory protocolls of Arbesbach between 1640-1784. Please, contact me, if you have any question. Further publications are in work - see IHFF-books <IHFF_buecher_gee.htm>
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