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Preface

			This book is based on real events. It tells the story of Maria Wechselberger, known as ‘Hohenhaus-Moidl,’* who ran a farm in the mountains of Tyrol, though she remained unmarried and childless. She took an orphaned boy home with her from market, where he was being offered for sale like an animal. That boy was my grandfather.

			True stories handed down through time offer deep insights into the distant past and reveal events which have long been forgotten. Moidl grew up on a small mountain farm as the second of ten children. She outlived all her siblings and was the last of her generation. Fate dealt her many blows in the course of her life, and it was not until a few months before her death that she at last found the peace she had sought in vain for many decades.

			This book not only tells the story of the Hohenhaus farm but also portrays many events from local history and characteristic details of the country and its people. Events and occurrences were reconstructed based on old documents, chronicles of the parish and municipality of Tux, various deeds and historical records.

			It also contains numerous photographs from the Hohenhaus archive, the municipality of Tux and from Erika Hubatschek, which offer in-depth insights into an almost surreal world at the foot of the Hintertux Glacier.

			It was Klaus G. Förg, owner of the Rosenheimer Verlagshaus, who had the idea of publishing these fascinating, sometimes amusing and often heartbreaking stories in book form.

			Hansjörg Fankhauser researched the ancestry of the Hohenhaus farmers, contributing important facts and data and ensuring that this book is historically correct. He also drew up the family trees which provide an overview of the persons mentioned in the narrative.

			My primary source was the detailed accounts of my mother Wilma Egger. Without her stories, I could never have written this book.

			Before sending the manuscript to the publisher, I asked my mother, my aunt, Christl Fankhauser, Hans Mader (Altbauer zu Jewer), Gustl Erler (Willeiter), Alphons Tourozzi, Hansjörg Fankhauser and Tux town chronicler
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					Maria Wechselberger, known as ‘Hohenhaus-Moidl’ (1939)

				

			

			Franz-Josef Haag to check it. Many thanks for your constructive suggestions for improvement, which I have gladly incorporated!

			I do hope you like my first book. Who knows, perhaps there will be a sequel sometime!

			Hermann Egger

		

		
			

			
				  * Translator’s note: in the German-speaking countries, farming families are often known not by their surname, but by the name of the farm. Thus Moidl, who grew up on the Hohenhaus farm and whose surname was Wechselberger, became known as ‘Hohenhaus-Moidl,’ her family as the Hohenhausers.

			

		


		
			
The poorhouse of the Ziller Valley

			For centuries, Hintertux was the poorhouse of the Ziller Valley. Like all families in the area, the Hohenhaus farmers had to scrimp and save. The eight children often went to bed hungry and would not get anything to eat until the next morning, when, once milking was over, they would receive a breakfast of milk soup and bread. The oldest was thirteen-year-old Susanna, Moidl was twelve, and the youngest Hohenhauser was one-year-old Thomas, whom everyone called ‘Tumml’.

			To save firewood, the Stube or main living room was only heated on Sundays, public holidays and of course at Christmas, whereas in the Rauchküche, or smokehouse kitchen, the fire burned from morning to night every day. The family had the bare necessities to survive, but fear of illness, poor harvests and animal diseases was omnipresent.

			In autumn 1873, the exhausting work in the fields ended as every year with the task of fertilising. The Hohenhausers managed to spread the manure just in time before the first snowfall. Moidl helped her mother cook and serve the food while her siblings were in the cowsheds or playing in front of the house. The children were delighted to see the first snowflakes, unlike their father, who was worried about needing too much firewood and the possibility of avalanches, which had come closer and closer to the farm buildings in recent years. It snowed and snowed without pause, while the Hohenhauser family and their farm workers sat silently at the kitchen table, eating from a huge pan of mash.

			Moidl’s father Alois, the Hohenhaus farmer, broke the uneasy silence: “In 1405, farms were swept away, there were many deaths, entire families lost their lives … The survivors knew what they were doing when they rebuilt Hintertux right here. The three crosses at the end of the valley remind us of those who died, and the Marterl (wayside cross) on the Weite Gasse protects us, the living.”

			Silence descended once more, interrupted only by the quiet crackling of the fire. It was clear to everyone present that the farmer, otherwise so calm, was agitated. He fidgeted, shifting to the left and right on the wooden bench, and peered constantly out through the little kitchen window into the snowstorm.

			“Perhaps our ancestors built the farm too close to the avalanche point after all? If the entire wall of snow comes down at once, our farm is the first it will hit.”
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					The snow wall often came down in an avalanche that almost reached the Hohenhaus farm.

				

			

			A farm hand tried to reassure the farmer: “Don’t you worry, Hohenhauser, your ancestors knew why they built the farm here. That wall has never come down onto the farm, and it won’t reach the farm this year, either.”

			Once again, it was quiet. No-one spoke a word. The kitchen began to fill with smoke as the storm slowly buried the chimney under snow.

			Maria, the farmer’s wife, knew what to do: “I’ll climb onto the roof and sweep the chimney clear.”

			It snowed incessantly, day and night. As they did every morning, the two oldest children, Susanna and Moidl, went to the cowshed with their father. First, the farmer would scoop hay from the threshing floor into the feed hole, where it fell directly in front of the cows’ noses, then he would muck out the stall. Susanna milked the cows, her younger sister Moidl the goats. A farm hand and the farmer’s oldest son Sepp tended to the sheep in the nearby Bichlstall. And after finishing their work, the children set out to walk the seven kilometres to school in Lanersbach.

			It was Advent, and the children were looking forward eagerly to Christmas Day – the reward for their hard work in the past year. Advent and Christmas were the only time in the year when they did not have to work in the cowshed and stables. They were free to build a snowman or play outdoors, and they looked forward to this for eleven long months.

			This year, however, because of the heavy snowfall and the threat of avalanches, they had to remain indoors.

			Like every year, a few days before Christmas Eve, the pig was slaughtered. It was not a pretty sight for the children. Their father took a heavy pick and struck the animal on the forehead with full force. The girls preferred to go indoors, while the boys would peer anxiously around the corner. Moidl couldn’t bear to watch at all. After all, she had fed the pig all year long. However, the poor animal seemed unaware of what was happening: it did not cry out or attempt to escape, but simply fell to the ground, quivering a little. Quickly, its carotid artery was severed, and the spurting blood was caught in a bowl and stirred. The bristles were removed from the skin, and the carcass was hauled up the wall of the hallway and disembowelled. It was the task of the brothers Sepp and Franz to stir the blood to prevent it from curdling.

			“It stinks. This is disgusting,” moaned tenyear-old Sepp, who was always the first to complain.

			The father was strict to his farm labourers, but even stricter to his children. He demanded obedience and brooked no protest:

			“You keep stirring. You like the Blutwurst well enough,” he replied, cutting the pig’s entrails with a freshly sharpened knife. Finally, the pig was hacked in half down the middle.

			After a few days, the meat was well-hung. The flesh was separated from the bones and cut. Moidl and Susanna were allowed to chop the fat, which was rendered over a hot flame to create delicious crackling, called Groiggen. And when the crackling was drained off, it left behind the valuable lard. Every bit of the carcass was put to good use: the inner organs, the intestines – even the marrow from the bones, which was used to make a tasty soup. The smaller scraps of meat were chopped up, packed into a scrubbed intestine and turned into sausages. The large cuts were salted in a wooden vessel, weighted down with stones and buried in the snow.

			A few weeks later, the meat was hung from the ceiling of the smokehouse kitchen. Every evening, the chimney was closed off and the kitchen door shut so that the smoke could slowly mature the meat into bacon. The fat dripped constantly to the floor. A glob of it would land on the head or shoulders of anyone who walked beneath or brushed against the hanging meat. With every week that passed, the chunks of meat suspended from the kitchen ceiling turned darker and darker in colour, slowly dried out and shrank. Only when no more fat dripped off was the meat ready to be ‘aired’ in the cool hallway of the farm. And one week after that, it was ready to eat. It was an exciting highlight of every year when the farmer cut the first side of bacon. Everyone got a little piece, and every year, they all exclaimed how well the bacon had turned out. This nutritious food, an invaluable source of energy and strength, had to be very carefully rationed, because the bacon, crackling and lard from this one pig represented a year’s rations for the farmer’s family and all the farm labourers.

			Not only for the children was Advent the best time of the year. In the run-up to Christmas, the farmers’ wives, too, had some time for themselves and paid visits to each other. Only farmer’s wife Maria stayed at home and went nowhere. The inhabitants of Hintertux didn’t like her, because as the daughter of a rich farmer and publican from Schmirn, she had brought a good dowry with her ‘over the pass,’ a dowry more generous than any father in Hintertux could afford to give his daughter. As a wedding gift, she received an ornately decorated cupboard and a large chest filled with bedlinen and rich fabrics. In the eyes of the farmers’ wives in the village, she considered herself ‘a cut above the rest’. She did, however, have a good knowledge of the art of healing and brought with her from the Schmirn Valley recipes for making ointments and medicines for the treatment of influenza which were unknown in Hintertux.

			The climax of the year was, of course, Christmas Eve. At half past four in the morning, the farmer and a farm hand would tend to the cows, sheep and goats before setting out with the five oldest children on the long walk to attend morning mass. The mother stayed at home with the younger children and prepared the midday meal. As it was a day of fasting, no-one was allowed to eat or drink until after church.

			The children ran ahead of the adults, down into the village, where the farmers from Hintertux and their children were already waiting for the Hohenhausers. It was a two-hour march to the church in Lanersbach, and they preferred to walk in company. The Hohenhaus farmer, otherwise so reticent and taciturn, had plenty to tell. In his function as the village spokesman, he carried out the tasks of a mayor.
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					This cupboard, which belonged to the ‘Schmirnerin’ Maria Jenewein, stands in the Alpenbadhotel Hohenhaus.

				

			

			The remote village of Hintertux was part of the municipality of Schmirn, the district of Innsbruck Land and fell under the jurisdiction of Steinach am Brenner.

			Alois acted as an intermediary between the inhabitants of Hintertux and the municipal council, which was far away over the Tuxer Joch, and also the church in Tux. He often had to make the long journey over the pass in order to intercede on behalf of the farmers in Hintertux.

			Arriving in the square in front of the church in Lanersbach, people greeted each other and formed groups of varying sizes, men with men and women with women, laughing and chatting. Everyone was delighted at the chance to see relatives and acquaintances again and catch up on all their news. The farm hands gesticulated and tried out their patter, hoping to attract the attention of the dairymaids and farmers’ daughters and strike up a conversation.

			The farmers, of course, were far from happy with this. They were afraid their daughters would be lured into an affair and give birth to illegitimate children.

			Watching the busy scene, the Hohenhaus farmer was reminded of his own childhood. He was born the illegitimate son of a Hohenhaus farmer’s daughter. His mother, Maria Lucia, had only been permitted to remain on the farm with her baby because, by law, she enjoyed ‘right of refuge’ on the Hohenhaus farm. Alois remembered only too well how badly people had spoken about him and his mother. He had frequently experienced rejection and was often reviled as a ‘bastard’ who didn’t even know his own father.

			For children born ‘on the wrong side of the blanket,’ it was very difficult to prove that they were as good as those born in wedlock. Alois had carried this burden as far back as he could remember. Even as a small boy, he worked harder than any other child of the same age.

			The Hohenhaus farmer at that time was Alois’ Uncle Franz, who had no children of his own. Recognising that his nephew was more intelligent than all others in his age group and impressed by the lad’s diligence, he made Alois a farm hand when he was still a youth. Some years later, he appointed him heir to the Hohenhaus farm – Alois, of all people, the bastard child! As a farmer, Alois was free to start a family. As a farm hand, he would not have been allowed to marry, because a farm hand could never feed a family or own a house of his own. It may have been the hard years of his childhood and youth that made him so taciturn and hard on himself.

		


		
			
Disaster strikes at Christmas

			It was cold that Christmas Eve. The wind blew the snow from the roofs, and the congregation crowded into the church. As was the tradition, women and girls filed into the rows of pews on the left, the men and boys into those on the right. The church filled quickly, until there were even people standing in the aisle between the pews. Moidl was sitting in a pew at the back of the church with her sister Susanna, packed onto the benches with the other women and girls from Hintertux. The doors were firmly closed, and the priest was not stinting on the incense. The air became increasingly stuffy.

			Several people felt queasy, and Susanna was not feeling good, either. She was thirteen years old and had grown a lot in the last year. Moidl and two of the girls from Hintertux stood up to let her leave the pew.

			When Susanna still had not returned at the end of Mass, Moidl quickly pushed her way outside after the final benediction to see where her sister was. A few minutes later, she found Susanna lying in the graveyard in the cold snow. She was unconscious, her lips and fingertips blue.

			Several other people leaving the church came over to help. Even the otherwise so hard-hearted Hohenhaus farmer came running and was horrified to see his oldest daughter lying lifeless on the ground. Lifting her up, he held her in his arms and tried to warm her.

			
				
					[image: Image]
				

				
					Hohenhaus farm in winter

				

			

			The priest had also heard the commotion. He hurried to the graveyard, where a crowd had gathered around the Hohenhausers. He called out: “Hohenhauser, bring her into the presbytery where the fire is burning, quickly!”

			Alois carried Susanna into the priest’s cosy room.

			“Lay her on the straw mattress in front of the oven. I’ll get a blanket,” said the priest, calling out for his housekeeper.

			Moidl, distressed, sat next to her sister, crying quietly: “Susanna, what’s the matter? Wake up, Susanna, oh, please wake up.” Her younger siblings seemed not to understand what was happening.

			Alois was confused, thoughts racing through his brain. Four years before, he had seen his baby son Alois leave this world again just a few days after his birth. Was Susanna going to die in front of his eyes, too? His firstborn child, always cheerful, hard-working and the apple of her mother’s eye?

			He turned to the priest: “Father, please tell me. Is God punishing me because I was born illegitimate? Have I done something wrong?”

			But Alois received no answer. Instead, the priest began to say the rosary. Father and children knelt and joined him in prayer.

			And suddenly, after a few minutes, Susanna coughed and opened her eyes. The blue of her lips faded to a pale white.

			“Father, a miracle has happened!” cried Moidl with tears in her eyes.

			The farmer, too, could hardly contain himself for joy: “I’m so glad you are with us again, my child,” he whispered in Susanna’s ear.

			The priest made the sign of the cross several times, looked to the heavens and murmured a few phrases in Latin. Then, head held high, he proudly announced: “Indeed, a miracle has happened. Praise be to the Lord our God, who has called her back to life.”

			Again, the priest made the sign of the cross, in the air in front of all present in the room and once more on Susanna’s forehead.

			Suddenly, Susanna said in a barely audible voice: “Where am I?”

			With his large, rough hand, her father stroked her damp hair: “You’re going to be alright, Susanna, everything will be alright. We’ll go home in just a minute.”

			Susanna was deathly pale and unable to stand.

			“She’s feeling better already, and we have a long way to go,” the father called out to the priest and his children, telling the latter to put on their coats. The children thanked the priest and took their leave. Alois wrapped Susanna in a blanket and carried her outside. The snowstorm had intensified. He pressed Susanna tightly against him and stomped quickly off through the snow.

			He and the children arrived home at the farm late and out of breath. His wife was visibly shocked when her husband carried her oldest daughter into the house. Susanna was white as snow, chilled to the bone and coughed continuously. Alois laid her down on the warm bench around the tiled oven and told his wife what had happened.

			The mother laid her hand on Susanna’s forehead. “Susanna, can you hear me? – She’s running a fever,” she said and called out: “Moidl, bring hot vinegar compresses and the Gofrachwasser.”

			The latter was a household remedy, a clear liquid that smelt strongly of garlic and dandelion root. It tasted so dreadful that it sometimes made the children vomit when they gargled with it. Susanna, too, almost threw up, and she coughed so hard that she spat the medicine out again.

			Not having eaten anything all day, the children were hungry. Everyone was looking forward to a Milchmus, a milk pudding to which the farmer’s wife added honey in honour of Christmas. The whole family and the farm hands sat in the kitchen and ate with spoons from a huge iron pan in the centre of the table.

			This Christmas Eve was very quiet. The mood was subdued. No lively chatter with the servants, no excited or laughing children. All eyes were on Susanna, who coughed and fell asleep again: “Will Susanna get well?” asked Moidl anxiously.

			“She’s going to be fine,” said her mother, nodding.

			But looking at Susanna reminded her, too, of the day little Alois had died. ‘Alois was taken from us,’ she thought. ‘The son who was named after his father. Is our oldest daughter going to die, too? Why are such bad things happening to us? Has God forsaken us?’

			It was dusk, and traditionally, the house and the cowsheds were blessed on Christmas Eve. Incense and holy water were carried through the buildings, into every room. This ritual was intended to ward off misfortune from the people, animals and buildings of the farm. According to the custom, the oldest child carried the holy water. That day, since Susanna was ill, Moidl was allowed to perform the task. The farmer walked ahead of her, praying aloud and swinging the smoking pan to and fro to ensure that the incense was wafted into every corner of the house. Meanwhile, his wife remained in the kitchen to prepare the evening meal.

			The sweet smell of the incense aroused memories of Mass earlier that day and the events that had followed. Moidl felt her spirits sink. Her thoughts were with Susanna. In a monotonous voice, she followed her father in prayer, sprinkling holy water in all directions.

			Once the house and the cowsheds had been blessed, children and parents waited in the kitchen for the Christ Child, which is said to enter the house without being seen and place the gifts under the Christmas tree without making a sound. The entire house smelt of incense, Zelten (a traditional fruit loaf) and freshly baked biscuits.

			At last, a bell rang. Everyone quickly recited the Lord’s Prayer before the children rushed into the cosy, heated living room. There in a corner stood the Christmas tree, decorated with apples and little delicacies. The gifts were wrapped in newspaper, and on every parcel stood a name.

			What had the Christ Child brought them this year? Perhaps something different from last year?

			Every year, the older children and all adults received a pair of Lodendoggl, shoes with laces and a high shaft into which no snow could fall. One year later, they were worn and tattered, and the Christ Child had to bring new ones. The boys were delighted to find that their parcels held knitted gloves with beautiful patterns, while seven-year-old Gertraud’s contained a doll made of stitched-together rags, Theresia, Moidl and Susanna each received a headscarf made of fine wool, the oldest son, Josef, a traditional hat, a Lodenhut.

			Susanna was still lying in the living room on the bench by the oven, directly next to the Christmas tree. Beaming with joy, Moidl passed her sister her gifts: “Susanna, look what the Christ Child has brought you. Doggl and a beautiful headscarf.”

			Susanna coughed and fell asleep again without looking up or saying a word.

			Saddened, Moidl turned away from her sister and her eyes filled with tears. “Mama, when will she get well again?”

			The farmer’s wife tried to console her: “I don’t know, child, but everything will be fine.”

			After the unwrapping of the presents, they ate fritters and soup with noodles. A real feast, because they hardly ever had noodles.

			But once again, Susanna refused the rare treat. The many vinegar compresses and the Gofrachwasser didn’t seem to be working.

			Late that evening, the children accompanied their father to Midnight Mass in the chapel in Hintertux. This was the only day in the year when they were allowed to stay up so late. Their mother did not go with them, preferring to stay with Susanna.

			In the new year, everyone fell back into their everyday routine. Up at half past four, milk the cows and goats, muck out, the long trek to school in Lanersbach and back, homework, helping mother with the cooking and the housework, the evening meal and off to bed.

			Though Susanna did seem to be getting slowly better, her legs no longer obeyed her, and she was unable to stand. For a long time, the family hoped that her legs would also recover and that she would be able to walk and work again. But the months passed, and this hope, too, faded. Susanna’s legs remained paralysed. She had to be carried everywhere. Even a trip to the latrine on the balcony was torture, both for Susanna and the person who had to carry her up the narrow staircase. They all helped her wherever they could. Even her father, the Hohenhaus farmer, who was otherwise so serious, always smiled when he saw Susanna. He built a wheelchair and bought her a sewing machine with a hand-crank, to cheer her up a little and give her a task to perform.

			Over time, the farmer and his oldest daughter grew closer and closer. Whenever their paths crossed, he came close to tears. He reproached himself bitterly for having noticed her leaving the church on Christmas Eve but failing to look for her until Mass was over. And on such a bitterly cold day! Alois blamed himself for her misfortune and found it hard to accept that Susanna, his oldest daughter, his favourite daughter, would never walk again.
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