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Our Daily Bread

The church bell rang just once that cold, rainy morning. The villagers
knew why it rang. They had been expecting it; there was no need to summon
them with a second pealing. Silently, they congregated at the church for the
procession to the graveyard. Johann Adam Mann was burying his youngest
daughter. In the space of a month, he had already buried his wife and three
other children. As he fell into step behind the pastor, beside him walked his
last surviving child, ten-year-old Johann Jacob. Four men led the procession
carrying the body, which lay on a bier covered with a white cloth. There was
no coffin, just as there was no funeral sermon, because Johann Adam lacked
the money to pay for them. Nevertheless, despite his poverty, the
community considered Johann Adam an honorable man, and his daughter
would receive a respectful Christian burial with all the citizens in town in
sympathetic attendance.1
While the villagers walked, the schoolmaster led his students in a slow
and mournful hymn: “Mitten wir im Leben sind, Mit dem Tod umpfangen”:
“Though in midst of life we be, Snares of death surround us.” 2 Johann Adam
Mann focused on the distant fields, jaw clenched, as he clasped the shoulder
of Johann Jacob. Arriving at the graveyard, the bearers gently lowered the
body into a tiny grave next to her mother and the pastor began to pray. Jacob
flinched as the first clumps of clay struck his sister’s shroud-covered body.
The pastor asked the villagers to recite with him the Lord’s Prayer, Vater
Unser: “Unser tägliches Brot gib uns heute,” they prayed. “Give us this day our
daily bread.” But for Johann Adam’s family the prayer went unanswered. It
was late December 1816, remembered in history books as the Year Without a
Summer, when cold and damp destroyed crops and people rioted for food
across Europe. In Hochfeld, the church bells rang for many other villagers
that season. Following a string of bad or failed harvest years, the poor yield
of 1816 drove the people to slaughter their cattle because there was no fodder
to feed them. Swarms of mice, driven by hunger and flooded fields, overran
the village. Compounding the series of poor harvests, troops from the
recently ended Napoleonic wars had, over the last several years, been
confiscating what little food the villagers had been able to grow. To pay for
the wars, the villagers were forced to give more than half of their harvests in
taxes, in addition to their usual burden of rents, tithes, and fees. The meager
supply and increased demand for food had resulted in a doubling of prices
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since 1810. By the end of the winter, Johann Adam’s neighbors from
Hochfeld and nearby villages streamed out of the area, bound for what they
hoped would be better lives in America. Officials in Württemberg issued
3,000 passes that winter to emigrants, while the Grand Duchy of Baden—
Johann Adam’s country since 1806—issued passes for 18,000, or 2 percent of
the duchy’s population.3

Figure 1. Villagers return from a funeral.
Although his land holdings were small, Johann Adam had thus far been
able to support his family, supplementing his income by growing vegetables
in the family plot and hiring himself out as a day laborer. That year,
however, his crops failed, and he could not earn enough to feed his family
and warm his hearth. When influenza struck the village, his vulnerable
family was among the many to be struck down.4
A grim dichotomy existed in the villages of early modern Germany. For
those who owned, rented, or controlled enough land to feed their families, or
who were prosperous merchants, innkeepers, or millers, life could be
pleasant. But for those who had no land, or not enough, life was an
uncertain, even desperate struggle for survival.5 “Give us this day our daily
bread” signified far more than simple words in a prayer; they were a fearful
entreaty, a harsh reminder that the majority of villagers were just one bad
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harvest or one major illness away from potential malnutrition, homelessness,
or even death.
Johann Adam Mann is an imagined character. Although he did not
actually exist, the circumstances of his fictional life and of his family’s deaths
played out in villages throughout the kingdoms, duchies, and independent
principalities that comprised the territory now known as Germany. In many
cases in this book, the experiences of Johann Adam and his fellow villagers
were drawn directly from historical individuals, as noted in the book’s
endnotes. In all cases, the history and sociology of their lives are as
historically accurate as existing sources permit. Johann Adam’s given name
and surname, for example, were typical of his location and time period;
Mann is among the 300 most common surnames in Germany today, and it
appears more frequently in his geographic locale of present-day BadenWürttemberg than in any other part of the country.6
This book presents the lives of Johann Adam’s family, his neighbors, and
their ancestors in a hypothetical village called Hochfeld am Neckar. The
purpose for the invention of the fictitious villagers is to bring to life the
historical and cultural elements of German village life, as opposed to the
often dry and lifeless factual presentations that characterize many academic
works. What was family life like? What about courtship? How important
was religion to the villagers? How did their village function? What were
their occupations? What about their schooling, their social life, their customs
and superstitions? The villagers of Hochfeld illustrate these most important
aspects of life in the German lands in a period that began with the
Reformation in the early sixteenth century and extended until the great
waves of German migration to North America in the mid-nineteenth century.
The book’s time frame is roughly equivalent to the European early modern
period, which is defined by some historians as running from the late fifteenth
century to the mid-nineteenth century.7
The book’s first chapters cover three topics that form the essential
scaffolding for the lives of the villagers: peasant status, religion, and war. It is
impossible to understand why these people thought, acted, and reacted in
the ways they did, and why their culture and worldview acquired such
unique features, if one does not have a general understanding of the impact
of the important issues of the times. Some of these issues were the
relationship of the people with their lords; the repercussions of the
Reformation on Germany; and the scars left by war, particularly the Thirty
Years’ War. Once these foundations are established, the book moves on to
the daily aspects of villagers’ lives: their families, livelihoods, inheritance
customs, self-governance practices, and village institutions such as the
school. Finally, the book closes with an examination of the reasons that
millions of Germans left their homeland for North America; what they
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experienced on their journeys; and how they created new lives for
themselves in a German diaspora.
A query on the word “Genealogy” on the Google search engine in 2010
resulted in almost 51 million hits; while accurate statistics about the
popularity of genealogy are impossible to find, the topic is generally rated
among the top five most popular subjects on the World Wide Web. In the
U.S. census of 2000, almost 43 million Americans, or 1 in 6 individuals,
identified themselves as descendants of German immigrants—the largest
ethnic affiliation in the nation. The total dwarfed all other ethnic groups,
including African-American (24.9 million), English (24.5 million), Mexican
(18.4 million), and even the Irish (30.5 million). In Canada, over 3.5 million
persons—more than 10 percent of the total Canadian population as of 2005—
claim German descent.8 This book was written primarily for the tens of
thousands of North American genealogists and the millions of German
descendants in the United States and Canada who are curious about the lives
of their German ancestors.
I am one of those descendants, as is my husband. After I identified
several of the home villages for our German ancestors, which were scattered
over the breadth of the German territories, and after I had traced our family
trees as far back as the records permitted, I said . . . “So what? Now I know
where they came from, and what their names were. But how did they live?”
I headed to the library to check out books on everyday German life, but I
found not one. I found dozens of books on German history, religion,
economy, anthropology, and law, most of which were written for the
academic audience, but I found nothing that told me how my ancestors lived
their daily lives. So I decided to write this book.
This is not an academic work; however, it is densely footnoted to allow
interested readers to seek out additional information on many topics relating
to the lives of these people: war, religion, agriculture, economics,
anthropology, sociology as related to the book’s time period. Whenever
possible, I chose to cite English-language sources so that those of you who
are not fluent in German could nevertheless learn more about the topics that
most interest you. I also made liberal use of German terms, since as a
genealogist, I found I often ran into these terms when I was researching my
own family (you’ll find a glossary at the back of the book). I would have
liked to have known what they meant, so I thought you might, as well.
For the most part, the Germans in the time period covered by this book,
both the villagers and their noble lords, lived out their lives in small, rural,
and isolated worlds. By the time that Johann Adam’s wife and children died
in 1816, his imagined village of Hochfeld am Neckar had been incorporated
into the Grand Duchy of Baden in Southwest Germany. However, when our
fictitious protagonist was born in 1784, Hochfeld was part of a tiny
independent entity owned by the family of an imperial knight, a member of
the minor nobility of the German Holy Roman Empire, or in German, das
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Heilige Römische Reich Deutscher Nation. During the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, in southwest Germany alone, there existed about 350
separate territories, which were not subject to any overrule except the
nominal control of the emperor himself. These territories included about 250
fiefdoms, properties held by imperial knights and various other noblemen.
There were also about 75 ecclesiastical lands—bishoprics and abbeys—which
together covered about 15 percent of the land mass of Germany; the bishops
and abbots who ruled these territories were temporal nobles as well as
spiritual rulers. Finally, there were about 25 imperial cities such as Wimpfen,
which were not part of any territorial entity such as Württemberg, Hessen, or
Saxony. Each of the imperial cities and independent territories had its own
laws and its own customs (see Figure 2).9
Clearly it would be impossible to write a comprehensive book that
covers the customs and history of all German villages, so this book will
concentrate on a small area of Evangelisch-Lutheran villages at the northern
end of today’s Baden-Württemberg. However, the book’s coverage of major
historical subjects such as the Reformation and the Thirty Years’ War is
Figure 2. Map of the German territories, ca. 1800. The approximate area in
which this book’s fictitious events take place is shown with a circle and
arrow. The tiny fiefdoms discussed in this book are too small to show with
their individual names and boundaries on this map. (Map courtesy of
Centennia Software, ©2009)
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relevant to almost all of Germany. In addition, the book explains several
significant differences between southwestern Germany and the other
German lands—for example inheritance customs and peasant status—so that
even if your ancestors came from another part of Germany, you will gain a
greater understanding of their lives.
I am confident that Our Daily Bread is true to the general experience of
early modern villages from southwest Germany, and that it will help
German genealogists to better understand the lives of their ancestors.
Nevertheless, I know that readers who have already studied aspects of
village daily life may well question some of the facts cited in this book
because they are not consistent with the readers’ own research. It is critical
that you keep in mind how much the specifics of life in early modern
Germany varied from region to region and even from village to village.
Terminology, customs, and institutions were unique to each small area.
Therefore, all I could do was to document the sources for each fact, custom,
and scene pictured in this book. I encourage readers with questions to study
the relevant endnotes and to use the citations listed there as a starting point
for additional research.
I hope you find this book useful and informative.
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