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About the Book


These writings portray a historical picture of the northern European panorama between the 17th and 19th centuries. The Thirty Years’ War unfolds within these pages, with pertinent personal stories of affliction and renewal. An assembly of French refugees escaped from the conflict to assist in restoring some of the Prussian villages decimated by the war.



This is a story of light and darkness. The refugees emerged from the dark west and arrived in the village to rekindle the village light. “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”[1]. The refugees become settlers and then citizens of their newfound homeland. Frederick the Great ruled Prussia as an enlightened autocrat. Germany then embarked on its next historical chapter, but not without further struggles and oppression by the various rulers.


The adventures of these refugees are set in the historical context of the day using facts as documented from reliable sources. This second book in the series roughly covers 200 years, starting from the late 17th century. The next book covers the subsequent 150 years up to the modern day.


The inspiration for these books came from my visit to the family village in old East Germany in 2018. While walking down the village main street, two workers were repairing the gutter. They were the only other people in the street. I could hear their radio playing. The voice on the radio was in German. As I walked past the workers, a song came on the radio. A song that I recognised – ‘You're the Voice’ as sung by John Farnham[2]. At the time, I thought that was a bit strange. Here was an Australian in a remote village where very little English was spoken. At the instant I walked past, this Australian song was played on German radio. Upon further reflection, I realised that the workers behaved somewhat like the refugees in this story. They contributed to the restoration of the village to make it fully functional again.


When I returned to my hotel, I thought I should not try and read too much into this. However, I was curious. While listening to the song's chorus, it became clear that I had some work to do to try and understand what happened in this village and somehow become 'the voice' to tell that story.

Even the first verse of this song had a message that said I had to research this village and its people further to 'join the dots' before I got much older. My writing would be about families and the challenges they face in life. In reference to the song, I also learnt that the Thirty Years' War was one of the first wars where guns or firearms were most prevalent.
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Men at work in the German village street in 2018

Inevitably, every family story has 'gaps', and this one is no exception. I have endeavoured from time to time to fill these ‘gaps’ (‘join the dots’) with what can be described as ‘probable fiction’. This approach facilitates readability, provides the most likely set of events or circumstances and gives the facts further body and context. Hopefully, this makes the story more satisfying to read, even if it has entailed some educated guesswork.

When probable fiction is employed, I have tried to make it clear to the reader. The author, who is both a descendant of the villagers and close to the source material, has imagined some detail around various situations involving key characters. Obviously, the thoughts, feelings and detailed ‘day-to-day’ actions of people can’t be known from some 300 years ago unless documented in a historical work. Where these works exist (and they do), primary sources are referenced. The primary source references, can be used to conduct further research and checks as required. History that is ‘common knowledge’, such as wars and the lives of famous people, is not usually referenced. Of course, I am happy to make relevant corrections for the next edition.


All illustrations and sources are used with permission. Appendix B contains a family tree of the people in this book, which is a useful ‘reference’ to help keep track of family relationships.



I hope you find this book as fascinating and illuminating to read as I found it to write. Thanks to my family for allowing me time out to write this book. Thanks also to my friends and colleagues who provided information, constructive suggestions and feedback. A special thank you to Paul Stangenberg of the Brüssow Local History Museum in Germany who provided much valuable information and photographs. Enjoy your read!
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Chapter One

Darkness in the Village


Before the war, life in the village was idyllic. The village was surrounded by an unspoiled natural heritage in the field, meadow, forest and stream. Centuries of agricultural labour accompanied by marvellous timeworn traditions and celebrations. Several rough cobblestone roads that surrounded the village, led to a place from long ago. In the failing evening light emerged a magical place that time almost forgot. Modest landmarks were apparent, such as the local village church; made of stones that had a story to tell. Stones that helped to hold everything together during the hard times that have been and will come. Although the drums of war sounded outside of the village, inside, everyone was enjoying the simple and extraordinary pleasures of village life.
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The village today as seen from the church tower


Little Friedrich lived on the street that ran right through the village. One spring morning in the year 1634, he awoke early and ran out into the misty morning light to try and find his playmates. Instead, he heard something he had not heard before - the sounds of hoofs, wheels and footsteps in the distance approaching the village. He stood transfixed, gazing down the road as the sun slowly emerged from the fog. The fields and mist were aglow with a dazzling light.



Through the fog, he could see the occasional gleam of bayonets. Then a column of disorderly soldiers came fully into view. Ordinarily, Friedrich loved soldiers dressed in their resplendent, powerful colours. This time was different, he felt like someone was squeezing his stomach. The column came to a halt right in front of the tower, beside the little village church. The commanding officer dismounted his horse and entered the tower. Friedrich knew that was the office of the village officials and wondered deeply as to what was going on.



After a while, the commander emerged and stationed his troops in the field next to the little village church. While the daytime weather was mild, the temperature plummeted with nightfall. Some of the soldiers decided to use pews from the church as fuel to light fires, both to keep themselves warm and for cooking. While the bulk of the soldiers encamped in the field, some took shelter inside the church. They smoked their pipes. They even made campfires inside the church to generate additional warmth. The embers ascended inside the building and pervaded the roof and rafters. While the walls were stone, the roof consisted of wooden shingles.


Friedrich peered through the church windows, curious about the noise and strange glowing inside the church. He witnessed something dreadful that he will never forget. He saw the soldiers standing around fires, laughing, joking, drinking and shouting. Soon fights broke out amongst the men. No one noticed the flames in the roof taking hold. When they did, the soldiers ran outside to save themselves. Friedrich stood back. He watched in horror as the fire raged through the roof.


After a few minutes, the roof collapsed into the church, wrecking much of the remaining contents and dampening the fire. It also crushed the prized church chandelier, never to shine the light again. The villagers could now extinguish the fire with buckets of water. The destroyed building had witnessed thousands of individual expressions of devotion to God for almost four centuries. All that was left was darkness[3].


Friedrich went back to his house and sat on his bed with his head in his hands. He was shocked and in disbelief. It was the church his family attended and the one he was baptised in. He was extremely fearful about what the soldiers would do next. His world was starting to crumble.

Scarcely had the fury of the flames abated when the soldiers decided to ransack the village. The village groaned under the licentiousness of the undisciplined and plundering troops. Not content with merely taking food and shelter, they committed the most remorseless acts of devastation and cruelty. A number also found rich booty in the cellars, where the villagers had concealed their more treasured effects. After a week, all the local families abandoned the village. During the coming seasons, the fields lay in waste and uncultivated.


Chapter Two

Darkness in the East


Friedrich’s village is called Grimme and is about 140 km north of Berlin. Grimme was located in Brandenburg-Prussia and now Brandenburg-Germany. Grimme was situated on the main road or royal route, known as ‘via regia’, between Berlin and Stettin. Both Berlin and Stettin (now Szczecin, Poland) were located in Brandenburg-Prussia. The name Grimme, by local understanding, means a lake or ‘place of bushes’. The authorities used the defensive tower next to the village church as a lookout for approaching convoys. It was also used as a ‘toll gate’ for collecting customs from travellers[4],[5] (see Appendix A for maps of the area).


The Uckermark is the historical region around Grimme. It is on both sides of the small Ucker River. The area and river took their names from a Slav tribe, the Ucker. Various rulers subjugated the Ucker settlements over the centuries.


The commander of the Swedish troops that plundered Grimme was possibly Johan Banér[6]. Johan Banér had an atrocious reputation for pillaging towns and villages[7]. Sten Bielke was a member of the ruling council of Sweden for Prussia and Pomerania (Riksråd). Sten had some influence over where Johan‘s troops were stationed in Prussia including the Uckermark. The Swedish army had tasted success in assisting the Prussian authorities via the Treaty of Stettin (1630) in pushing back the invading imperial forces of the Holy Roman Empire. However, they also desired to control these northern states bordering the Baltic Sea. The Swedes now assumed the position of an occupying force6.



Johan and his soldiers continued to occupy the region and plunder the surrounding towns and villages, such as Bergholz and Rossow. The Prussian war commissioner requested Sten to withdraw from the area[8]. Two years later, Sten Bielke was appointed general legate in Prussia. Both Sten Bielke and Johan Banér would be dead within a few years (by 1641)7,[9].
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Sten Bielke and Johan Banér


After the soldiers destroyed Grimme, the village was uninhabited. Friedrich’s family, the Schönwalds, went to stay with extended family in the neighbouring town of Bergholz. After the soldiers withdrew from the area, Friedrich and his family returned to Grimme to sift through the remains. Friedrich took the opportunity to walk up the road to survey the ruined church. He peered through the door and saw a faint glimmer on the ground. Four brass candlestick holders from the church chandelier lay in the ashes. Friedrich thought that restoring the village and church was far beyond his imagination. Conversely, he felt that looking after these candlestick holders might become ‘seeds’ in the course of time.


So it was that in 1634 the village of Grimme and its beloved church were laid waste3. This destruction was only a fraction of what occurred as a result of one of Europe’s great wars - the Thirty Years’ War.


As you can imagine, a war that persisted for thirty years is bound to have many twists and turns over this prolonged period. For this reason, it is considered a complex conflict with many angles. To better understand the context for this book, there is value in summarising the influences and consequences of this war. Please bear with me as we briefly dive into the Thirty Year’s War. The chapter will conclude with an intriguing letter from Friedrich to his uncle.

To give some background to the religious landscape preceding the Thirty Years’ War, we need to start with the Reformation. While the first book in this series covered some of this information, it's worth revisiting it from a German perspective. Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses to the church door in Wittenberg, over 100 years before these events in Grimme. Fire also destroyed this church door at a later time. So began the Reformation in Europe. After Martin Luther died in 1546, his following and theology endured in various churches, mainly the Lutheran Church.

The Augsburg Confession was one of the most important documents of the Reformation. Also known as the Augustan Confession, it is the primary confession of faith of the Lutheran Church. Various old German states, including much of Prussia, progressively accepted this confession from 1530 onwards. The Augsburg Confession was later also approved by the Holy Roman Emperor. The Lutheran Church established itself in the Uckermark region in around 1539.


The Reformed Church in France officially commenced after Luther died and 42 years after the start of the Reformation. John Calvin, its founder, had previously escaped persecution in France and set up his base in Switzerland. The Reformed Church adopted the Gallican Confession (creed) and Ecclesiastical Discipline (church regulations). Members of the Reformed Church were often referred to as Huguenots.


The Lutheran and Reformed churches essentially share the same set of beliefs. However, there are some variations in theology and practice eg. predestination, the meaning of baptism and the frequency and essence of communion. As the churches were in different parts of Europe, this only became a challenge during the 17th century.
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