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By Hans Leuenberger

Swiss Peasant War in 1653 

and Governmental Suppression of Democratic Evolution

Concerning Vindication of the Insurgents of 1653 

Summary

The contents of this chapter is based on the article1 “Niklaus Leuenberger, Predating Gandhi in 1653?” published in the February 2020 issue of the Swiss American Historical Society Review. The topic and the events are not specifically linked to Switzerland. Thus, the events could take place anywhere at any time in the history of mankind with a similar script. 

The key players are the camp of privileged people supporting the ruling party to stay in power and their subjects being exploited, suffering from injustice, etc. The driving force of the ruling party is greed for power and money, promoting injustice, corruption and division. No individual person, no member of a family, no business, no congregation, no corporation, no syndicate, no party, no community, no country is immune to this strong driving force, being as powerful as a viral pandemic infection. 

The latter was the case of the Swiss peasants in 1653 realizing that the rights of their ancestors had eroded since the time of the founders (peasants) of the Old Swiss Confederation2, who swore the Oath of Rütli in 12913. At the Landsgemeinde4 in Huttwil, Swiss peasants, who felt that their rights were lost, wanted to renew and update the Oath of the peasants in 1653 (Oath of Huttwil5) without toppling the current regime of representatives of the Swiss nobility6.

The Landsgemeinde4 is the original form of the Swiss democratic system before Switzerland adopted and adapted, as the only European country, in 1848 the concept of the American Constitution of 17877. This original form complies with the Swiss Federal Constitution8 and attracts a lot of attention during the execution of such as in the Canton of Appenzell4. 

In historical times the revolt of the peasants of the Canton of Appenzell was supported by the peasants of the Canton of Schwyz during the Appenzell War9, fighting for more democratic freedom from the bishop prince of St. Gall10. Thus, the peasants from Appenzell became free citizens of the Canton of Schwyz and part of the Old Swiss Confederation2. 

The referenced article1, published as mentioned in the February, 2020 issue, was inspired by the book of Ilya Prigogine11 and Isabelle Stringer's “Order out of Chaos”. This book shows that the same laws which govern nature are also valid in social sciences. Thus, unfortunately, according to the second law of thermodynamics, an originally democratic system is also subject to an aging process and entropy that respectively increases chaos. Fortunately, according to the same authors, there also exists in an open thermodynamic system far from equilibrium the law which is responsible for the creation of life in the organic world and of beautiful crystals of a higher order in the inorganic world. 

Thus, from time to time the democratic system needs to be reinvented. This was the goal of the movement of the peasants in 1653. Niklaus Leuenberger and his fellow patriots enormously contributed to the future democratic evolution of Switzerland! Niklaus Leuenberger was an eminent personality and leader. His high moral standards and the discipline of his army besieging the city of Bern with 15000 armed peasants are legendary1,12 contrasting with the peasant revolt in 1477 (Saubannerzug13, hog banner campaign) which prompted the treaty of Stans14 of 1481 as a first step to limit the freedom of the peasants since the secret message of Brother Nicholas of Flüe 1,15 was not published in the treaty. Shown in the contribution below, this message led to a peaceful settlement of the revolt in 1477 without punishing the peasants. 

The support of Nicholas of Flüe in 1481 was kept in mind as part of the peasant’s Tellemlied16 (patriotic song)in 1653. Niklaus Leuenberger and his fellow patriots succeeded by besieging Bern in that the peace treaty of Murifeld17 was signed by representatives of the government of Bern and the peasants without any bloodshed. This treaty of 1653 contains modern elements, how to get out from an economic depression and that the peasants with a lower income need to pay less taxes which is today an important point in the program of the Social Democratic Party of Switzerland18. The Swiss peasant war ended in 1653 after the attempted assassination of the governor of Lucerne by killing a member of the state council of Lucerne. One of the three Tells19, Kaspar Unternährer, was the only known assassin in the history of the old confederacy1,19. 

Switzerland kept in mind the events of 1653 when after World War II a separatist movement campaigned for a secession of the region of Jura from the canton of Bern. Fortunately, there was no internal military suppression of a democratic evolutionary process and a peaceful solution was found in 1979 by the creation of the Canton of Jura20 in compliance with the Swiss Federal Constitution. Thus, a bloody conflict between Protestant settlers originating from the Canton of Bern and Catholic residents in the Jura region having some parallels to the troubles21 in Northern Ireland could be avoided.
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The Peasant War 

The peasant war of 1653 can be subdivided in the following phases: 

•The beginning of the rebellion in the Entlebuch valley, Canton Lucerne. 

•The massive popular revolt under the leadership of Niklaus Leuenberger, chairman of the “League of Huttwil,” as of the signing of the Oath of Huttwil [Bundesbrief] with the aim of a renewal of the Oath of Rütli of 1291 [author’s remark] through to the conclusion of the Murifeld Peace Treaty.

•The willful and unilateral violation of the Murifeld Peace Treaty by the government in Bern following the jubilant withdrawal of the armed peasants as defined in the treaty.

•The abatement of the rebellion by the Bernese troops (Battle of Herzogenbuchsee) and the Federal Diets’ troops (Battle of Wohlenschwil) under the pretense that the rebels had no right to gather in assembly as declared in the Treaty of Stans.

•The persecution, torturing and conviction of the ringleaders which culminated in the quartering of leader Niklaus Leuenberger and in the compilation of an extensive list of rebels to be convicted.

•The assassination of Lucerne councilman Kaspar Studer (†1653) and the end of the rebellion in Entlebuch. 

Better understanding will be gained through a brief explanation of the contents of the Federal Diet of Stans and singular aspects of the six phases of the peasant war. The focus of the text, however, is the impact of leader Niklaus Leuenberger, from his formulation of the Oath of Huttwil to his dismemberment by the executioner in Bern. 

The Federal Diet of Stans 

“Fasnacht” in Lucerne and the Secret Message from Nicholas of Flüe (1417-1487)  

On Shrove Tuesday [Fasnacht, pre-Lenten carnival] in February 1477 [5] in the city of Lucerne some 2,000 men from central Switzerland resolved to procure the missing payments which had been promised them as compensation for their having fought in the Burgundian wars. These men formed a “hog-banner campaign” [Saubannerzug] and marched towards Geneva. Interestingly, this peasant revolt happened 200 years after the first revolt against the Habsburg Empire in the 13th century. This incident caused a crisis within the confederation of the eight cantons, the independent small states in the Old Swiss Confederacy. Delegates of the eight governments therefore met in December 1481 as a Federal Diet [Tagsatzung] in Stans. 

According to the Lucerne chronicle, it was a message from Nicholas of Flüe which led to agreement, even though the specific contents remain unknown. It is conceivable that Nicholas of Flüe, who had served as a judge and a member of 

Obwalden’s government [6], himself demanded that his message be treated as strictly confidential. 

––––––––
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Council from the Wise Nicholas of Flüe  

Nicholas of Flüe was consciously aware that the general public would not accept a banning of Fasnacht. It may therefore be assumed that Nicholas of Flüe counseled the eight cantons of the Old Swiss Confederacy to not ban Fasnacht but to listen to the criticism from the public in order to avoid such insurrection. 

“Ausburger” as Burghers of Bern and Burgdorf

Burghers of the cities of Bern and Burgdorf who lived in rural areas were designated as “Ausburger” [i.e., non-residential burghers] and in case of war had the right to seek protection behind the surrounding walls of the town. Through their privileges as burghers, this group belonged to the upper class of wealthy free peasants and were assured security and legal assistance from Bern and Burgdorf in case of disputes with a neighboring lord. 

This situation of the cities with wealthy free peasants was a “win-win” situation for both parties. Within the framework of the expansion of the territorial sovereignty of Bern [Landeshoheit] regarding Burgdorf and neighboring rural areas, the “Ausburger” and their descendants, free peasants, played an important role as allies, as the “fifth column” of Bern. 

This upper class of free peasants residing on the environment of Bern represented the backbone of the rural economy owning farms, grain mills, smiths, taverns, tanneries etc. These free peasants kept alive the economy, also, during the period of decline of the lords who were often knights in the service of the Habsburg Empire. In this context, it has to be kept in mind that the lower jurisdiction is an integral part of the bailiwick of the lord as long as this bailiwick does not belong to the city of Bern.

Power Causes Greediness for More Power 

With the decline of the feudal system, the patrician families in the cities started to purchase territories of the lords, i.e. its bailiwick with its lower jurisdiction, along with their serfs. At the same time the city started to purchase the freedom of the families of serfs of a lord living in a specific territory. 

At the same time, a consolidation of all subjects followed – ransomed serfs were recognized as equals to free peasants. Through this consolidation, the hardest hit of all subjects was the “fifth column” of free peasants (“Ausburger”), burghers of Bern and Burgdorf and their descendants, who owned free farms within territories of a lord. All subjects residing in the territories purchased by Bern were obliged to pay a new feudal tax. These free peasants were opposed to paying this tax and felt cheated by the city of Bern. The discontent was fueled by the fact that they were obliged to prove that they were not serfs of the lord but descendants of free peasants. This was, too often, denied.

Concerning the Wording of the Diet of Stans 

RE: The Federal Diet in Stans:  It makes sense that the proceedings from Stans remain silent about the secret message of Nicholas of Flüe. It only included phrases which could be accepted by all parties: the ban of forcible attacks; the security of cantons; the punishment of culprits; etc. The presumed secret message from Nicholas of Flüe regarding the consultation of the subjects is clearly a step forward in the right direction. In the public awareness, Nicholas of Flüe was on their side. The William Tell Song [Tellenlied] of 1653, mentioning Nicholas of Flüe, supports this hypothesis. 

––––––––
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The beginning of the Rebellion in Entlebuch and 

the Magnitude of the Disturbances  

The Entlebuch District Procession to Heiligkreuz 

The pilgrimage procession to Heiligkreuz at the beginning of the rebellion is particularly significant. It was customary in times of crises and emergencies that Entlebuch’s inhabitants sought comfort and consolidation through the veneration of the relics in the Heiligkreuz church. The fact that this pilgrimage took place on a Monday rather than a church feast day is especially noteworthy. 

What were the reasons that caused Hans Emmenegger (1604-1653), the regional banneret [Landespannermeister] of the Entlebuch District, to support this pilgrimage on 10 February (Gregorian calendar), ten days before Fat Thursday? Did he want to soothe the enraged tempers of the peasants with this pilgrimage? Did Hans Emmenegger want to avoid having the Lucerne Fasnacht in 1653 get out of control to avoid a “hog-banner campaign” from being formed – as happened following the 15th century Burgundian wars- and to preclude the rage of the rural inhabitants from being discharged? Had he originally planned that at the beginning of the Lucerne Fasnacht on Fat Thursday – where according to Swabian-Allemannic tradition criticism of the authorities was unexceptional – the three Tells, carrying truncheons and wearing costumes as William Tell, Werner Stauffacher and Arnold von Melchtal would appear? 

Based on the Lucerne government’s stance on refusing the demands, which provoked the demonstration of peasants armed with truncheons on 6 February 1653, it appears that Hans Emmenegger arguably decided – with the consent of the clergy of the Entlebuch parishes – to undertake an Entlebuch District procession on February 10th to the Church of the Holy Cross [Heiligkreuzkirche] above the village of Hasle, Canton Lucerne. 

On the other hand, no documents confirm that the three Tells wearing the costumes donated by Hans Emmenegger participated in the Lucerne Fasnacht. It, therefore, remains a mystery as to whether or not Hans Emmenegger originally planned to have the three Tells appear at the Lucerne Fasnacht of 1653 in their efforts to call the attention of the government authorities to their lost freedoms. 

Refusal of the Oath Demanded of the Peasant Subjects (Untertaneneid)  

On Fat Thursday, February 20th (Gregorian calendar), in front of the gates of Lucerne, the bailiff of the Rothenburg Bailiwick (Canton Lucerne) promised his peasant subjects – who felt that they had been treated unjustly – an improvement of their situation if they would take an oath bowing to the government authorities. The peasants, however, refused to swear the oath and, on that same evening, Kaspar Steiner (1614-1653) assured the Entlebuch peasants that they had the support of their fellow men from Rothenburg. 

Meanwhile, the turmoils had spread further and even included the inhabitants of the little town of Willisau. That was the purpose why Lucerne’s city mayor (Schultheiss), Knight Heinrich von Fleckenstein visited the town of Willisau on February 20th, the Saturday following the beginning of the Lucerne Fasnacht on Fat Thursday. He reminded the local people in the little town that the city of Lucerne had provided them with diverse benefits in 1472 (five years prior to the turmoil of 1477!). But he was not able to calm the people in Willisau. 

Swiss mercenaries such as Fleckenstein were much sought after and increased the incomes of the patricians in the cities. 

Attempted Intervention from Mayor Waser in Zurich  

The disturbances encompassed the Bernese region and further areas in Switzerland. Bern requested Johann Heinrich Waser (1600-1669), the mayor of Zurich, attempt an arbitration between the peasants and government authorities. In contrast to mayor Fleckenstein of Lucerne, Waser was able to gain the confidence of the peasant deputies. His proposal was ultimately accepted by the representatives of the attending bailiwicks. Niklaus Leuenberger was also one of the deputies. On 30 March 1653 in the Bern city hall, under threat of punishment, all of the representatives took a new oath of allegiance as a reminder that all subjects still had to swear an oath of loyalty. 

Regional Assembly of the Peasants in Signau   

The next day, hundreds of discontented peasants, members of the Swiss Reformed Church, from the entire Emmental and Aargau regions, as well as Roman Catholic peasants from the Entlebuch region and from Willisau, along with peasant farmers from the Solothurn bailiwicks, the Bernese Oberland and the communal dominion of Schwarzenburg were present in Signau. With a great majority, the representatives resolved to convene a new regional assembly with the goal – as defined by the founders of the Swiss Confederation in 1291 (Oath of Rütli) – to form an alliance for assistance when in need. Simultaneously, none of the peasants should swear the demanded oath of loyalty on the coming Sunday in the church. 

The Assembly of Sumiswald  

This new regional assembly with representatives from the farming community in the cantons of Bern, Lucerne, Solothurn, and Basel, along with the communal dominion, was held on 13/23 April in Sumiswald. 

At the assembly in Sumiswald, Niklaus Leuenberger was elected as commanding leader (Bundesobmann) of the insurrection. Niklaus Leuenberger was a man of noble aspect and an excellent speaker. 

This skill of logic could be acquired in the German Language Society of Jesus’ school (Jesuitenschule) in the city of Fribourg, which was founded in 1582 by Peter Canisius (1521-1597). Inasmuch as lists of the names of students in Fribourg do not exist – as opposed to the Society of Jesus’ school in Lucerne, where Kaspar Steiner had studied – the verification of Leuenberger’s having studied there is difficult. 

The Oath of Huttwil 1653 

On 20/30 April the representatives of the peasants of the Confederation met under the leadership of Niklaus Leuenberger in the little town of Huttwil in order to take the Oath of Allegiance, the Oath of Huttwil 1653. The peasants chose the town Huttwil since it was their goal to renew the Oath of Rütli of 1291 for residents living in a town and/or a rural village of the Swiss Confederacy. 

As an emblem of recognition banneret Emmenegger presented Niklaus Leuenberger with a magnificent red coat, a Casaque, which was to be worn on official occasions. 

The Personality of Niklaus Leuenberger  

Open Questions  

	How was it possible for Niklaus Leuenberger as an alleged “weak personal leader” to be able to contain the sharpshooters in 1653 when his troops besieged the city of Bern?


	Was he a stupid peasant?


	Did he only believe in that which is good?


	Did he hope that with the successful signing of the Murifeld Peace Treaty in 1653 the conflict could be solved between the urban and rural population?   


Figurative Portrayals of Niklaus Leuenberger  

Fig. 1a shows Niklaus Leuenberger without a masculine headdress. The first thing that happened when a criminal was captured was for his beard to be cut off. Did the authorities have the intention of portraying the peasant leader as a penitent criminal and rebel in order to permanently insist that he had been forced against his will to take the office of the chief leader and halfheartedly support the peasant’s concerns? 
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Fig. 1a: Niklaus Leuenberger, the allegedly penitent revolutionist. 

No portrayal of Niklaus Leuenberger, as a contemporary leader, exists that shows him after the Murifeld peace treaty had been signed. Those such as fig. 1b, below, were confiscated.
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Fig. 1b: Contemporary Portrayal of Niklaus Leuenberger before he was captured. 

The Leader’s Personality as Seen in the Achievements of the Rebels   

The following texts are an effort to gain a further description of the leader’s personality based on the services rendered by the insurrectionists   under the leadership of Niklaus Leuenberger. 

The Federal Charter of Huttwil – a Remarkable Accomplishment of the Rebels  

The text of the Oath of Huttwil, aimed at replacing the Oath of 1291 (Bundesbrief, author’s note), as transcribed by André Holenstein (b 1959) [30] appears in the appendices. The Oath of Huttwil (Appendix 2) comprised seven articles, however, only articles 1, 2 and 5 will be mentioned in the following observations, to show the visionary views of initiators. 

In the first, most important article, reference is made to the confederates’ alliance, which was concluded several centuries earlier. This article not only includes the basic principle of mutual support when life, property and personal possessions are in danger, but also the principles that inequities are to be eliminated and not least that religious freedom is guaranteed, inasmuch as no difference is made between Reformed and Catholic peasants. This article simultaneously holds that all confederates are obligated to pay taxes to the authorities, and in so doing the authorities are not contested and should not be replaced by peasants. 

The second article concerns the question of the dispensation of justice, in the case of new laws and unjust decrees being made: How are controversies with the authorities to be settled and how can inequities be avoided? It was the view of the responsible initiators that disputable issues could be resolved for all Swiss citizens – those in rural as well as urban regions (e.g., Huttwil, Willisau) – in accordance with a unified, legally binding arbitration process.   

The third article is a supplement to the second article, in case the authorities should attempt to enforce unjust new decrees through the employment of local or foreign troops, the confederate allies commit themselves to disallow such actions and mutually assist one another. 

In the fourth article a detailed definition of the third article is given, in case a fellow confederate should be aggrieved by measures taken by the authorities. 

The fifth article states that the federal charter is to be renewed each decade. Simultaneously, an account of the effectiveness of the articles in the federal treaty is to be made. In so doing, it should be clarified whether complaints against authorities remain, by individual confederates, in order that they can be given assistance. 

The sixth article concerns the relationship among the fellow confederates and how they should deal with traitors within their own ranks. 

In the seventh article the fellow confederates commit themselves to not conclude a one-sided treaty with the authorities which contradicts the matters outlined in the Oath of Huttwil. 

Commentary on the Freedom of Religion  

Already mentioned, concerning the freedom of religion, no differences between Reformed and Catholic beliefs were made. That is a difference between the Treaty of Huttwil and the first version made by the public assembly in Sumiswald, where Catholic belief was given priority. It is reported that Niklaus Leuenberger’s father, Hans, was an Anabaptist. Anabaptists were heavily persecuted. Therefore, many Anabaptists emigrated. Amongst others, descendants are living in the United States as Amish and as Mennonites. 

Had the authorities in Bern and their fellow confederates at the assembly of the Federal Diet in Baden accepted the Treaty of Huttwil – to which the authorities had not objected – and showed strength for religious freedom as stated in article 1, Switzerland would have been spared from internal religious and fratricidal wars after 1648. 

––––––––
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Accomplishments of the Oath of Huttwil 1653 (Summary) 

In summary it can be stated that the articles as understood in our contemporary, positive perception are revolutionary in the positive sense of the word:  

•It concerns the introduction of freedom of religion, of a uniform dispensation of justice and, in this context, of political participation on the level of the entire population of Switzerland.

•Following the Thirty Years’ War, the Treaty of Huttwil corresponds thereby with a modernized version of the Federal Charter of 1291 of the old confederates, an Alliance which according to tradition was concluded at the time of William Tell.

•The Oath of Huttwil does not challenge the authorities as an institution enabled to levy taxes (article 1).

•The right of mutual support and self-defense in case the authorities should war against their own subjects, either with local and/or foreign soldiers (article 3). 

Commentary  

Article 1 would have enabled authorities at that time to enter into constructive dialogue with the rebels in order to become acquainted with their views, opinions and ideas, and examine them more closely. This alliance of the subjects, which does not question the authorities, conforms to a convergence of a parliamentary democracy, wherein the executive authorities are in permanent dialogue with the representatives of their subjects. In the Oath of Huttwil 1653 the question is raised concerning dispensation of justice. That question – in the sense of a further evolutionary, democratic development – finally leads to a general requirement of separation of powers between the authorities and the subjects’ representatives, as well as to the additional establishment of an adjudication authority independent of the government. 

Why did the rebels include article 3 in their oath? During the Thirty Years’ War everything went well economically for the patricians in the city as well as the peasants. The patricians were able to earn considerable wealth through the intermediation of soldiers and the peasants were able to export agricultural goods to the warring countries. In Switzerland, an economic recession followed the peace treaty of 1648 and the soldiers enlisted by the patricians were out of work. The population was aware that in their mission soldiers were not only paid but were also officially allowed to increase their wealth through plundering. The fears of the population that the local patricians could wrongly use their soldiers for their own purposes is understandable. 

Reasons for the Rejection of the Contents of the Oath of Huttwil by the Bernese Government 

The events in England must have played an important role. King Charles I was executed on 30 January 1649. Cromwell fought against King Charles I, who wanted to transform England into an absolutist monarchy. Events in that country were importantly influenced by the draft of a constitution that included the postulates freedom of religion, equality before the law, general political participation and the end of prison punishment for debtors. 

Can the Oath of Huttwil (1653) be interpreted as being a Swiss version of the Cromwellian and Miltonian Agreement of the People? As a person, Oliver Cromwell is controversial, however, the Cromwellian Republic, known as the “Commonwealth of England,” was an important step towards England’s democracy. 

Commentary on the People’s Assembly at Huttwil 1653

The Oath of Huttwil (1653) can be referred to as an important step on the way to Switzerland’s democracy in the 19th century. Representatives of all social levels of the population participated in the assembly in Huttwil and no difference was made between Catholics, Protestants, registered citizens and residents without civic rights. Such residents were known as Hintersässen and held a residence permit (in the USA a green card) to live in the municipality but had no civic rights as the burghers had. In this context it must be understood that a Swiss citizen is primarily a citizen of a Swiss municipality, the place which appears in a Swiss passport as Heimatort (i.e., “municipality of origin,” or “municipality of heritage”). Swiss citizens may have several “municipalities of origin.” The oldest Heimatort denotes the municipality in which an ancestor of an individual first became a burgher. That place is of utmost importance in doing genealogical research. 

The Siege of Bern under the Leadership of Niklaus Leuenberger 

The siege of a city such as Bern is conditional upon an accurate general staff plan. Furthermore, it requires outstanding logistics in order to nourish some 16,000 armed peasants before the gates of the wealthy city of Bern. In this context the high level of discipline in the rebel’s army is recognized without exception by all historians. No comparison can be made between the armed peasants under Niklaus Leuenberger’s leadership and the “hog-banner campaign” of the rebels in 1477. The high level of discipline impressed the authorities of the city of Bern without fail. 

Did the Peasants’ Leader Make Erratic Decisions or Follow a Plan? 

Among other things Niklaus Leuenberger feared that his plan not to attack, plunder and burn Bern could be overruled by his own council of war. In order to avert such danger Niklaus Leuenberger recruited the following men for the council of war from his army camped at Murifeld: Hans Stampach, Daniel Ruch, Jakob Leuenberger, Joseph Kämpfer, Klaus Mey, Hans Kolb, Andres Leuenberger, Baschi Sommer, Alexander Leuenberger, Hans Frei, Melcher Hunziker, Bendicht Tschanz and Ulrich Krieg. Joseph Kämpfer from Kleinemmental was a neighbor of Jakob Leuenberger. Some insurgents, reportedly, were “hawks,” some were “doves”—these men, hand-selected by Niklaus Leuenberger, seem to have been of calmer sense.

Was Niklaus Leuenberger Hungry for Power and Wealth?  

Niklaus Leuenberger did not have the ambition to take power. He also did not want to gain wealth in a profitable military business like, for example, the Bernese patricians. Due to his noble stature and because of his appearance when mounted and wearing his red coat, Niklaus Leuenberger was often referred to in the vernacular as “king of the peasants” (Bauernkönig), a title which in the end brought him the harsh conviction of the maximum death penalty of being “quartered.” 

The Murifeld Peace Treaty of 1653 and the Rebel’s Contribution of Achievement 

A plausible and successful siege of Bern necessitated the occupation of strategic access roads, bridges and passes in order for the surrounded population of the city to realize the earnestness of their situation. This objective was achieved by the besieger, whereby should the siege of Bern be lifted, the rebels were guaranteed not only exemption from punishment but, also, orally agreed upon– reparation in the amount of 50,000 pounds in Bernese currency. 

The Murifeld Peace Treaty of 1653 represents a compromise and is not a dictation from the peasants. The three documents had to be drawn up by representatives of the Bernese authorities and the rebels within a short period of time. It materialized on the basis of negotiations – without a drop of blood having been shed. The results represent an outstanding achievement of the participants. It came about only because during the siege of Bern, Niklaus Leuenberger and the peasants could bargain from a position of their strength.  

The Peace of Murifeld 

In confidence of the honesty of the Bernese authorities and compliance of the treaty, Niklaus Leuenberger announced the contents of the signed agreement to the rebels and ordered the armed insurgents to return home. The siege of Bern was rescinded. On May 19th, the Feast of the Ascension of Christ (Holy Thursday), all sections of the troops were informed about the peace agreement and thousands of the rebels started with massed pipes and drums, flags and weapons, towards home, where work was waiting for them. On the same day dispatches were received stating that in the Sternenberg rural court jurisdiction at Neuenegg, insurgents had been arrested by authorities. Various bailiffs captured further rebels, contrary to contract on Friday, May 20th. Niklaus Leuenberger admonished the Bernese authorities to abide by the peace treaty. Contrary allegations resulted and the situation continued to become more acute, which on Saturday, May 22nd, caused Leuenberger to write a first official letter to the authorities in Bern because no improvement had taken place. 

After dispatches arrived from the Aargau region concerning pillage and looting by Zurich insurgents, Niklaus Leuenberger is once again forced to proclaim military landsturm, a general mobilization, and writes to the authorities a last time on May 24th to observe the peace treaty because only then are the rebels willing to pay homage. 

The Battle of Wohlenschwil  

According to the Peace Treaty of Murifeld, the return journey of the armed peasants occurred on 19 May 1653. They responded to the peace treaty and withdrew from all of the important strategic points around the city of Bern. After some four days, it was an unbelievable accomplishment to convince the returning armed peasants that their situation was not futile and that they were competent to defend themselves. To maintain their validity, they had to be prepared on one hand to fight against possible attacks from General von Erlach’s army in the west in case the Murifeld Peace Treaty was not observed. In the east, on the other hand, General Werdmüller’s further advance had to be prevented. 

It is impressive that with some 15,000 troops on 23 May / 2 June 1653 in Mägenschwil, Leuenberger and the peasant army were able to resist the penetration of Lenzburg by Major General Johann Rudolf Werdmüller with his cavalry, four cannons and 1,500 musketeers, a fourth of the well-armed Federal Diet troops. Lenzburg, namely, was war-weary and ready to surrender. The population had fear of pillage by the mercenary army of General Johann Rudolf Werdmüller, who fought on the side of the Swedes. 

Leuenberger was concerned that his peasant army had no cannons at their disposal and were not as well armed. For fear of losing what they had gained and for the safety of his men, Niklaus Leuenberger wanted to better the peasants' situation, i.e. maintain the upper hand until all negative contingencies had been eliminated. Thus, he planned, covered by a thundershower on 24 May 1653, along with Schibi, a surprise attack on Zurich’s artillery for improving his military position. However, Johann Rudolf Werdmüller’s mercenary army cavalry also took advantage of the thunderstorm and broke through the lines. In addition, Johann Rudolf Werdmüller’s mercenaries set fire to the villages of Wohlenschwil and Büblikon. Nevertheless, after this first standoff a cease-fire was agreed. Niklaus Leuenberger was aware that this pillaging would demoralize his troops. He was also aware that he could no longer negotiate from a position of strength as he had with the siege of Bern. 

Niklaus Leuenberger was convinced that Generallissimo Johann Konrad Werdmüller did not know that the authorities in Bern had concluded a legally valid peace treaty with the insurgents. His only strength consisted in the fact that on his person he was carrying the legal peace treaty which he had concluded with Bern officials at Murifeld. He sent a copy of the Murifeld peace treaty to Generallissimo Werdmüller.

In the meantime, Schibi unsuccessfully attempted to convince Leuenberger to violate the cease-fire and make a surprise attack in the dark on the Zurich army. 

On 25 May 1653 peace was declared at Mellingen. 

Sigismund von Erlach’s Vengeful Campaign against the Rural Population  

On 27 May 1653 General Werdmüller received a writing from Niklaus Leuenberger in Herzogenbuchsee complaining of the violence being leveled on the rural citizenry and the need for mutual continued compliance with the peace treaty agreed upon at Mellingen. 

In the meantime, Daniel Küpfer, the deputy of Niklaus Leuenberger, the Emmental’s commanding officer, had mobilized about 5000 armed peasants at Herzogenbuchsee. 

On 28 May 1653 Leuenberger received a puzzling reply from commanding Generallissimo Werdmüller. Thus, Niklaus Leuenberger instructed his troops that peace was at hand and that they should return to their homes. He left them with some question as to whether freedom and safety could be had by them all. At the same time, he had the premonition that his life would end soon. 

Commentary 

Indeed, Niklaus Leuenberger had the foreboding that the atrocities against the people committed by General von Erlach were actually directed towards him according to the principle of “Sippenhaft” (“collective punishment, i.e hostage taking in its absolute form”), – when the clan of an offender could be subject to revenge – and that his life was in danger. On the other hand, he trusted the commanding officer of the Federal Diet army, that based on the intervention from Zurich, the Bernese government would give in. He still believed in the good of mankind and that the Bernese authorities were interested in peace with the rural population. He, therefore, sent the soldiers home. Also, in part, because he knew the price that they would pay would be extreme. 

Bernese authorities decided to renege on their agreements with the peasants, immediately after the abolishment of the siege of Bern. They attacked the peasants on their way back to their homes, families, and peacetime endeavors, now overdue. Was this decision agreed upon by all of the allies of the old confederacy? When was the decision among the members of the Bernese authorities unanimously decided – before, during, or after the Peace Treaty of Murifeld had been signed? Were the frightened Bernese authorities dealing, primarily, an action of punishment in order to prevent future revolts and to show the people “where God is seated”? 

The Battle of Herzogenbuchsee 

Thanks to the decision of Niklaus Leuenberger to send the 5000 armed rebels home, based on the peace treaties of Mellingen and Murifeld, greater carnage in the Battle of Herzogenbuchsee versus the mercenary army of General von Erlach was avoided. Although, among other reports from sources, some partisan and some independent, the chronicler Jost von Brechershäusern reported an uncalled-for attack on peasant insurgents on their way home, in Herzogenbuchsee by the troops of Sigismund von Erlach. 

Jost von Brechershäusern was a wealthy peasant from Wynigen. Among other things, he also reported, in addition to the peasant war of 1653, about the First War of Villmergen in 1656. He was murdered in 1657 not far from his farm. The murder, however, was never clarified. Was this violence politically motivated, i.e. an early attempt to silence the press? 

Commentary   

With the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and through the efforts of Johann Rudolf Wettstein, the mayor of Basel, the old Confederacy of Switzerland was officially recognized as being independent of the Holy Roman Empire. As a result, there was no longer a possibility for Confederacy members and their subjects to appeal to the emperor as the final authority. It cannot be forgotten that the first treaty of the Confederacy only came about inasmuch as the emperor was the highest authority to guarantee special liberties to the original cantonal states. 

The Rebels’ Punishment     

The vengeance campaign of the authorities under the leadership of General von Erlach can be seen in the sense of Sippenhaft tactics as a part of the rebels’ punishment. Those who betrayed an insurgent received a reward. 
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Fig. 2: Torture of the leaders of the revolt. 

Christian Schibi, Niklaus Leuenberger “confessed” while being tortured that the peasants had not urged, but instead forced him to accept the office as the head leader. He confessed nothing other than that. Perhaps he hoped for a reprieve owing to a passage recorded in the minutes of the examination proceedings: “As he [Leuenberger] adjourned from the last public assembly at Langenthal to his home town, Hobi, a man from Wynigen, called out “That [he] is our authority!’. Clearly, he [Leuenberger, on horse with his magnificent red coat] was very indignant [about that] and he hit him with the [walking] pole.” 

Commentary  

The official representatives of the Reformed and Catholic churches supported the government authorities in the peasant war. Niklaus Leuenberger’s appeal for clemency was not accepted and his death warrant – “quartering” (i.e., dismemberment) – conformed with that of regicide, that punishment reserved for attempts to murder a monarch. Evidence in favor of whom they had labeled “the peasant king” was disregarded. 

Executions of insurgents preceded the highest leaders’ doomed legal proceedings and the displays of their body parts reportedly were particularly psychologically harsh on at least one of Niklaus Leuenberger’s deputies.

The peasants were therefore clearly shown that participants in such a rebellious assembly had to reckon with the quartering of the body as the maximum death penalty. 

The unity between the Bernese authorities and the church is supported by the fact that new governmental regulations were announced from the pulpit during Sunday church services. Furthermore, in addition to secular courts, a church “consistory court” (Chorgericht) existed in an ecclesiastical parish. Infringements were punished with monetary fines, whereby the bailiff, as the representative of the authorities, could mete out the fines and collect the fees. The pastor served as secretary and noted the monetary fines in the consistory court manual. 

Niklaus Leuenberger, the Penitent Rebel, Exhibited in Bern  

Niklaus Leuenberger, the most important prize of the peasant war, was portrayed to the public, in the city of Bern on 2/12 June 1653, as a penitent leader who had been appointed against his will. He was put in handcuffs and marched through the streets in a triumphal procession. Finally, he was put in irons in the so-called “killer’s cell” in the Prison Tower.

The Conviction of Niklaus Leuenberger  

On 6 September 1653 (Gregorian calendar) Niklaus Leuenberger’s sentence was pronounced. The peasant leader was condemned for violating the authority which God had placed in the city leaders. He was also condemned to be beheaded, drawn and quartered, and to have his body parts mounted for display at the main square and the four gates of the city of Bern. 

Commentary  

The conviction of the leader of the peasant league did not take place until after the arrest, torture and questioning of Uli Galli and Hans Konrad Brenner. Both of them (not only) confirmed the leader’s testimonies and confessions (in the examination minutes) but also provided closer and significant information concerning the (author’s remark: so far unknown to the Bernese government) selfish intentions and plans of some hawkish chiefs of the revolt, in that they avowed that it had been agreed upon by them that upon capturing the city, it would be relinquished and plundered, the government council abolished and a new one installed, whereby Leuenberger and Daniel Küpfer be given the position of governing mayor (Schultheiss), Uli Galli that of treasurer, Michael Aeschlimann, called “Bergmichel,” that of military ensign (Venner), and notary Konrad Brenner that of state and court scribe. 

In point of fact, Niklaus Leuenberger’s confession made no mention of the allegedly existing plans of his fellow campaigners (the hawks of the rebellion), no commensurate assignments of guilt and not even a clue that he said anything verifying plans to pillage Bern. He never betrayed his colleagues and their plan, even in order to enable a better stance for or to save himself. 

The End of the Peasant War and the Assassination in Entlebuch on 19/29 September 1653  

The peasant war started in Entlebuch where the three peacefully demonstrating peasants dressed in historical garments represented the three first confederates: Walter Fürst, Werner Stauffacher and Arnold von Melchtal. Following the legend of William Tell and symbolized as the “Three Tells,” they wanted to call the attention of the Lucerne authorities to the lost liberties in the area of their bailiwick. As a result, Niklaus Leuenberger needed to give his full commitment in order to restrain those three hawks, when the siege of Bern took place with the 16000 men, from attacking the city with fellow hawks.

The peasant war ended in Entlebuch with the so-called “Tell’s shot” by Kapar Unternährer (1621-1653) when he attempted to assassinate Lucerne’s Schultheiss Ulrich Dulliker, who was wounded, and Lucerne councilman Kaspar Studer, who was killed. Kaspar Unternährer came from Schüpfheim, where he was born on 2 January 1621. Ueli Dahinden also participated in the assassination of 28 September 1653, and was killed on 8 October 1653 during his attempted seizure by Protestant troops.

Although the government troops were unsuccessful in their attempt to capture both men alive, they were subsequently tried in court. Kaspar Unternährer was beheaded, as was Ueli’s corpse and both had their body parts displayed at key sites as a warning to the populace.

After regional military ensign Hans Emmenegger presented the “Three Tells” their costumes, Kaspar Unternährer internalized his role as William Tell and carried a crossbow in his right hand. The second “Tell,” Ueli Dahinden, represented Werner Stauffacher. The Lucerne authorities were not certain if the identity of the third assassin was Hans Stadelmann or a peasant who was called, “long [tall] Zemp” and was known as the third “Tell.” Hans Stadelmann was able to flee abroad, as many other insurgents of the peasant revolt. After being captured abroad he was betrayed by “long Zemp,” who was therefore able to save his own skin. Hans Stadelmann was transferred to Lucerne in 1654 and beheaded on 5/15 July. 

Kaspar Unternährer is the only known assassin in the history of the old confederacy. 

Conclusions  

Not one drop of blood was shed between the composition of the Treaty of Huttwil and the Murifeld Peace Treaty. 

The peasant war was a war of the authorities against the peasants as a result of the unilateral termination of the Peace Treaty of Murifeld by the Bernese authorities in tune with the advice of “The Prince” of Niccolo Machiavelli’s guidebook originally written with the intention of governance and not of tyranny, in order to gain a subsequently better military situation. 

The fact that relatively few rebels lost their lives on the battlefield is clearly due to the outstanding merit, the humanity of Niklaus Leuenberger.

The Treaty of Huttwil and the Peace Treaty of Murifeld, which came about without the shedding of blood, are parallel milestones on the path of the old Confederacy towards democratization. They could only be reached from a position of strength and are comparable to the Glorious Revolution in England. The path of the Bernese patricians towards an aristocratic republic, however, continued. The erosion of democratic liberties was only stopped with the invasion of Napoleonic troops in 1798. The law of 4 May 1798 spelled the end of the Swiss Ancien Regime. 

A study of the events during the European revolutions in the 19th century and during the peasant war of 1653 presents a rich source for conflict research. In that conjunction diverse questions present themselves: 

The questions of liberty- especially religious freedom- equality and fraternity, “forerunners” of the French Revolution, and about a more social tax system. 

All were felt during the peasant movement in Niklaus Leuenberger’s lifetime and addressed in the Oath of Huttwil and in the Peace treaty of Murifeld.

How can the questions be dealt with, concerning the deeper reasons for the government’s revenge campaign against the peasants following the conclusion of the Peace Treaty of Murifeld, and the circumstances of some intimidated farmers acquiring a so-called “document of protection” (Schutzbrief) in order to be spared from looting by the government troops?

And, what about the question of councilman Studer’s assassination as well as that concerning the legal judgment of the assassin of Kaspar Unternährer, who was one of the “Three Tells” and an exponent of the insurgent’s hawks? 

Nelson Mandela asked himself when the use of force could be justified and thereby differed from Mahatma Gandhi who completely renounced the use of force. Thus, Leuenberger may have had to think more in terms of Mandela rather than Gandhi as he began to suspect the authorities to be more capable of treachery than honor. This statement is the message of Urs Hostettler’s book “Der Rebell vom Eggiwil,” published by Zytglogge Bern 1991. Urs Hostettler’s documentary of the events in 1653 and of the life of Ueli Galli, shows the reality of life and the tension among the leadership of the peasants’ movement.

Within the scope of the total abolition of the rebels at the end of the peasant war in Entlebuch, where the “Three Tells” were protected and hidden by the Catholic population, it became necessary for Protestant Bernese troops to be deployed. This fact created additional religious hatred. As a result, in the subsequent first religious war in 1656, 5000 Catholic soldiers from Central Switzerland under the leadership of Christoph Pfyffer won the battle of Villmergen against 9600 Bernese Protestant soldiers under the leadership of General Sigismund von Erlach. During this battle 600 Protestants and 200 Catholics were killed. Needless to say, the ecumenical Oath of Huttwil was lost between Protestants and Catholics. Thus, tensions between Christians also remained after the second religious war of Villmergen, where more than 3000 people were killed in 1712.

It is significant for church history that Nicholas of Flüe, who was later canonized by the church, was on the side of peasants at the time of the peasants’ rebellion in 1477. However, in 1653 the church sided against the rebellious party. This positive position of the church towards the government never changed through the 19th century and is responsible for Martin Disteli’s anticlerical parodies and the introduction of the article in the Federal Constitution of 1848 which forbade any activity of the Jesuits in church or state affairs. 

Interestingly, however, the Catholic priests supported the rural procession to the Heiligkreuz Church at the beginning of the rebellion in Entlebuch. This ecumenical unity was pioneer work in Swiss church history. As seen on the whole, however, the Reformed and Catholic churches supported the authorities. The churches and the theologians were responsible for the entire scope of human life before the secularization. Religion was not a private matter. 
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